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One

There was a lull in Sheriff Judd Hensley’s office, broken only by the soft whir of the fan. It sometimes amused visitors from back East that springtime in Whitehorn, Montana, was every bit as unpredictable as spring in the southeastern part of America, and that the weather could be quite warm. But the man sitting across the desk from Hensley was neither visitor nor was he amused. His dark, handsome face was wearing a brooding scowl, and he was glaring at his superior.
“Why can’t the city police investigate? They have two detectives. I’m the only special investigator in the sheriff’s department, and I’m overworked as it is,” Sterling McCallum said, trying once more.
Hensley toyed with a pen, twirling it on the desk absently while he thought. He was about the same build as McCallum, rugged and quiet. He didn’t say much. When he did, the words meant something.
He looked up from the desk. “I know that,” he said. “But right now, you’re the one who deserves a little aggravation.”
McCallum crossed his long legs and leaned back with a rough sigh. His black boots had a flawless shine, a legacy from his years in the U.S. Navy as a career officer. He had an ex-military mind-set that often put him at odds with his boss, especially since he’d mustered out with the rank of captain. He was much more used to giving orders than to taking them.
In the navy, the expected answer to any charge of dereliction of duty, regardless of innocence or guilt, was, “No excuse, sir.” It was still hard for McCallum to get used to defending his actions. “I did what the situation called for,” he said tersely. “When someone tries to pull a gun on me, I get twitchy.”
“That was only bravado,” Hensley pointed out, “and you knocked out one of his teeth. The department has to pay for it. The county commission climbed all over me and I didn’t like it.” He leaned forward with his hands clasped and gave the younger man a steady look. “Now you’re the one with the problems. Dugin Kincaid found an abandoned baby on his doorstep.”
“Maybe it’s his,” McCallum said with smiling sarcasm. Dugin was a pale imitation of his rancher father, Jeremiah. The thought of him with a woman amused McCallum.
“As I was saying,” the sheriff continued without reacting to the comment, “the baby was found outside the city limits—hence our involvement—and its parents have to be found. You’re not working on anything that pressing. You can take this case. I want you to talk with Jessica Larson at the social-welfare office.”
McCallum groaned. “Why don’t you just shoot me?”
“Now, there’s no need to be like that,” Hensley said, surprised. “She’s a nice woman,” he said. “Why, her dad was a fine doctor….”
His voice trailed off abruptly. McCallum remembered that Hensley’s son had died in a hunting accident. Jessica’s father had tried everything to save the boy, but it had been impossible. Hensley’s wife, Tracy, divorced him a year after the funeral. That had happened years ago, long before McCallum left the service.
“Anyway, Jessica is one of the best social workers in the department,” Hensley continued.
“She’s the head of the department now, and a royal pain in the neck since her promotion,” McCallum shot right back. “She’s Little Miss Sunshine, spreading smiles of joy wherever she goes.” His black eyes, a legacy from a Crow ancestor, glittered angrily. “She can’t separate governmental responsibility from bleeding-heart activism.”
“I wonder if it’s fair to punish her by sticking her with you?” Hensley asked himself aloud. He threw up his hands. “Well, you’ll just have to grin and bear it. I can’t sit here arguing with you all day. This is my department. I’m the sheriff. See this?” He pointed at the badge on his uniform.
“Needs polishing,” McCallum noted.
Hensley’s eyes narrowed. He stood up. “Get out of here before I forget you work for me.”
McCallum unfolded his six-foot-plus length from the chair and stood up. He was just a hair taller than the sheriff, and he looked casual in his jeans and knit shirt and denim jacket. But when the jacket fell open, the butt of his .45 automatic was revealed, giving bystanders a hint of the sort of work he did. He was a plainclothes detective, although only outsiders were fooled by his casual attire. Most everyone in Whitehorn knew that McCallum was as conservative and military as the shine on his black boots indicated.
“Don’t shoot anybody,” Hensley told him. “And next time a man threatens to shoot you, check for a gun and disarm him before you hit him, please?” Hensley’s eyes went to the huge silver-and-turquoise ring that McCallum wore on the middle finger of his right hand. “That ring is so heavy it’s a miracle you didn’t break his jaw.”
McCallum held up his left hand, which was ringless. “This is the hand I hit him with.”
“He said it felt like a baseball bat.”
“I won’t tell you where he hit me before he started ranting about shooting,” the detective replied, turning to the door. “And if I didn’t work for you, a loose tooth would have been the least of his complaints.”
“Jessica Larson is expecting you over at the social-services office,” Hensley called.
McCallum, to his credit, didn’t slam the door.
 
Jessica Larson was fielding paperwork and phone calls with a calmness that she didn’t feel at all. She’d become adept at presenting an unflappable appearance while having hysterics. Since her promotion to social-services director, she’d learned that she could eat at her desk during the day and forgo any private life after work at night. She also realized why her predecessor had taken an early retirement. A lot of people came into this office to get help.
Like most of the rest of the country, Montana was having a hard time with the economy. Even though gambling had been legalized, adding a little more money to the state’s strained coffers, it was harder and harder for many local citizens to make ends meet. Ranches went under all the time these days, forced into receivership or eaten up by big corporations. Manual labor, once a valuable commodity in the agricultural sector, was now a burden on the system when those workers lost jobs. They were unskilled and unemployable in any of the new, high-tech markets. Even secretaries had to use computers these days. So did policemen.
The perfunctory knock on her office door was emphasized by her secretary’s high-pitched, “But she’s busy…!”
“It’s all right, Candy,” Jessica called to the harassed young blonde. “I’m expecting McCallum.” She didn’t add that she hadn’t expected him a half hour early. She tried to think of Sterling McCallum as a force of nature. He was like a wild stallion, a rogue stallion who traveled alone and made his own rules. Secretly, she was awed by him. He made her wish that she was a gorgeous model with curves in all the right places and a beautiful face—maybe with blond hair instead of brown. At least she was able to replace her big-rimmed glasses with contacts, which helped her appearance. But when she had allergies, she had to wear the glasses…like right now.
McCallum didn’t wait for her to ask him to sit down. He took the chair beside her desk and crossed one long leg over the other.
“Let’s have it,” he said without preamble, looking unutterably bored.
Her eyes slid over his thick dark hair, so conventionally cut, down to his equally dark eyebrows and eyes in an olive-tan face. He had big ears and big hands and big feet, although there was nothing remotely clumsy about him. He had a nose with a crook in it, probably from being broken, and a mouth that she dreamed about: very wide and sexy and definite. Broad shoulders tapered to a broad chest and narrow hips like a rodeo rider’s. His stomach was flat and he had long, muscular legs. He was so masculine that he made her ache. She was twenty-five, a mature woman and only about ten years younger than he was, but he made her feel childish sometimes, and inadequate—as a professional and as a woman.
“Hero worship again, Jessica?” he chided, amused by her soft blush.
“Don’t tease. This is serious,” she chided gently in turn.
He shrugged and sighed. “Okay. What have you done with the child?”
“Jennifer,” she told him.
He glowered. “The abandoned baby.”
She gave up. He wouldn’t allow anyone to become personalized in his company. Boys he had to pick up were juvenile delinquents. Abandoned babies were exactly that. No names. No identity. No complications in his ordered, uncluttered life. He let no one close to him. He had no friends, no family, no connections. Jessica felt painfully sorry for him, although she tried not to let it show. He was so alone and so vulnerable under that tough exterior that he must imagine was his best protection from being wounded. His childhood was no secret to anyone in Whitehorn. Everyone knew that his mother had been an alcoholic and that, after her arrest and subsequent death, he had been shunted from foster home to foster home. His only real value had been as an extra hand on one ranch or another, an outsider always looking in through a cloudy window at what home life might have been under other circumstances.
“You’re doing it again,” he muttered irritably.
Her slender eyebrows lifted over soft brown eyes. “What?” she asked.
“Pigeonholing me,” he said. “Poor orphan, tossed from pillar to post…”
“I wish you’d stop reading my mind,” she told him. “It’s very disconcerting.”
“I wish you’d stop bleeding all over me,” he returned. “I don’t need pity. I’m content with my life, just as it is. I had a rough time. So what? Plenty of people do. I’m here to talk about a case, Jessica, and it isn’t mine.”
She smiled self-consciously. “All right, McCallum,” she said agreeably, reaching for a file. “The baby was taken to Whitehorn Memorial and checked over. She’s perfectly healthy, clean and well-cared for, barely two weeks old. They’re keeping her for observation overnight and then it will be up to the juvenile authorities to make arrangements about her care until her parents are located. I’m going over to see her in the morning. I’d like you to come with me.”
“I don’t need to see it—”
“Her,” she corrected. “Baby Jennifer.”
“—to start searching for its parents,” he concluded without missing a beat.
“Her parents,” Jessica corrected calmly.
His dark eyes didn’t blink. “Was there anything else?”
“I’ll leave here about nine,” Jessica continued. “You can ride with me.”
His eyes widened. “In that glorified yellow tank you drive?”
“It’s a pickup truck!” she exclaimed defensively. “And it’s very necessary, considering where I live!”
He refused to think about her cabin in the middle of nowhere, across a creek that flooded with every cloudburst. It wasn’t his place to worry about her just because she had no family. In that aspect of their lives they were very much alike. In other ways…
He stood up. “You can ride with me,” he said, giving in with noticeable impatience.
“I hate riding around in a patrol car,” she muttered.
“It doesn’t have a sign on it. It’s a plainclothes car.”
“Of course it is, with those plain hubcaps, no white sidewalls, fifteen antennas sticking out of it and a spotlight. It doesn’t need a sign, does it? Anyone who isn’t blind would recognize it as an unmarked patrol car!”
“It beats driving a yellow tank,” he pointed out.
She stood up, too, feeling at a disadvantage when she didn’t. But he was still much taller than she was. She pushed at a wisp of brown hair that had escaped from the bun on top of her head. Her beige suit emphasized her slender build, devoid as it was of any really noticeable curves.
“Why do you screw your hair up like that?” he asked curiously.
“It falls in my face when I’m trying to work,” she said, indicating the stack of files on her desk. “Besides Candy, I only have two caseworkers, and they’re trying to take away one of them because of new budget cuts. I’m already working Saturdays trying to catch up, and they’ve just complained about the amount of overtime I do.”
“That sounds familiar.”
“I know,” she said cheerily. “Everyone has to work around tight budgets these days. It’s one of the joys of public service.”
“Why don’t you get married and let some strong man support you?” he taunted.
She tilted her chin saucily. “Are you proposing to me, Deputy?” she asked with a wicked smile. “Has someone been tantalizing you with stories of my homemade bread?”
He’d meant it sarcastically, but she’d turned the tables on him neatly. He gave in with a reluctant grin.
“I’m not the marrying kind,” he said. “I don’t want a wife and kids.”
Her bright expression dimmed a little, but remnants of the smile lingered. “Not everyone does,” she said agreeably. The loud interruption of the telephone ringing in the outer office caught her attention, followed by the insistent buzz of the intercom. She turned back to her desk. “Thanks for stopping by. I’ll see you in the morning, then,” she added as she lifted the receiver. “Yes, Candy,” she said.
McCallum’s eyes slid quietly over her bowed head. After a minute, he turned and walked out, closing the door gently behind him. He did it without a goodbye. Early in his life, he’d learned not to look back.
 
The house where McCallum lived was at the end of a wide, dead-end street. His neighbors never intruded, but it got back to him that they felt more secure having a law-enforcement officer in the neighborhood. He sat on his front porch sometimes with a beer and looked at the beauty of his surroundings while watching the children ride by on bicycles. He watched as a stranger watches, learning which children belonged at which houses. He saw affection from some parents and amazing indifference from others. He saw sadness and joy. But he saw it from a distance. His own life held no highs or lows. He was answerable to no one, free to do whatever he pleased with no interference.
He’d had the flu last winter. He’d lain in his bed for over twenty-four hours, burning with fever, unable to cook or even get into the kitchen. Not until he missed work did anyone come looking for him. The incident had punctuated how alone he really was.
He hadn’t been alone long. Jessica had hotfooted it over to look after him, ignoring his ranting and raving about not wanting any woman cluttering up his house. She’d fed him and cleaned for him in between doing her own job, and only left when he proved to her that he could get out of bed. Because of the experience, he’d been ruder than ever to her. When he’d gone back to work, she’d taken a pot of chicken soup to the office, enough that he could share it with the other men on his shift. It had been uncomfortable when they’d teased him about Jessica’s nurturing, and he’d taken out that irritation on her.
He hadn’t even thanked her for her trouble, he recalled. No matter how rude he was she kept coming back, like a friendly little elf who only wanted to make him happy. She was his one soft spot, although, thank God, she didn’t know it. He was curt with her because he had to keep her from knowing about his weakness for her. He had been doing a good job; when she looked at him these days, she never met his eyes.
He sipped his beer, glowering at the memories. His free hand dropped to the head of his big brown-and-black Doberman. He’d had the dog for almost a year. He’d found Mack tied in a croker sack, yipping helplessly in the shallows of a nearby river. Having rescued the dog, he couldn’t find anyone who was willing to take it, and he hadn’t had the heart to shoot it. There was no agency in Whitehorn to care for abandoned or stray animals. The only alternative was to adopt the pup, and he had.
At first Mack had been a trial to him. But once he housebroke the dog and it began to follow him around the house—and later, to work—he grew reluctantly fond of it. Now Mack was part of his life. They were inseparable, especially on hunting and fishing trips. If he had a family at all, McCallum thought, it was Mack.
He sat back, just enjoying the beauty of Whitehorn. The sun set; the children went inside. And still McCallum sat, thinking and listening to the hum of the quiet springtime night.
Finally, he got up. It was after eleven. He’d just gone inside and was turning out the lights when the phone rang.
“It’s Hensley,” the sheriff announced over the phone. “We’ve got a 10-16 at the Miles place, a real hummer. It’s outside the city police’s jurisdiction, so it either has to be you or a deputy.”
“It won’t do any good to go, you know,” McCallum said. “Jerry Miles beats Ellen up twice a month, but she never presses charges. Last time he beat up their twelve-year-old son, and even then—”
“I know.”
“I’ll go anyway,” McCallum said. “It’s a hell of a shame we can’t lock him up without her having to press charges. She’s afraid of him. If she left him, he’d probably go after her, and God knows what he’d do. I’ve seen it happen. So have you. Everybody says leave him. Nobody says they’ll take care of her when he comes looking for her with a gun.”
“We have to keep hoping that she’ll get help.”
“Jessica has tried,” McCallum admitted, “but nothing changes. You can’t help people until they’re ready to accept it, and the consequences of accepting it.”
“I heard that.”
McCallum drove out to the Miles home. It was three miles out of Whitehorn, in the rolling, wide-open countryside.
He didn’t put on the siren. He drove up into the yard and cut the lights. Then he got out, unfastening the loop that held his pistol in place in the holster on his hip, just in case. One of Whitehorn’s policemen had been shot and killed trying to break up a domestic dispute some years ago.
There was no noise coming from inside. The night was ominously quiet. McCallum’s keen eyes scanned the area and suddenly noticed a yellow truck parked just behind the house, on a dirt road that ran behind it and parallel to the main highway.
Jessica was in there!
He quickened his steps, went up on the front porch and knocked at the door.
“Police,” he announced. “Open up!”
There was a pause. His hand went to the pistol and he stood just to the side of the doorway, waiting.
The main door opened quite suddenly, and a tired-looking Jessica Larson smiled at him through a torn screen. “It’s all right,” she said, opening the screen door for him. “He’s passed out on the bed. Ellen and Chad are all right.”
McCallum walked into the living room, feeling uncomfortable as he looked at the two people whose lives were as much in ruin as the broken, cheap lamp on the floor. The sofa was stained and the rug on the wood floor had frayed edges. There were old, faded curtains at the windows and a small television still blaring out a game show. Ellen sat on the sofa with red-rimmed eyes, her arm around Chad, who was crying. He had a bruise on one cheek.
“How much longer are you going to let the boy suffer like this, Ellen?” McCallum asked quietly.
She stared at him from dull eyes. “Mister, if I send my husband to jail, he says he’ll kill me,” she announced. “I think he will. Last time I tried to run away, he shot our dog.”
“He’s sick, Ellen,” Jessica added gently. Her glance in the direction of the bedroom had an odd, frightened edge to it. “He’s very sick. Alcoholism can destroy his body, you know. It can kill him.”
“Yes, ma’am, I know that. He’s a big man, though,” the woman continued in a lackluster voice, absently smoothing her son’s hair. “He loves me. He says so. He’s always sorry, after.”
“He’s not sorry,” McCallum said, his voice deep and steady. “He enjoys watching you cry. He likes making you afraid of him. He gets off on it.”
“McCallum!” Jessica said sharply.
He ignored her. He knelt in front of Ellen and stared at her levelly. “Listen to me. My mother was an alcoholic. She used a bottle on me once, and laughed when she broke my arm with it. She said she was sorry, too, after she sobered up, but the day she broke my arm, I stopped believing it. I called the police and they locked her up. And the beatings stopped. For good.”
Ellen wiped at her eyes. “Weren’t you sorry? I mean, she was your mother. You’re supposed to love your mother.”
“You don’t beat the hell out of people you love,” he said coldly. “And you know that. Are you going to keep making excuses for him until he kills your son?”
She gasped, clasping the boy close. “But he won’t!” she said huskily. “Oh, no, I know he won’t! He loves Chad. He loves me, too. He just drinks so much that he forgets he loves us, that’s all.”
“If he hurts the child, you’ll go to jail as an accessory,” McCallum told her. He said it without feeling, without remorse. He said it deliberately. “I swear to God you will. I’ll arrest you myself.”
Ellen paled. The hands holding her son contracted. “Chad doesn’t want to see his daddy go to jail,” she said firmly. “Do you, Son?”
Chad lifted his head from her shoulder and looked straight at McCallum. “Yes, sir, I do,” he said in a choked voice. “I don’t want him to hit my mama anymore. I tried to stop him and he did this.” He pointed to his eye.
McCallum looked back at Ellen. There was accusation and cold anger in his dark eyes. They seemed to see right through her.
She shivered. “He’ll hurt us if I let you take him to jail,” she said, admitting the truth at last. “I’m scared of him. I’m so scared!”
Jessica stepped forward. “There’s a shelter for battered women,” she replied. “I’ll make sure you get there. You’ll be protected. He won’t come after you or Chad, and even if he tries, he can be arrested for that, too.”
Ellen bit her lower lip. “He’s my husband,” she said with emphasis. “The good book says that when you take a vow, you don’t ever break it.”
McCallum’s chin lifted. “The same book says that when a man marries a woman, he cherishes her. It doesn’t say one damned thing about being permitted to beat her, does it?”
She hesitated, but only for a minute. “I have an aunt in Lexington, Kentucky. She’d let me and Chad live with her, I know she would. I could go there. He doesn’t know about my aunt. He’d never find us.”
“Is that what you want?” Jessica asked.
The woman hesitated. Her weary eyes glanced around the room, taking measure of the destruction. She felt as abused as the broken lamp, as the sagging sofa with its torn fabric. Her gaze rested finally on her son and she looked, really looked, at him. No child of twelve should have eyes like that. She’d been thinking only of her own safety, of her vows to her husband, not of the one person whose future should have mattered to her. She touched Chad’s hair gently.
“It’s all right, Son,” she said. “It’s gonna be all right. I’ll get you out of here.” She glanced away from his wet eyes to McCallum. Her head jerked toward the bedroom. “I have to get away. I can’t press charges against him….”
“Don’t worry about it,” McCallum said. “He’ll sleep for a long time and then he won’t know where to look for you. By the time he thinks about trying, he’ll be drunk again. The minute he gets behind a wheel, I’ll have him before a judge. With three prior DWI convictions, he’ll spend some time in jail.”
“All right.” She got uneasily to her feet. “I’ll have to get my things….” Her eyes darted nervously to the bedroom.
McCallum walked to the doorway and stood there. He didn’t say a word, but she knew what his actions meant. If her husband woke up while she was packing, McCallum would deal with him.
She smiled gratefully and went hesitantly into the dimly lit bedroom, where her husband was passed out on the bed. Jessica didn’t offer to go with her. She sat very still on the sofa, looking around her with a kind of subdued fear that piqued McCallum’s curiosity.
 
Jessica drove her own truck to the bus station, parking it next to the unmarked car in which McCallum had put Chad and his mother. It was acting up again, and she tried to recrank it but it refused to start.
They saw the mother and son onto the bus and stood together until it vanished into the distance.
McCallum glanced at his watch. It was after midnight, but he was wound up and not at all sleepy.
Jessica mistook the obvious gesture for an indication that he wanted to get going. “Thanks for your help,” she told him. “I’d better get back home. Could you take me? My truck’s on the blink again.”
“Sure. I’ll send someone over in the morning to fix the truck and deliver it to your office. I’m sure you can get a ride to work.”
“Yes, I can. Thanks,” she said, relieved.
He caught her arm and shepherded her into the depot, which was open all night. There was a small coffee concession, where an old man sold coffee and doughnuts and soft drinks.
Jessica was dumbfounded. Usually McCallum couldn’t wait to get away from her. His wanting to have coffee with her was an historic occasion, and she didn’t quite know what to expect.


Two

McCallum helped her into a small booth and came back with two mugs of steaming coffee.
“What if I didn’t drink coffee?” she asked.
He smiled faintly. “I’ve never seen you without a cup at your elbow,” he remarked. “No cream, either. Sugar?”
She shook her head. “I live on the caffeine, not the taste.” She cupped her hands around the hot cup and looked at him across the table. “You don’t like my company enough to take me out for coffee unless you want something. What is it?”
He was shocked. Did she really have such a low self-image? His dark eyes narrowed on her face, and he couldn’t decide why she looked so different. She wasn’t wearing makeup—probably she’d been in too big a hurry to get to Ellen’s house to bother. And her infrequently worn, big-lensed glasses were perched jauntily on her nose. But it was more than that. Then he realized what the difference was. Her hair—her long, glorious, sable-colored hair—was falling in thick waves around her shoulders and halfway down her back. His fingers itched to bury themselves in it, and the very idea made his eyebrows fly up in surprise.
“I don’t read minds,” she said politely.
“What?” He frowned, then remembered her question. “I wanted to ask you something.”
She nodded resignedly and sipped at her coffee.
He leaned back against the dark red vinyl of the booth, studying her oval face and her big brown eyes behind the round lenses for longer than he meant to. “How is it you wound up in that house during a domestic dispute?”
“Oh. That.”
He glared at her. “Don’t make light of it,” he said shortly. “More cops have been hurt during family quarrels than in shoot-outs.”
“Yes, I know, I do read statistics. Ellen called me and I went. That’s all.”
One eye narrowed. “Next time,” he said slowly, “you phone me first, before you walk into something like that. Do you understand me?”
“But I was in no danger,” she began.
“The man weighs two-fifty if he weighs a pound,” he said shortly. “You’re what—a hundred and twenty sopping wet?”
“I’m not helpless!” She laughed nervously. It wouldn’t do to let him know the terror she’d felt when Ellen had called her, crying hysterically, begging her to come. It had taken all her courage to walk into that house.
“Do you have martial-arts training?”
She hesitated and then shook her head irritably.
“Do you carry a piece?”
“What would I do with a loaded gun?” she exclaimed. “I’d shoot my leg off!”
The scowl got worse. “Then how did you expect to handle a drunken man who outweighs you by over a hundred pounds and was bent on proving his strength to anyone who came within swinging range?”
She nibbled her lower lip and stared into her coffee. “Because Ellen begged me to. It’s my job.”
“No, it’s not,” he said firmly. “Your job is to help people who are down on their luck and to rescue kids from abusive environments. It doesn’t include trying to do a policeman’s work.”
His eyes were unblinking. He had a stare that made her want to back up two steps. She imagined it worked very well on lawbreakers.
She let out a weary breath. “Okay,” she said, holding up a slender, ringless hand. “I let my emotions get the best of me. I did something stupid and, fortunately, I didn’t get hurt.”
“Big of you to admit it,” he drawled.
“You’re a pain, McCallum,” she told him bluntly.
“Funny you should mention it,” he replied. “I made the same complaint about you to Hensley only this morning.”
“Oh, I know you don’t approve of me,” she agreed. “You think social workers should be like you—all-business, treating people as though they were statistics, not getting emotionally involved—”
“Bingo!” he said immediately.
She put her coffee cup down gently. “A hundred years ago, most of the country south of here belonged to the Crow,” she said, looking pointedly at him, because she knew about his ancestry. “They had a social system that was one of the most efficient ever devised. No one valued personal property above the needs of the group. Gifts were given annually among the whole tribe. When a man killed a deer, regardless of his own need, the meat was given away. To claim it for himself was unthinkable. Arguments were settled by gift giving. Each person cared about every other person in the village, and people were accepted for what they were. And no one was so solitary that he or she didn’t belong, in some way, to every family.”
He leaned forward. “With the pointed exception of Crazy Horse, who kept to himself almost exclusively.”
She nodded. “With his exception.”
“Someone told you that I had a Crow ancestor,” he guessed accurately.
She shrugged. “In Whitehorn, everyone knows everyone else’s business. Well, mostly, anyway,” she added, because she was pretty sure that he didn’t know about her own emotional scars. The incident had been hushed up because of the nature of the crime, and because there’d been a minor involved. It was just as well. Jessica couldn’t have a permanent relationship with a man, even if she would have given most of a leg to have one with McCallum. He was perfect for her in every way.
“I’m more French Canadian in my ancestry than Crow.” He studied her own face with quiet curiosity. She had a pretty mouth, like a little bow, and her nose was straight. Her big, dark eyes with their long, curly lashes were her finest feature. Even glasses didn’t disguise their beauty.
“Are you nearsighted or farsighted?” he asked abruptly.
“Nearsighted.” She adjusted her glasses self-consciously. “I usually wear contacts, but my eyes itch lately from all the grass cuttings. I’m blind as a bat without these. I couldn’t even cross a street if I lost them.”
His eyes fell to her hands. They were slightly tanned, long-fingered, with oval nails. Very pretty.
“Are you going to arrest Ellen’s husband?” she asked suddenly.
He pursed his lips. “Now what do you think?”
“We didn’t get Ellen to press charges,” she reminded him.
“We couldn’t have. If she had, she’d have to come back and face him in court. She’s afraid that he might kill her. He’s threatened to,” he reminded her. “But as it is, he won’t know where to look for her, and even if he did, it won’t matter.”
“What do you mean?” she asked curiously.
His eyes took on a faint glitter, like a stormy night sky. “He gets drunk every night. He’s got three previous convictions on DWI and he likes to mix it up in taverns. He’ll step over the line and I’ll have him behind bars, without Ellen’s help. This time I’ll make sure the charges stick. Drunkenness is no excuse for brutality.”
She was remembering what he’d said to Ellen about his own mother breaking his arm with a bottle when he was a little boy.
She reached out without thinking and gently touched the long sleeve of his blue-patterned Western shirt. “Which arm was it?” she asked quietly.
The compassion in her voice hurt him. He’d never known it in his youth. Even now, he wasn’t used to people caring about him in any way. Jessica did, and he didn’t want her to. He didn’t trust anyone close to him. Years of abuse had made him suspicious of any overture, no matter how well meant.
He jerked his arm away. “What you heard wasn’t something you were meant to hear,” he said icily. “You had no business being in the house in the first place.”
She cupped her mug in her hands and smiled. The words didn’t sting her. She’d learned long ago not to take verbal abuse personally. Most children who’d been hurt reacted that way to kindness. They couldn’t trust anymore, because the people they loved most had betrayed them in one way or another. His was the same story she’d heard a hundred times before. It never got easier to listen to.
But there was a big difference between anger and hostility. Anger was normal, healthy. Hostility was more habit than anything else, and it stemmed from low esteem, feelings of inadequacy. It was impersonal, unlike aggression, which was intended to hurt. A good social worker quickly learned the difference, and how not to take verbal outpourings seriously. McCallum was something of a psychologist himself. He probably understood himself very well by now.
“I didn’t mean to snap,” he said curtly.
She only smiled at him, her eyes warm and gentle. “I know. I’ve spent the past three years working with abused children.”
He cursed under his breath. He was overly defensive with her because she knew too much about people like him, and it made him feel naked. He knew that he must hurt her sometimes with his roughness, but damn it, she never fought back or made sarcastic comments. She just sat there with that serene expression on her face. He wondered if she ever gave way to blazing temper or passion. Both were part and parcel of his tempestuous nature, although he usually managed to control them. Years of self-discipline had helped.
“You don’t like being touched, do you?” she asked suddenly.
“Don’t presume, ever, to psychoanalyze me,” he replied bluntly. “I’m not one of your clients.”
“Wasn’t there any social worker who tried to help you?” she asked.
“They helped me,” he retorted. “I had homes. Several of them, in fact, mostly on ranches.”
Her hands tightened on the cup. “Weren’t you loved?”
His eyes flashed like glowing coals. “If you mean have I had women, yes,” he said with deliberate cruelty. “Plenty of them!”
Jessica surrendered the field. She should have known better than to pry. She didn’t want to hear anything about his intimate conquests. The thought of him…like that…was too disturbing. She finished her coffee and dragged a dollar bill out of her pocket to pay for it.
“I’ll take care of it,” he said carelessly.
She looked at him. “No, you won’t,” she said quietly. “I pay my own way. Always.”
She got up and paid the old man behind the counter, and walked out of the concession ahead of McCallum.
She was already unlocking her pickup truck when he got outside. Even if it wouldn’t start, she needed her sweater. She got it out and locked it up again.
“You actually lock that thing?” he asked sarcastically. “My God, anyone who stole it would be doing you a favor.”
“I can’t afford theft insurance,” she said simply. “Keeping my family home takes all my spare cash.”
He remembered where she lived, across the creek on the outskirts of town, with a huge tract of land—hundreds of acres. She played at raising cattle on it, and she had a hired hand who looked after things for her. Jessica loved cattle, although she knew nothing about raising them. But prices were down and it wasn’t easy. He knew that she was fighting a losing battle, trying to keep the place.
“Why not just sell out and move into one of the new apartment complexes?”
She turned and looked up at him. He was taller up close. “Why, because it’s my home. My heritage,” she said. “It was one of the first homes built in Whitehorn, over a hundred years ago. I can’t sell it.”
“Heritage is right here,” he said abruptly, placing his hand against her shoulder and collarbone, in the general area of her heart.
The contact shocked her. She moved back, but the truck was in the way.
He smiled quizzically. “What are you so nervous about?” he asked lazily. “This isn’t intimate.”
She was flushed. The dark eyes that looked up into his were a little frightened.
He stared at her until images began to suggest themselves, and still he didn’t move his hand. “You’ve had to go a lot of places alone, to interview people who wanted assistance,” he began. “At least one or two of those places must have had men very much like Ellen’s husband—men who were drunk or who thought that a woman coming into a house alone must be asking for it. And when you were younger, you wouldn’t have expected…” She caught her breath and his chin lifted. “Yes,” he said slowly, almost to himself. “That’s it. That’s why you’re so jumpy around men. I noticed it at Ellen’s house. You were concerned for her, but that wasn’t altogether why you kept staring so nervously toward the bedroom.”
She bit her lower lip and looked at his chest instead of his eyes. His pearl-button shirt was open down past his collarbone, and she could see a thick, black mat of curling hair inside. He was the most aggressively masculine man she’d ever known, and God only knew why she wasn’t afraid of him when most men frightened her.
“You won’t talk, will you?” he asked above her head.
“McCallum…” She caught his big hand, feeling its strength and warmth. She told herself to push it away, but her fingers couldn’t seem to do what her brain was telling them.
His breathing changed, suddenly and audibly. His warm breath stirred the hair at her temple. “But despite whatever happened to you,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “you’re not afraid of me.”
“You must let me go now.” She spoke quietly. Her hand went flat against his shirtfront. She knew at once that it was a mistake when she felt the warm strength of his body and the cushy softness of the thick hair under the shirt. The feel of him shocked her. “My…goodness, you’re—you’re furry,” she said with a nervous laugh.
“Furry.” He deliberately unsnapped two pearly buttons and drew the fabric from under her flattened hand. He guided her cold fingers over the thick pelt that covered him from his collarbone down, and pressed them over the hard nipple.
She opened her mouth to protest, but his body fascinated her. She’d never seen a man like this at close range, much less touched one. He smelled of soap and faint cologne. He drowned her in images, in sensations, in smells. Her fascinated eyes widened as she gave way to her curiosity and began to stroke him hesitantly.
He shivered. Her gaze shot up to his hard face, but his expression was unreadable—except for the faint, unnerving glitter of his eyes.
“A man’s nipple is as sensitive as a woman’s,” he explained quietly. “It excites me when you trace it like that.”
The soft words brought her abruptly to her senses. She was making love to a man on a public street in front of the bus depot. With a soft groan, she dragged her hand away from him and bit her lower lip until she tasted blood.
“What a horrified expression,” he murmured as he refastened his shirt. “Does it shock you that you can feel like a woman? Or don’t you think I know that you hide your own emotions in the job? All this empathy you pour out on your clients is no more than a shield behind which you hide your own needs, your own desires.”
Her face tightened. “Don’t you psychoanalyze me!” she gasped, throwing his earlier words right back at him.
“If I’m locked up inside, so are you, honey,” he drawled, watching her react to the blunt remark.
“My personal life is my own business, and don’t you call me honey!”
She started to turn, but he caught her by the upper arms and turned her back around. His eyes were merciless, predatory.
“Were you raped?” he asked bluntly.
“No!” she said angrily, glaring at him. “And that’s all you need to know, McCallum!”
His hands on her arms relaxed, became caressing. He scowled down at her, searching for the right words.
“Let me go!”
“No.”
He reached around her and relocked the truck. He helped her into his car without asking if she was ready to come with him, started it and drove straight to his house.
She was numb with surprise. But she came out of her stupor when he pulled the car into his driveway and turned off the engine and lights. “Oh, I can’t,” she began quickly. “I have to go home!”
Ignoring her protest, he got out and opened the door for her. She let him extricate her and lead her up onto his porch. Mack barked from inside, but once Sterling let them in and turned on the lights, he calmed the big dog easily.
“You know Mack,” he told Jessica. “While you’re getting reacquainted, I’ll make another pot of coffee. If you need to wash your face, bathroom’s there,” he added, gesturing toward a room between the living room and the kitchen.
Mack growled at Jessica. She would try becoming his friend later, but right now she wanted to bathe her hot face. She couldn’t really imagine why she’d allowed McCallum to bring her here, when it was certainly going to destroy her reputation if anyone saw her alone with him after midnight.
By the time she got back to the living room, he had hot coffee on the coffee table, in fairly disreputable black mugs with faded emblems on them.
“I don’t have china,” he said when she tried to read the writing on hers.
“Neither do I,” she confessed. “Except, I do have two place settings of Havilland, but it’s cracked. It was my great-aunt’s.” She looked at him over her coffee cup. “I shouldn’t be here.”
“Because it’s late and we’re alone?”
She nodded.
“I’m a cop.”
“Well…yes.”
“Your reputation won’t suffer,” he said, leaning back to cross his long legs. “If there’s one thing I’m not, it’s a womanizer, and everyone knows it. I don’t have women.”
“You said you did,” she muttered.
He looked toward her with wise, amused eyes. “Did, yes. Not since I came back here. Small towns are hotbeds of gossip, and I’ve been the subject of it enough in my life. I won’t risk becoming a household word again just to satisfy an infrequent ache.”
She drank her coffee quickly, trying to hide how much his words embarrassed her, as well as the reference to gossip. She had her own skeletons, about which he apparently knew nothing. It had been a long time ago, after all, and most of the people who knew about Jessica’s past had moved away or died. Sheriff Judd Hensley knew, but he wasn’t likely to volunteer information to McCallum. Judd was tight-lipped, and he’d been Jessica’s foremost ally at a time when she’d needed one desperately.
After a minute, Sterling put down his coffee cup and took hers away from her, setting it neatly in line with his. He leaned back on the sofa, his body turned toward hers.
“Tell me.”
She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. “I’ve never talked about it,” she said shortly. “He’s dead, anyway, so what good would it do now?”
“I want to know.”
“Why?”
His broad shoulders rose and fell. “Who else is there? You don’t have any family, Jessica, and I know for a fact you don’t have even one friend. Who do you talk to?”
“I talk to God!”
He smiled. “Well, He’s probably pretty busy right now, so why don’t you tell me?”
She pushed back her long hair. Her eyes sought the framed print of a stag in an autumn forest on the opposite wall. “I can’t.”
“Have you told anyone?”
Her slender shoulders hunched forward and she dropped her face into her hands with a heavy sigh. “I told my supervisor. My parents were dead by then, and I was living alone.”
“Come on,” he coaxed. “I may not be your idea of the perfect confidant, but I’ll never repeat a word of it. Talking is therapeutic, or so they tell me.”
His tone was unexpectedly tender. She glanced at him, grimaced at the patience she saw there—as if he were willing to wait all night if he had to. She might as well tell him a little of what had happened, she supposed.
“I was twenty,” she said. “Grass green and sheltered. I knew nothing about men. I was sent out as a caseworker to a house where a man had badly beaten his wife and little daughter. I was going to question his wife one more time after she suddenly withdrew the charges. I went there to find out why, but she wasn’t at home and he blamed me for his having been accused. I’d encouraged his wife and daughter to report what happened. He hit me until I couldn’t stand up, and then he stripped me….” She paused, then forced the rest of it out. “He didn’t rape me, although I suppose he would have if his brother-in-law hadn’t driven up. He was arrested and charged, but he plea-bargained his way to a reduced sentence.”
“He wasn’t charged with attempted rape?”
“One of the more powerful city councilmen was his brother,” she told him. She left out the black torment of those weeks. “He was killed in a car wreck after being parolled, and the councilman moved away.”
“So he got away with it,” McCallum murmured angrily. He smoothed his hand over his hair and stared out the dark window. “I thought you’d led a sheltered, pampered life.”
“I did. Up to a point. My best friend had parents who drank too much. There were never any charges, and she hid her bruises really well. She’s the reason I went into social work.” She smiled bitterly. “It’s amazing how much damage liquor does in our society, isn’t it?”
He couldn’t deny that. “Does your friend live here?”
She shook her head. “She lives in England with her husband. We lost touch years ago.”
“Why in God’s name didn’t you give up your job when you were attacked?”
“Because I do a lot of good,” she replied quietly. “After it happened, I thought about quitting. It was only when the man’s wife came to me and apologized for what he’d done, and thanked me for trying to help, that I realized I had at least accomplished something. She took her daughter and went to live with her mother.
“I cared too much about the children to quit. I still do. It taught me a lesson. Now, when I send caseworkers out, I always send them in pairs, even if it takes more time to work cases. Some children have no advocates except us.”
“God knows, someone needs to care about them,” he replied quietly. “Kids get a rough shake in this world.”
She nodded and finished her coffee. Her eyes were curious, roaming around the room. There were hunting prints on the walls, but no photographs, no mementos. Everything that was personal had something military or work-related stamped on it. Like the mugs with the police insignias.
“What are you looking for? Sentiment?” he chided. “You won’t find it here. I’m not a sentimental man.”
“You’re a caring one, in your way,” she returned. “You were kind to Ellen and Chad.”
“Taking care of emotionally wounded people goes with the job,” he reminded her. He picked up his coffee cup and sipped the black liquid. His dark eyes searched hers. “I’ll remind you again that I don’t need hero worship from a social worker with a stunted libido.”
“Why, McCallum, I didn’t know you knew such big words,” she murmured demurely. “Do you read dictionaries in your spare time? I thought you spent it polishing your pistol.”
He chuckled with reserved pleasure. His deep voice sounded different when he laughed, probably because the sound was so rare, she mused.
“What do you do with yours?” he asked.
“I do housework,” she said. “And read over case files. I can’t sit around and do nothing. I have to stay busy.”
He finished his coffee and got up. “Want another cup?” he asked.
She shook her head and stood up, too. “I have to get home. Tomorrow’s another workday.”
“Let me open the latch for Mack so that he has access to the backyard and I’ll take you over there.”
“Won’t he run off?” she asked.
“He’s got a fenced-in area and his own entrance,” he replied. “I keep it latched to make sure the neighbor’s damned cat stays out of the house. It walks in and helps itself to his dog food when I’m not home. It climbs right over the fence!”
Jessica had to smother a laugh, he sounded so disgusted. She moved toward the dog, who suddenly growled up at her.
She stopped dead. He was a big dog, and pretty menacing at close range.
“Sorry,” McCallum said, tugging Mack toward his exit in the door. “He’s not used to women.”
“He’s big, isn’t he?” she asked, avoiding any further comment.
“Big enough. He eats like a horse.” He took his car keys out of his pocket and locked up behind her while she got into the car.
They drove back toward her place. The night sky was dark, but full of stars. The sky went on forever in this part of the country, and Jessica could understand how McCallum would return here. She herself could never really leave. Her heart would always yearn for home in Montana.
When they got to her cabin, there was a single lighted window, and her big tomcat was outlined in it.
“That’s Meriwether,” she told him. “He wandered up here a couple of years ago and I let him stay. He’s an orange tabby with battle-scarred ears.”
“I hate cats,” he murmured as he stopped the car at her front door.
“That doesn’t surprise me, McCallum. What surprises me is that you have a pet at all—and that you even allow a stray cat on your property.”
“Sarcasm is not your style, Miss Larson,” he chided.
“How do you know? Other than the time you were sick, you only see me at work.”
He pursed his lips and smiled faintly. “It’s safer that way. You lonely spinsters are dangerous.”
“Not me. I intend to be a lonely spinster for life,” she said firmly. “Marriage isn’t in my plans.”
He scowled. “Don’t you want kids?”
She opened her purse and took out her house key. “I like my life exactly as it is. Thanks for the lift. And the shoulder.” She glanced at him a little self-consciously.
“I’m a clam,” he said. “I don’t broadcast secrets; my own or anyone else’s.”
“That must be why you’re still working for Judd Hensley. He’s the same way.”
“He knew about your problem, I gather?”
She nodded. “He’s been sheriff here for a long time. He and his wife were good friends of my parents. I’m sorry about their divorce. He’s a lonely man these days.”
“Loneliness isn’t a disease,” he muttered. “Despite the fact that you women like to treat it like one.”
“Still upset about my bringing you that pot of soup, aren’t you?” she asked him. “Well, you were sick and nobody else was going to feed and look after you. I’m a social worker. I like taking care of the underprivileged.”
“I am not underprivileged.”
“You were sick and alone.”
“I wouldn’t have starved.”
“You didn’t have any food in the house,” she countered. “What did you plan to do, eat your dog?”
He made a face. “Considering some of the things he eats, God forbid!”
“Well, I wouldn’t eat Meriwether even if I really were starving.”
He glanced at the cat in the window. “I don’t blame you. Anything that ugly should be buried, not eaten.”
She made a sound deep in her throat and opened the car door.
“Go ahead,” he invited. “Tell me he’s not ugly.”
“I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction of arguing,” she said smugly. “Good night.”
“Lock that door.”
She glowered at him. “I’m twenty-five years old.” She pointed at her head. “This works.”
“No kidding!”
She made a dismissive gesture with her hand and walked up onto the porch. She didn’t look back, even when he beeped the horn as he drove away.


Three

Jessica unlocked her front door and walked into the familiar confines of the big cabin. A long hall led to the kitchen, past a spare bedroom. The floor, heart of pine, was scattered with worn throw rugs. The living and dining areas were in one room at the front. At the end of the hall near the kitchen was an elegant old bathroom. The plumbing drove her crazy in the winters—which were almost unsurvivable in this house—and the summers were hotter than blazes. She had no air-conditioning and the heating system was unreliable. She had to supplement it with fireplaces and scattered kerosene heaters. Probably one day she’d burn the whole place down around her ears trying to keep warm, but except for the infrequent cold, she remained healthy. She dreamed of a house that was livable year-round.
A soft meow came from the parlor, and Meriwether came trotting out to greet her. The huge tabby was marmalade colored. He’d been a stray when she found him, a pitiful half-grown scrap of fur with fleas and a stubby tail. She’d cleaned him up and brought him in, and they’d been inseparable ever since. But he hated men. He was a particularly big cat, with sharp claws, and he had to be locked up when the infrequent repairman was called to the house. He spat and hissed at them, and he’d even attacked the man who read the water meter. Now the poor fellow wouldn’t come into the yard unless he knew Meriwether was safely locked in the house.
“Well, hello,” she said, smiling as he wrapped himself around her ankle. “Want to hear all about the time I had?”
He made a soft sound. She scooped him up under one arm and started up the staircase. “Let me tell you, I’ve had better nights.”
Later, with Meriwether curled up beside her, his big head on her shoulder, she slept, but the old nightmare came back, resurrected probably by the violence she’d seen and heard. She woke in a cold sweat, crying out in the darkness. It was a relief to find herself safe, here in her own house. Meriwether opened his eyes and looked at her when she turned on the light.
“Never mind. Go back to sleep,” she told him gently. “I think I’ll just read for a while.”
She picked up a favorite romance novel from her shelf and settled back to read it. She liked these old ones best, the ones that belonged to a different world and always delivered a happy ending. Soon she was caught up in the novel and reality thankfully vanished for a little while.
 
At nine o’clock sharp the next morning, McCallum showed up in Jessica’s office. He was wearing beige jeans and a sports jacket over his short-sleeved shirt this morning. No tie. He seemed to hate them; at least, Jessica had yet to see him dressed in one.
She was wearing a gray suit with a loose jacket. Her hair was severely confined on top of her head and she had on just a light touch of makeup. Watching her gather her briefcase, McCallum thought absently that he much preferred the tired woman of the night before, with her glorious hair loose around her shoulders.
“We’ll go in my car,” he said when they reached the parking lot, putting his sunglasses over his eyes. They gave him an even more threatening demeaner.
“I have to go on to another appointment, so I’ll take my truck, now that it’s been fixed, thanks to you….”
He opened the passenger door of the patrol car and stood there without saying a word.
She hesitated for a minute, then let him help her into the car. “Are you deliberately intimidating, or does it just come naturally?” she asked when they were on the way to the hospital.
“I spent years ordering noncoms around,” he said easily. “Old habits are hard to break. Plays hell at work sometimes. I keep forgetting that Hensley outranks me.”
That sounded like humor, but she’d had no sleep to speak of and she felt out of sorts. She clasped her briefcase closer, glancing out the window at the landscape. Montana was beautiful in spring. The area around Whitehorn was uncluttered, with rolling hills that ran forever to the horizon and that later in the year would be rich with grain crops. Occasional herds of cattle dotted the horizon. There were cottonwood and willow trees along the streams, but mostly the country was wide open. It was home. She loved it.
She especially loved Whitehorn. With its wide streets and multitude of trees, the town reminded her of Billings—which had quiet neighborhoods and a spread-out city center, with a refinery right within the city limits. The railroad cut through Billings, just as it did here in Whitehorn. It was necessary for transportation, because mining was big business in southern Montana.
The Whitehorn hospital was surrounded by cottonwood trees. Its grounds were nicely landscaped and there was a statue of Lewis and Clark out front. William Clark’s autograph in stone at Pompey’s Pillar, near Hardin, Montana, still drew photographers. The Lewis and Clark expedition had come right through Whitehorn.
Jessica introduced herself and McCallum to the ward nurse, and they were taken to the nursery.
Baby Jennifer, or Jenny as she was called, was in a crib there. She looked very pretty, with big blue eyes and a tiny tuft of blond hair on top of her head. She looked up at her visitors without a change of expression, although her eyes were alert and intelligent.
Jessica looked at her hungrily. She put down her briefcase and with a questioning glance at the nurse, who nodded, she picked the baby up and held her close.
“Little angel,” she whispered, smiling so sadly that the man at her side scowled. She touched the tiny hand and felt it curl around her finger. She blinked back tears. She would never have a baby. She would never know the joy of feeling it grow in her body, watching its birth, nourishing it at her breast….
She made a sound and McCallum moved between her and the nurse with magnificent carelessness. “I want to see any articles of clothing that were found on or with the child,” he said courteously.
The nurse, diverted, produced a small bundle. He unfastened it. There was one blanket, a worn pink one—probably homemade, judging by the hand-sewn border—with no label. There was a tiny gown, a pretty lacy thing with a foreign label, the sort that might be found at a fancy garage sale. There were some hand-knitted booties and a bottle. The bottle was a common plastic one with nothing outstanding about it. He sighed angrily. No clues here.
“Oh, yes, there’s one more thing, Detective,” the nurse said suddenly. She produced a small brooch, a pink cameo. “This was attached to the gown. Odd, isn’t it, to put something so valuable on a baby? This looks like real gold.”
McCallum touched it, turned it over. It was gold, all right, and very old. That was someone’s heirloom. It might be the very clue he needed to track down the baby’s parents.
He fished out a plastic bag and dropped the cameo into it, fastening it and sticking it in his inside jacket pocket. It was too small to search for prints, and it had been handled by too many people to be of value in that respect. Hensley had checked all these things yesterday when the baby was found. The bottle had been wiped clean of prints, although not by anybody at the Kincaid home. Apparently the child’s parents weren’t anxious to be found. The puzzling thing was that brooch. Why wipe fingerprints off and then include a probably identifiable piece of heirloom jewelry?
He was still frowning when he turned back to Jessica. She was just putting the child into its crib and straightening. The look on her face was all too easy to read, but she quickly concealed her thoughts with a businesslike expression.
“We’ll have to settle her with a child-care provider until the court determines placement,” Jessica told the nurse. “I’ll take care of that immediately when I get back to the office. I’ll need to speak to the attending physician as well.”
“Of course, Miss Larson. If you’ll come with me?”
McCallum fell into step beside her, down the long hall to Dr. Henderson’s office. They spoke with him about the child’s condition and were satisfied that she could be released the next morning.
“I’ll send over the necessary forms,” Jessica assured him, shaking hands.
“Pity, isn’t it?” the doctor said sadly. “Throwing away a baby, like a used paper plate.”
“She wasn’t exactly thrown away,” Jessica reminded him. “At least she was left where people would find her. We’ve had babies who weren’t so fortunate.”
McCallum pursed his lips. “Has anyone called to check on the baby?” he asked suddenly.
“Why, yes,” the doctor replied curiously. “As a matter of fact, a woman from The Whitehorn Journal office called. She wanted to do a story, but I said she must first check with you.”
McCallum lifted an eyebrow. “The Whitehorn Journal doesn’t have a woman reporter.”
He frowned. “I understood her to say the Journal. I may have been mistaken.”
“I doubt it,” McCallum said thoughtfully. “It was probably the child’s mother, making sure the baby had been found.”
“If she calls again, I’ll get in touch with you.”
“Thanks,” McCallum said.
He and Jessica walked back down the hall toward the hospital exit. He glanced down at her. “How old are you?”
She started. “I’m twenty-five,” she said. “Why?”
He looked ahead instead of at her, his hands stuck deep in his jean pockets. “These modern attitudes may work for some women, but they won’t work for you. Why don’t you get married and have babies of your own, instead of mooning over someone else’s?”
She didn’t answer him. Rage boiled up inside her, quickening her steps as she made her way out the door toward his car.
He held the door open for her. She didn’t even bother to comment on the courtesy or question it, she was so angry. He had no right to make such remarks to her. Her private life was none of his business!
He got in beside her, but he didn’t start the engine. He turned toward her, his keen eyes cutting into her face. “You cried,” he said shortly.
She grasped her briefcase like a lifeline, staring straight ahead, ignoring him.
He hit the steering wheel with his hand in impotent anger. He shouldn’t let her get to him this way.
“How can you be in law enforcement with a temper like that?” she demanded icily.
He stared at her levelly. “I don’t hit people.”
“You do, too!” she raged. “You hit that man who threatened to pull a gun on you. I heard all about it!”
“Did you hear that he kicked me in the…Well, never mind, but he damned near unmanned me before I laid a finger on him!” he said harshly.
She clutched the briefcase like a shield. “McCallum, you are crude! Crude and absolutely insensitive!”
“Crude? Insensitive?” he exclaimed shortly. He glared at her. “If you think that’s crude, suppose I give you the slang term for it then?” he added with a cold smile, and he told her, graphically, what the man had done.
She was breathing through her nostrils. Her eyes were like brown coals, and she was livid.
“Your hand is itching, isn’t it?” he taunted. “You want to slap me, but you can’t quite work up the nerve.”
“You have no right to talk to me like this!”
“How did you ever get into this line of work?” he demanded. “You’re a bleeding-heart liberal with more pity than purpose in your life. If you’d take down that hair—” he pulled some pins from her bun “—and keep on those contact lenses, you might even find a man who’d marry you. Then you wouldn’t have to spend your life burying your own needs in a job that’s little more than a substitute for an adult relationship with a man!”
“You…!” The impact of the briefcase hitting his shoulder shocked him speechless. She hit him again before he could recover. The leather briefcase was heavy, but it was the shock of the attack that left him frozen in his seat when she tumbled out of the car and slammed the door furiously behind her.
She started off down the street with her hair hanging in unruly strands from its once-neat bun and her jacket askew. She looked dignified even in her pathetic state, and she didn’t look back once.
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She made it two blocks before her feet gave out. Thank goodness for the Chamber of Commerce, she thought, taking advantage of the strategically placed bench near the curb bearing that agency’s compliments. The late April sun was hot, and her suit, though light, was smothering her. The high heels she was wearing with it were killing her. She took off the right one, grimaced and rubbed her hose-clad foot.
She was suddenly aware of the unmarked patrol car that cruised to the curb and stopped.
McCallum got out without any rush and sat down beside her on the bench.
“You are the most difficult man I’ve ever met,” she told him bluntly. “I don’t understand why you feel compelled to make me so miserable, when all I’ve ever wanted to do was be kind to you!”
He leaned back, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses, and crossed his long legs. “I don’t need kindness and I don’t like your kind of woman.”
“I know that,” she said. “It shows. But I haven’t done a thing to you.”
He took off his sunglasses and turned his face toward her. It was as unreadable as stone, and about that warm. How could he tell her that her nurturing attitude made him want to scream? He needed a woman and she had a delectable body, but despite her response to him that night in front of the bus station, she backed away from him the minute he came too close. He wasn’t conceited, yet he knew he was a physically dynamic, handsome man. Women usually ran after him, not the reverse. Jessica was the exception, and perhaps it was just as well. He wasn’t a man with commitment on his mind.
“We’re supposed to be working on a case together,” he reminded her.
“I don’t work on cases with men who talk to me as if I were a hooker,” she shot back with cold dark eyes. “I don’t have to take that sort of language from you. And I’ll remind you that you’re supposed to be upholding the law, not verbally breaking it. Or is using foul language in front of a woman no longer on the books as a misdemeanor in Whitehorn?”
He moved uncomfortably on the bench, because it was a misdemeanor. She’d knocked him off balance and he’d reacted like an idiot. He didn’t like admitting it. “It wasn’t foul language. It was explicit,” he defended himself.
“Splitting hairs!”
“All right, I was out of line!” He shifted his long legs. “You get under my skin,” he said irritably. “Haven’t you noticed?”
“It’s hard to miss,” she conceded. “If I’m such a trial to you, Detective, there are other caseworkers in my office….”
He turned his head toward her. “Hensley said I work with you. So I work with you.”
She reached down and put her shoe back on, unwittingly calling his attention to her long, elegant legs in silky hose.
“That doesn’t mean we have to hang out together,” she informed him. “We can talk over the phone when necessary.”
“I don’t like telephones.”
Her eyes met his, exasperated. “Have you ever thought of making a list of your dislikes and just handing it to people?” she asked. “Better yet, you might consider a list of things you do like. It would be shorter.”
He glowered at her. “I never planned to wind up being a hick cop in a hick town working with a woman who thinks a meaningful relationship has something to do with owning a cat.”
“I can’t imagine why you don’t go back into the service, where you felt at home!”
“Made too many enemies.” He bit off the words. “I don’t fit in there, either, anymore. Everything’s changing. New regulations, policies…”
“Did you ever think of becoming a diplomat?” she said with veiled sarcasm.
“No chance of that,” he murmured heavily, then sighed. “I should have studied anthropology, I guess.”
Her bad temper dissipated like clouds in sunlight. She could picture it. She laughed.
“Oh, hell, don’t do that,” he said shortly. “I didn’t mean to be funny.”
“I don’t imagine so. Is your lack of diplomacy why you’re not in the service anymore?”
He shook his head. “It didn’t help my career. But the real problem was the new political climate. I’m no bigot, but I’m not politically correct when it comes to bending over backwards to please special-interest groups. If I don’t like something, I can’t pretend that I do. I didn’t want to end up stationed in a microwavable room in Moscow, listening to people’s conversations.”
She frowned. “I thought you were in the navy? You know…sailing around in ships and stuff.”
His dark eyes narrowed. “I didn’t serve on a ship. I was in Naval Intelligence.”
“Oh.” She hadn’t realized that. His past took on a whole new dimension in her eyes. “Then how in the world did you end up here?”
“I had to live someplace. I hate cities, and this is as close to a home as I’ve ever known,” he said simply. “The last place I lived was with an elderly couple over near the county line. They’re dead now, but they left me a little property in the Bighorn Mountains. Who knows, I may build a house there one day. Just for me and Mack.”
“I don’t think I like dogs.”
“And I hate cats,” he said at once.
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
His eyebrow jumped. He put his sunglasses back on and got to his feet. He looked marvelously fit, all muscular strength and height, a man in the prime of his life. “I’ll run you back to your office. I want to go out to the Kincaid place and have a talk with Jeremiah.”
She stood up, holding her briefcase beside her. “I can walk. It’s only another block or so.”
“Five blocks, and it’s midday,” he reminded her. “Come on. I won’t make any more questionable remarks.”
“I’d like that sworn to,” she muttered as she let him open the door for her.
“You’re a hot-tempered little thing, aren’t you?” he asked abruptly.
“I defend myself,” she conceded. “I don’t know about the ‘little’ part.”
He got in beside her and started the engine. Five minutes later she was back in the parking lot at her office. She was strangely reluctant to get out of the car, though. It was as though something had shifted between them, after weeks of working fairly comfortably with each other. He’d said ‘the last place he lived,’ and he’d mentioned an elderly couple, not parents.
“May I ask you something personal?” she said.
He looked straight at her, without removing his sunglasses. “No.”
She was used to abruptness and even verbal abuse from clients, but McCallum set new records for it. He was the touchiest man she’d ever met.
“Okay,” she said, clutching her briefcase as she opened the door. She looked over her shoulder. “Oh, I’m, uh, sorry about hitting you with this thing. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
“I’ve been shot a couple of times,” he mentioned, just to make sure she got the idea that a bash with a briefcase wasn’t going to do much damage.
“Poor old bullets,” she muttered.
His face went clean of all expression, but his chest convulsed a time or two.
She got out of the car and slammed the door. She walked around to the driver’s side and bent down. “I accept your apology.”
“I didn’t make any damned apology,” he shot right back.
“I’m sure you meant to. I expect you were raised to be a gentleman, it’s just that you’ve forgotten how.”
The sunglasses glittered. She moved back a little.
“Don’t you have anything to do? What the hell do they pay you for, and don’t tell me it’s for stand-up comedy.”
“Actually, I’m doing a brain-surgery-by-mail course,” she said pertly. “You’re first on my list of potential patients.”
“God forbid.” He slipped the car into gear.
“Wait a minute,” she said. “Are you going to tell anyone about the brooch you found?”
“No,” he replied impatiently. “That brooch is my ace in the hole. I don’t want it publicized in case someone comes to claim the baby. I’ll mention it to selected people when it comes in useful.”
“Oh, I see,” she said at once. “You can rule out impostors. If they don’t know about the brooch, they’re not the baby’s mother.”
“Smart lady. Don’t mention it to anyone.”
“I wouldn’t think of it. You’ll let me know what you find out at the Kincaids’, won’t you?” she asked.
“Sure. But don’t expect miracles. I don’t think Dugin’s the father, and I don’t think we’re going to find the baby’s mother or any other relatives.”
“The baby is blond,” she said thoughtfully. “And so is Dugin.”
“A lot of men in this community are blond. Besides, have you forgotten that Dugin is engaged to Mary Jo Plummer? With a dish like that wearing his ring, he isn’t likely to be running around making other women pregnant.”
“And he could afford to send it away if it was his, or have it adopted,” she agreed. “Funny, though, isn’t it, for someone to leave a baby on his doorstep? What did his father say?”
“Jeremiah wasn’t there, according to Hensley. He’d been away and so Dugin called the law.”
“That isn’t like the Jeremiah Kincaid I know,” she mused. “It would be more in character for him to start yelling his head off and accusing Dugin of fathering it.”
“So I’ve heard.”
He didn’t say another word. Under that rough exterior, there had to be a heart somewhere. She kept thinking she might excavate it one day, but he was a hard case.
He gave her a curt nod, his mind already on the chore ahead. Dismissing her from his mind, he picked up the mike from his police radio and gave his position and his call letters and signed off. Without even a wave, he sped out of the parking lot.
She watched him until he was out of sight. She was feeling oddly vulnerable. There was a curious warm glow inside her as she went back into the office. She wished she understood her own reactions to the man. McCallum confused and delighted her. Of course, he also made her homicidal.
 
McCallum went out to the Kincaid ranch the next day, with the brooch in hand. He had some suspicions about that brooch, and it would be just as well to find out if anyone at the ranch recognized it.
When he drove up, the door was opened by Jeremiah himself. He was tall and silver haired, a handsome man in his late sixties. His son was nothing like him, in temperament or looks. Jeremiah had a face that a movie star would have envied.
“Come on in, McCallum, I’ve been expecting you,” Jeremiah said cordially. “Can I pour you a whiskey?”
Characteristically, the man thought everyone shared his own fondness for Old Grandad. McCallum, when he drank, which was rarely, liked the smoothness of scotch whiskey.
“No, thanks. I’m working,” McCallum replied.
“You cops.” Jeremiah shook his head and poured himself a drink. “Now,” he said, when they were seated on the elegant living room furniture, “how can I help you?”
McCallum pulled the brooch, in its plastic bag, out of his pocket and tossed it to the older man. Jeremiah stared at it for a long moment, one finger touching it lightly, reflectively. Then his head lifted.
“Nope,” he told McCallum without any expression. “Never saw this before. If it was something that belonged to anyone in this family, you’d better believe I’d recognize it,” he added.
He tossed it back to McCallum and lifted his glass to his lips. “What else can I tell you?”
“Was there anything on the baby that wasn’t turned in when Sheriff Hensley came?” McCallum persisted.
“Not that I’m aware of,” the other man said pleasantly. “Of course, I wasn’t home at the time, you know. I didn’t find out what had happened until the baby had been taken away. Hell of a thing, isn’t it, for a mother to desert her child like that!”
“I didn’t say it was deserted by its mother,” McCallum replied slowly.
Jeremiah laughed, a little too loudly. “Well, it’s hardly likely that the baby’s father would have custody, is it? Even in these modern times, most men don’t know what to do with a baby!”
“Apparently, some men still don’t know how to prevent one, either.”
Jeremiah grunted. “Maybe so.” He glanced at the younger man. “It isn’t Dugin’s. I know there’s been talk, but I asked the boy straight out. He said that since he got engaged to Mary Jo last year, there hasn’t been any other woman.”
“And you believe him?”
Jeremiah cleared his throat. “Dugin’s sort of slow in that department. Takes a real woman to, uh, help him. That’s why he’s waited so late in life to marry. Mary Jo’s a sweet little thing, but she’s a firecracker, too. Caught her kissing him one afternoon out in the barn, and by God if they didn’t almost go at it right there, standing up, in front of the whole world! She’s something, isn’t she, for a children’s librarian.”
McCallum’s eyes were on the lean hands holding the glass of whiskey. They were restless, nervous. Jeremiah was edgy. He hid it well, but not with complete success.
“It sounds as though they’ll have a good marriage.”
“I think so. She’s close to his age, and they sure enjoy being together. Pity about your boss’s marriage,” he added with a shrug, “but his wife always was too brainy for a man like that. I mean, after all, a cop isn’t exactly an Ivy League boy.” He noticed the look on McCallum’s face and cleared his throat. “Sorry. No offense meant.”
“None taken,” Sterling replied. He got to his feet. “If you think of anything that might help us, don’t hesitate to call.”
“Sure, sure. Look, that crack I made about cops not having much education…”
“I took my baccalaureate degree in science while I was in the navy,” he told Jeremiah evenly. “The last few years before I mustered out, I worked in Naval Intelligence.”
Jeremiah was surprised. “With that sort of background, why are you working for the sheriff’s department?”
“Maybe I just like small towns. And I did grow up here.”
“But, man, you could starve on what you make in law enforcement!”
“Do you think so?” McCallum asked with a smile. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Kincaid.”
He shook hands with the man and left, thinking privately that he’d rather work for peanuts in law enforcement than live the sort of aimless existence that Jeremiah Kincaid did. The man might have silver hair, but he was a playboy of the first order. He was hardly ever at home, and Dugin certainly wasn’t up to the chore of taking care of a spread that size.
Speaking of Dugin…McCallum spotted him near the toolshed, talking to a younger man, and walked toward him.
Dugin shaded his eyes against the sun. He was tall and fair, in his forties, and he was mild-mannered and unassuming. He’d always seemed younger than he was. Perhaps it was because his father had always overshadowed him. Dugin still lived at home and did most everything his father told him to. He smiled and held out his hand when McCallum reached him.
“Nice day, isn’t it?” Dugin asked. “What can I do for you, Deputy? And how’s the kid?”
“She’s fine. They’re placing her in care until the case comes up. Listen, do you know anything that you haven’t told the sheriff? Was there anything else with the baby that wasn’t turned in?”
Dugin thought for a minute and shook his head. “Not a thing. It isn’t my kid,” he added solemnly. “I hear there’s been some talk around Whitehorn about my being the father, but I’m telling you, I don’t know anything. I wouldn’t risk losing Mary Jo for any other woman, Deputy. Just between us,” he added wryly, “I wouldn’t have the energy.”
McCallum chuckled. “Okay. Thanks.”
“Keep in touch with us about the case, will you?” Dugin asked. “Even though it’s not my child, I’d still like to know how things come out.”
“Sure.”
McCallum walked slowly back to his patrol car, wondering all the way why the baby had been left here, and with Dugin. There had to be a clue. He should have shown that cameo to Dugin, but if Jeremiah didn’t recognize it, there was little point in showing it to his son. As Jeremiah had suggested, if it were a family heirloom, he would have recognized it immediately.
 
It was a lazy day, after that. McCallum was drinking coffee in the Hip Hop Café with his mind only vaguely on baby Jennifer and her missing parents. He was aware of faint interest from some of the other diners when his portable walkie-talkie made static as it picked up a call. Even though most people in Whitehorn knew him, he still drew some curiosity from tourists passing through. He was a good-looking man with a solid, muscular physique that wasn’t overdone or exaggerated. He looked powerful, especially with the gun in its holster visible under his lightweight summer jacket.
The call that came over the radio made him scowl. He’d had enough of Jessica Larson the day before, but here she was after him again. Apparently there was a domestic disturbance at the Colson home, where a young boy lived with his father and grandmother.
Sterling went out to the car to answer the call, muttering all the way and as he sat down and jerked up the mike.
“Why is Miss Larson going?” he demanded.
“I don’t know, K-236,” the dispatcher drawled, using his call letters instead of his name. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you on an open channel.”
“I’ll see that you get a Christmas present for being such a good boy,” McCallum drawled back.
There was an unidentified laugh as McCallum hung up and drove to the small cottagelike Colson house on a dirt road just out of town.
He got there before Jessica did. If there was a fight going on here, it wasn’t anything obvious. Terrance Colson was sitting on the porch cleaning his rifle while his mother fed her chickens out back in the fenced-in compound. The boy, Keith, was nowhere in sight. Terrance was red-faced and seemed to have trouble holding the rifle still.
“Afternoon, McCallum!” Terrance called pleasantly. “What can I do for you?”
McCallum walked up on the porch, shook hands with the man and sat down on one of the chairs. “We had a report, but it must have been some crank,” he said, looking around.
“Report of what?” Terrance asked curiously.
Before McCallum could answer, Jessica came driving up in her rickety yellow truck. She shut it off, but it kept running for a few seconds, knocking like crazy. That fan belt sounded as if it were still slipping, too. He’d noticed it the night at the bus station.
She got out, almost dropping her shoulder bag in the dirt, and approached the house. McCallum wondered just how many of those shapeless suits she owned. This one was green, and just as unnoticeable as the others. Her hair was up in a bun again. She looked the soul of business.
“Well, hello, Miss Larson,” Terrance called. “We seem to be having a party today!”
She stopped at the steps and glanced around, frowning. “We had a call at the office…” she faltered for a moment “…about a terrible fight going on out here. I was requested to come and talk to you.”
Terrance looked around pointedly, calling her attention to the peaceful surroundings. “What fight?”
She sighed. “An unnecessary call, I suppose,” she said with a smile. “I’m sorry. But as I’m here already, do you think I might talk to Keith for a minute? He told his counselor at school that he’d like to talk to me when I had time.”
Terrance stared at her without blinking. “Funny, he never said anything to me about it. And he’s not here right now. He’s out fishing.”
“Do you think I could find him?” she asked persistently.
“He goes way back in the woods,” he said quickly. “It’s not a good time. He came home in a real bad mood. Best to leave him alone until he cools down.”
She shrugged. “As you wish. But do tell him that I’ll be glad to listen any time he wants to talk about those school problems.” She didn’t add that she wondered why he couldn’t tell them to the counselor, who was a good psychologist.
“I’ll tell him,” Terrance said curtly.
“Good day then.” She smiled at Terrance, nodded at McCallum and went to climb back into her truck.
McCallum said his own goodbye, wondering why Mrs. Colson never came out of the chicken pen to say hello the whole time he was there. And Terrance’s expression had hardened when he’d mentioned the boy. Odd.
He climbed into the patrol car and gave his call sign and location, announcing that he was back in service again. He followed after Jessica’s sluggish truck and wondered if she was going to make it back into town.
When she parked her car at the office, he drove in behind her. The squealing of her fan belt was louder than ever. She really would have to do something about it when she had time.
“Your fan belt is loose,” he told her firmly. “It’s going to break one day and you’ll be stranded.”
“I know. I’m not totally stupid.”
He got out of the car and walked with her to the office, not making a comment back, as he usually did. He seemed deep in thought. “Something funny’s going on out at that place,” he said suddenly. “Old Mrs. Colson hiding out with the chickens, Keith nowhere in sight, Terrance cleaning his gun, but without any gun oil….”
“You have a very suspicious mind,” she accused gently. “For heaven’s sake, do you always go looking for trouble? I’m delighted that there wasn’t anything to it. I know the family, and they’re good people. It’s Keith who gives them fits. He’s been into one bout of trouble after another at school since he was in the fifth grade. He’s a junior now, and still getting into fights and breaking rules. He was picked up with another boy for shoplifting, although Keith swore he was innocent and the officers involved believed him. I’ve been trying to help the family as much as possible. Terrance lost his job at the manufacturing company that shut down last fall, and Milly is trying to make a little money by taking in ironing and doing alterations for the dry cleaners. The Colsons are hurting, but they’re too proud to let me help much.”
He frowned thoughtfully. “Isn’t that the way of it?” he asked quietly. “The people who need help most never ask for it. On the other hand, plenty who don’t deserve it get it.”
She glowered up at him. “You’re so cynical, McCallum! Don’t you believe anybody can be basically good?”
“No.”
She laughed and shook her head. “I give up. You’re a hopeless case.”
“I’m in law enforcement,” he pointed out. “What we see doesn’t lead us to look for the best in people.”
“Neither does what I see, but I still try to believe in basic goodness,” she replied.
He looked down at her for a long moment, letting his eyes linger on her soft mouth and straight nose before they lifted to catch her eyes.
“No, you don’t,” he said abruptly. “How can you still believe? What happens is that you just close your eyes to the ugliness. That’s what most people do. They don’t want to know that human beings can do such hideous things. Murder and robbery and beatings are so unthinkable that people pretend it can’t occur. Then some terrible crime happens to them personally, and they have to believe it.”
“You don’t close your eyes to it,” she said earnestly. “In fact, you look for it everywhere, even when you have to dig to find it. You have to try to rise above the ugliness.”
His eyes darkened. He turned away. “I work for a living,” he said lazily. “I haven’t got time to stand around here socializing with you. Get that fan belt seen to.”
She looked after him. “My goodness, do I really need a big, strong man to tell me how to take care of myself?”
“Yes.”
He got into his car, leaving her aghast, and drove off.


Five

For several days, McCallum scoured the area for any clues as to the identity of the baby called Jennifer. He checked at every clinic and doctor’s office in the area, as well as the local hospital and those in the surrounding counties. But every child’s parents were accounted for. There were no leftover babies at any of the medical facilities. Which meant that the baby had probably been born at home, and a midwife had attended the birth. There were plenty of old women in the community who knew how to deliver a baby, and McCallum knew that he could spend years searching for the right person. Prospects looked dismal.
He was just leaving the office for lunch when Jessica Larson walked up to him on the street.
“I need to get your opinion on something,” she said, and without preamble, caught his big, lean hand in hers and began to drag him off toward a parked car nearby.
“Now, hold it,” he growled, hating and loving the feel of her soft hand in his.
“Don’t grumble,” she chided. “It won’t hurt a bit. I just want you to talk to these young people for me before they make a big mistake.” She paused at the beat-up old Chevy, where two teenagers sat guiltily in the front seat. They didn’t look old enough to be out of school.
“This is Deputy McCallum,” Jessica told the teens. “Ben and Amy want to get married,” she explained to him. “Their parents are against it. Ben is seventeen and Amy is sixteen. I’ve told them that any marriage they make can be legally annulled by her parents because she’s under age. Will you tell them that, too?”
He wasn’t sure about the statutes on marriageable age in Montana, having never had occasion or reason to look them up. But he was pretty sure the girl was under the age of consent, and he knew what Jessica wanted him to say. He could bluff when he had to.
“She’s absolutely right,” he told them. “A minor can’t legally marry without written permission from a parent. It would be terrible for you to have to—”
“She’s pregnant,” Ben mumbled, red-faced, and looked away. “I tried to get her to have it…Well, to not have it, really. She won’t listen. She says we have to get married or her folks’ll kill her.”
Jessica hadn’t counted on that complication. She stood there, stunned.
McCallum squatted down beside the car and looked at Amy, who was obviously upset. “Why don’t we start at the beginning?” he asked her gently. “These are big decisions that need thought.”
While Jessica looked on, stunned by the tenderness in McCallum’s deep voice, Amy began to warm to him. “I don’t know if I’m pregnant, really,” she confessed slowly. “I think I am.”
“Shouldn’t you find out for sure, before you wind up in a marriage neither of you is ready for?” he asked evenly.
“Yes, sir.”
“Then the obvious next step is to see a doctor, isn’t it?”
She grimaced. “My dad’ll kill me.”
“I’ll speak to your parents,” Jessica promised her. “They won’t kill you. They’re good people, and they love you. You’re their only child.”
“I’d just love to have a baby,” Amy said dreamily, looking at Ben with fantasy-filled eyes that didn’t even see his desperation, his fear. “We can have a house of our own, and I can get a job….”
McCallum looked hard at Jessica.
“Let’s go over to your parents’ house, Amy,” she said. She had McCallum firmly by the hand again, and she wasn’t about to let go. “I’m sure Deputy McCallum won’t mind coming with us,” she added, daring him to say no.
He gave up plans for a hamburger and fries and told his stomach to shut up. Resignedly, he helped Jessica into his car, and they followed the teens to Amy’s house.
 
“It wasn’t so bad, was it?” Jessica commented after the ordeal was finally over. “She’ll see a doctor and then get counseling if she needs it. And there won’t be a rushed marriage with no hope of success. They didn’t even blame Ben too much.”
“Why should they?” he muttered as he negotiated a right turn. “She’s the one with dreams of babies and happy ever after, not him. He just wants to finish high school and go on to veterinary college.”
“Ah, the man’s eternal argument. ‘Eve tempted me with the apple.’”
He glanced at her musingly. “Most women can lead a man straight to bed with very little conscious effort. Especially a young man.”
She lifted her eyebrows. “Don’t look at me. I’ve never led anyone to my bed with conscious effort or without it.” She stemmed the memories that thoughts of intimacy resurrected.
“Have you wanted to?”
The question, coming from such an impersonal sort of man, surprised her. “Why…no.”
“Have you let the opportunity present itself?” he persisted.
She straightened her skirt unnecessarily. “I’m sorry I made you miss your lunch.”
He let the subject go. “How do you know you did?”
“Oh, you always go to lunch at eleven-thirty,” she remarked. “I see you crossing over to the café from my office.”
He chuckled softly, and it wasn’t until she saw the speculation on his face that she realized why.
“I wasn’t…watching you, for God’s sake!” she blurted out, reddening.
“Really?” he teased. “You mean I’ve mistaken that hero worship in your eyes all this time?”
Her dark eyes glared at him. “You are very conceited.”
“Made so by a very expressive young face,” he countered. He glanced at her while they paused at a stop sign. “Don’t build a pedestal under me, Jessie,” he said, using a nickname for her for the first time. “I’m not tame enough for a woman like you.”
She gaped at him. “If you think that I…!”
Incredibly, he caught the back of her head with a steely hand and leaned over her with slow, quiet intent. His dark eyes fell to her shocked mouth and he tugged gently until her mouth was a fraction below his. She could taste his minty breath, feel the heat of his mouth threatening her lips. She could feel the restrained passion in his long, fit body as it loomed over to hers.
“You’re afraid of me,” he whispered into her mouth. “And it has nothing to do with that bad experience you had. It isn’t the kind of fear that causes nightmares. It’s the kind that makes your body swell hard with desire.”
While she was absorbing the muted shock the words produced, his mouth lowered to touch and tease her soft lips in tender, biting kisses that made her muscles go rigid with sensation. Her hand caught at his shirt, searching for something to hold on to while she spun out of reality altogether. Her nails bit into his chest.
He groaned under his breath. “You’d be a handful,” he whispered. “And if you were a different sort of woman, I’d accept with open arms the invitation you’re making me right now.”
“What…invitation?”
His nose rubbed against hers. “This one.”
He brought his mouth down over her parted lips with real intent, feeling them open and shiver convulsively as he deepened the pressure. She whimpered, and the sound shot through him like fire. He abruptly drew back.
His breathing was a little quick, but his expression showed none of the turmoil that kissing her had aroused in him.
She was slower to recover. Her face was flushed, and her mouth was red, swollen from the hard pressure of his lips. She looked at him with wide-eyed surprise.
“You’re like a little violet under a doorstep,” he commented quietly. “A lovely surprise waiting to be discovered.”
She couldn’t find the words to express what she felt.
He touched her soft mouth. “Don’t worry about it. Someday the right man will come along. I’m not him.”
“Why did you do that?” she whispered in a choked voice.
“Because you wanted me to, Jessica,” he drawled. “You’ve watched me for months, wondering how it would feel if I kissed you. Okay. Now you know.”
Her eyes darkened with something like pain. She averted them.
“What did you expect?” he mused, pulling the car back out into the road. “I’m not a teenager on his first date. I know exactly what to do with a woman. But you’re off-limits, sweetheart. I don’t make promises I can’t keep.”
“I haven’t asked you to marry me, have I?” she asked, bouncing back.
He smiled appreciatively. “Not yet.”
“And you can hold your breath until I do.” She pushed back a disheveled strand of hair. “I’m not getting mixed up with you.”
“You like kissing me.”
She glared at him. “I like kissing my cat, too, McCallum,” she said maliciously.
“Ouch!”
She nodded her head curtly. “Now how arrogant do you feel?”
He chuckled. “Well, as one of my history professors was fond of saying, I’ve always felt that arrogance was a very admirable quality in a man.”
She rolled her eyes.
 
He drove back into town, but he didn’t stop at her office. He kept going until he reached the Hip Hop Café, a small restaurant on the southeast corner of Amity Lane and Center.
She glanced at him uncertainly.
“If I haven’t eaten, I know you haven’t,” he explained.
“All right. But I pay for my own food.”
His eyes slowly wandered over her face. “I like independence,” he said unexpectedly.
“Do I care?” she asked with mock surprise.
He smiled. “Fix your lipstick before we go inside, or everyone’s going to know what we’ve been doing.”
She wouldn’t blush, she wouldn’t blush, she wouldn’t…!
All the same, her cheeks were pink in the compact mirror she used as she reapplied her lipstick and powdered her nose.
McCallum had taken the time to wipe the traces of pink off his own firm mouth with his handkerchief.
“Next time, I’ll get rid of that lipstick before I start,” he murmured.
“Oh, you’d be so lucky!” she hissed.
He lifted an eyebrow over wise, soft eyes. “Or you would. It gets better, the deeper you go. You cried out, and I hadn’t even touched you. Imagine, Jessica, how it would feel if I did.”
She was out of the car before he finished speaking. She should go back to her office and leave him standing there. He was wicked to tease her about something she couldn’t control. It didn’t occur to her that he might be overcompensating for the desire he’d felt with her. Experienced he might be, but it had been a while since he’d had a woman and Jessica went right to his head. He hadn’t realized it was going to be so fulfilling to kiss her. And it seemed to be addictive, because it was all he could think about.
“I won’t let you torment me,” she said, walking ahead of him to the door. “And before we go any farther, you’d better remember that Whitehorn isn’t that big. Everybody knows everybody else’s business. If I go in there with you, people are going to talk about us.”
He had one hand in his pocket, the other on the door handle. He searched her eyes. “I know,” he said quietly. He opened the door deliberately.
It was a quiet, companionable lunch. There were a few interested looks, including a sad one from a young waitress who had a hopeless crush on McCallum. But people were discreet enough not to stare at them.
“After all, we could be talking over a case,” Jessica said.
He frowned at her. “Does it really matter?” he asked. “You’re very sensitive to gossip. Why?”
She shrugged, averting her eyes. “Nobody likes being talked about.”
“I don’t know that I ever have been since I’ve come back,” he said idly. He sipped his coffee. “And with your spotless reputation, it’s hardly likely to think that you have,” he added with a chuckle.
She picked up her coffee cup, steadying it with her other hand. “Thank you for helping me with Amy and Ben.”
“Did I have a choice? I wonder if there isn’t a law against deputy sheriffs being kidnapped by overconscientious social workers. And while we’re on the subject of laws, that one about under-age marriages is one I’ll have to look up or ask Hensley about. I’ve never had cause to use it before.”
“You may again. We’ve had several cases like Amy and Ben over the years.”
“What if she is pregnant?” he asked.
“Then she’ll have choices and people to help her make them.”
He glared at her.
“I know that look,” she said softly. “I even understand it. But you have to consider that sometimes what’s best for a young girl isn’t necessarily what you feel is right.”
“What if I lost my head one dark night and got you pregnant, Jessica?” He leaned back, his eyes narrowed. “What would you do in Amy’s place?”
The color that rushed into her face was a revelation. She spilled a bit of coffee onto the table.
“Well, well,” he murmured softly.
She put the cup down and mopped up the coffee with napkins. “You love shocking me, don’t you?”
“Never mind the shock. Answer me. What would you do?”
She bit her lower lip. “The correct thing…”
He caught her hand and held it tight in his. “Not the correct thing, or the sensible thing, or even the decent thing. What would you do?” he asked evenly.
“Oh, I’d keep it,” she said, angry at being pushed into answering a question that would not, could not, ever arise. It hurt her to remember how barren she was. “I’m just brimming over with motherly instincts, old-fashioned morality and an overworked sense of duty. But what I’m trying to make you see is that regardless of my opinion, I have no right to force my personal sense of right and wrong on the rest of the world!”
He forgot the social issue in the heat of the moment, as he allowed himself to wonder how it would feel to create a child with Jessica. It made him feel…odd.
Jessica saw the speculation in his eyes and all her old inadequacies came rushing back. “McCallum,” she began, wondering whether or not to tell him about her condition.
His fingers linked with hers, his thumb smoothing over them. “You’re twenty-five, aren’t you? I’m ten years older.”
“Yes, I know. McCallum…”
His eyes lifted to catch hers. “My first name is Sterling,” he said.
“That’s an unusual name. Was it in your family?”
He shrugged. “My mother never said.” Memories of his mother filled his mind. He withdrew, mentally and physically. He pulled his hand slowly away from Jessica’s. “Maybe it was the name of her favorite brand of gin, who knows?”
She grimaced, hating that pain in his eyes. She wanted to soothe him, to comfort him.
He looked up and saw the expression on her face. It made him furious.
“I don’t need pity,” he said through gritted teeth.
“Is that how I looked? I’m sorry. It disturbs me to see how badly your past has affected you, that’s all.” She smiled. “I know. I’m a hopeless do-gooder. But think, McCallum—if you’d had someone who really cared what happened to you, wouldn’t it have changed your whole life?”
He averted his eyes. “Facts are facts. We can’t go back and change the past.”
“I know that. If we could, think how many people would leap at the chance.”
“True,” he agreed.
She studied him over her cup. “This town must hold some bad memories for you. Why did you come back after all these years?”
“I got tired of my job,” he replied. “I can’t even talk about it, do you know? It was all classified. Let’s just say that I got into a situation I couldn’t handle for the first time in my life, and I got out. I don’t regret it. I manage better here than I ever dreamed I would. I’m not rich, but I’m comfortable, and I like my job and the people I work with. Besides,” he added, “the memories weren’t all bad. I have a few good ones tucked away. They keep me going when I need them.”
“And was there ever a special woman?” she asked, deliberately not looking at him.
He cocked an eyebrow. “Women, plural,” he replied. “Not just one woman. They all knew the score. I made sure of it and I’m a loner. I don’t want to change.”
Jessica felt a vague disappointment.
“Were you hoping?” he taunted.
She glared at him. “For what? You, with a bow around your neck on Christmas morning? It’s a long time until Christmas, McCallum, and you’d look silly in gift wrapping.”
“Probably so.” He studied her. “I wonder how you’d look in a long red stocking?”
“Dead, because that’s the only way I’d ever end up in one. Heavens, look at the time! I’ve got my desk stacked halfway to the ceiling. I have to go!”
“So do I,” he agreed. “The days are never long enough to cope with all the paperwork, even in my job.”
“In everyone’s job. God knows how many trees die every day to satisfy bureaucrats. Know what I think they do with all those triplicate copies? I think they make confetti and store it for parades.”
“I wouldn’t doubt it.” He pushed away his empty cup, stood up, laid a bill on the table, picked up the check and walked to the counter with it.
Jessica dug out a five-dollar bill and paid her share.
“Late lunch, huh, McCallum?” the waitress asked with an inviting smile.
“Yeah.” He smiled back at her. “Thanks, Daisy.”
She colored prettily. She was barely twenty, redheaded, cute and totally infatuated with McCallum.
He opened the door for Jessica and walked her back to his car.
“Thanks for your help,” she told him with genuine appreciation. “Those kids needed more of a talking to than I could give them. There’s something about a uniform…” she added with a gleam in her eyes. Of course she was kidding; McCallum, a plainclothesman, wasn’t wearing a uniform.
“Tell me about it.” He’d already discovered that uniforms attracted women. It was something most career law-enforcement officers learned how to deal with early.
“Have you found out anything about Jennifer?” she asked on the way back to her office.
He detailed the bits and pieces he’d been following up. “But with no luck. Do you know any midwives around the community?” he asked. “Someone who would be able to deliver a child and could do it without telling half the world?”
Jessica pursed her lips. “One or two women come to mind. I’ll look into it.”
“Thanks.”
He stopped at her office and waited, with the car idling, for her to get out.
“I’ll let you know how things go with Amy,” she offered.
He looked at her with an expression that bordered on dislike. It had flattered him that she kept asking for his help, and she seemed to like his company. But he liked kissing her too much, and that made him irritable. He didn’t want a social worker to move into his life. He was weakening toward her, and he couldn’t afford that. “I don’t remember asking for a follow-up report,” he said, deliberately being difficult.
It didn’t faze Jessica, who was used to him. His bad humor bounced off her. That kiss hadn’t, of course, but she had to remember that he was a loner and keep things in perspective. She could mark that lapse down to experience. She knew she wouldn’t forget it anytime soon, but she had to keep her eyes off McCallum.
“You’re so cynical, McCallum,” she said heavily. “Haven’t you ever heard that old saying about no man being an island?”
“I read John Donne in college,” he replied. “I can be an island if I please.”
She pursed her lips again, surveying him with marked interest. “If you really were an island, you’d have barbed wire strung around the trees and land mines on the beaches.”
She went inside, aware of the deep masculine laughter she left behind her.
 
The abandoned baby, Jennifer, had been placed in care, and Jessica couldn’t help going to see her. She was living temporarily as a ward of the court with a local family that seemed to thrive on anyone’s needful children.
“We can’t have any of our own, you see,” Mabel Darren said with a grin. She was in her mid-thirties, dark and bubbly, and it didn’t take a clairvoyant to know that she loved children. She had six of them, all from broken homes or orphaned, ranging in age from a toddler to a teen.
The house was littered, but clean. The social-services office had to check it out periodically to comply with various regulations, but there had never been any question of the Darrens’ ability to provide for their charges. And if ever children were loved, these underprivileged ones were.
“Isn’t she a little angel?” Mabel asked when Jessica had the sweet-smelling infant in her arms.
“Oh, yes,” Jessica said, feeling a terrible pain as she cuddled the child. She would never know the joy of childbirth, much less that of watching a baby grow to adulthood. She would be alone all her life.
Mabel would have understood, but Jessica could never bring herself to discuss her anguish with anyone. She carried Jennifer to the rocking chair and sat down with her, oblivious to the many other duties that were supposed to be demanding her attention.
The older woman just smiled. “It’s time for her bottle. Would you like to feed her while you’re here? Then I could get on with my dirty dishes,” she added. She knew already that if she could make Jessica think she was helping, the social worker was much more likely to do what she really wanted to.
“If it would help,” Jessica said. Her soft, dark eyes were on the baby’s face and she touched the tiny head, the hands, the face with fingers that trembled. She’d never known such a profound hunger in her life, and tears stung her eyes.
As if the baby sensed her pain, her big eyes opened and she stared up at Jessica, unblinking. She made a soft gurgling noise in her throat. With a muffled cry, Jessica cuddled Jennifer close and started the chair rocking. At that moment, she would have given anything—anything!—for this tiny precious thing to be her very own.
Mabel’s footsteps signaled her approach. Jessica composed herself just before the other woman reappeared with a bottle. She managed to feed the baby and carry on a pleasant conversation with Mabel, apparently unruffled by the experience. But deep inside, she was devastated. Something about Jennifer accentuated all the terrible feelings of inadequacy and made her child hungry. She’d never wanted anything as much as she wanted the abandoned infant.
After she fed the baby, she went back to the office, where she was broody and quiet for the rest of the day. She was so silent that Bess, who worked in the outer office, stuck her auburn head in the door to inquire if her boss was sick.
“No, I’m all right, but thanks,” Jessica said dully. “It’s been a long day, that’s all.”
“Well, you got to have lunch with Sterling McCallum,” Bess mused. “I wouldn’t call that tedious. I dress up, I wear sexy perfume, but he never gives me a second look. Is he really that formidable and businesslike all the time?” she asked with a keen stare.
Jessica’s well-schooled features gave nothing away. She smiled serenely. “If I ever find out, you’ll be the first to know. It was a business lunch, Bess, not a date,” she added.
“Oh, you stick-in-the-mud,” she muttered. “A gorgeous man like that, and all you want to talk about is work! I’d have him on his back in the front seat so fast…!”
Shocking images presented themselves, but with Jessica, not Bess, imprisoning Sterling McCallum on the seat of his car. She had to stop thinking of him in those terms! “Really, Bess!” she muttered.
“Jessica, you do know what century this is?” Bess asked gently. “You know, the nineties, uninhibited sex?”
“AIDS?” Jessica added.
Bess made a soft sound. “Well, I didn’t mean that you don’t have to be careful. But McCallum strikes me as the sort of man who would be. I’ll bet he’s always properly equipped.”
Jessica’s face had gone scarlet and she stood up abruptly.
“I’m just leaving for home!” Bess said quickly, all too aware that she’d overstepped the mark. “See you tomorrow!”
She closed the door and ran for it. Jessica was even-tempered most of the time, but she, too, could be formidable when she lost her cool.
Jessica restrained a laugh at the speed with which Bess took to her heels. It was just as well not to let employees get too complacent, she decided, as she opened another file and went back to work.
 
It was after dark and pouring rain when she decided to go home. Meriwether would be wanting his supper, and she was hungry enough herself. The work would still be here, waiting, in the morning. But it had taken her mind off Baby Jennifer, which was a good thing.
She locked up the office and got into her yellow pickup as quickly as possible. Her umbrella, as usual, was at home. She had one in the office, too, but she’d forgotten it. She was wet enough without trying to go back and get it. She fumbled the key into the ignition, locked her door and started the vehicle.
The engine made the most ghastly squealing noise. It didn’t help to remember McCallum’s grim warning about trouble ahead if she didn’t get it seen to.
But the mechanic’s shop was closed, and so were all the service stations. The convenience store was open, and it had self-service gas pumps, but nobody who worked inside would know how to replace a fan belt. In fact, Tammie Jane was working the counter tonight, and the most complicated thing she knew how to do was change her nail polish.
With a long sigh, Jessica pulled the truck out onto the highway and said a silent prayer that she would be able to make it home before the belt broke. The squeal that usually vanished when she went faster only got worse tonight.
The windshield wipers were inadequate, too. A big leaf had gotten caught in the one on the driver’s side, smearing the water rather than removing it. Jessica groaned out loud at her bad luck. It had been a horrible day altogether, and not just because of the predicament she was in now.
She pulled onto the dirt road that led to her home. The rain was coming down harder. She had no idea how long it had been pouring, because she’d been so engrossed in her work. Now she saw the creek ahead and wondered if she’d even be able to get across it. The water was very high. This was an old and worrying problem.
She gunned the engine and shot across, barely missing another struggling motorist, her elderly CB-radio-fanatic neighbor. He waved to her as he went past, but she was too occupied with trying to see ahead to really look at him. She almost made it up the hill, but at that very moment, the fan belt decided to give up the ghost. It snapped and the engine raced, but nothing happened. The truck slid back to the bottom of the hill beside the wide, rising creek, and the engine went dead.


Six

Jessica sat in the truck without moving, muttering under her breath. She hoped that her eccentric neighbor had noticed her plight and alerted someone in town on his CB radio, but whether or not he’d seen her slide back down the hill was anyone’s guess.
She decided after a few minutes that she was going to be stranded unless she did something. The creek was rising steadily. She was terrified of floods. If she didn’t get up that hill, god only knew what might happen to her when the water rose higher. The rain showed no sign of slackening.
She opened the door and got out, becoming soaked within the first couple of minutes. She made a rough sound in her throat and let out an equally rough word to go with it. Stupid old truck! She should have listened to McCallum.
She managed to get the hood up, but it did no good. There was no source of light except the few patches of sky on the horizon that weren’t black as thunder. She didn’t even have a flashlight. Well, she had one—but the battery was dead. She’d meant to replace it….
The deep drone of an engine caught her attention. She turned, blinded by headlights, hoping against hope that it was her elderly neighbor. He could give her a ride home, at least.
A huge red-and-black Bronco with antennas all over it and a bar of lights on top swept up beside her and stopped. She recognized it from McCallum’s house. It had been sitting in the garage next to the patrol car he used when he was on call at night. He got out of it, wearing a yellow rain slicker. The rain seemed to slacken as he approached her.
“Nice wheels,” she commented.
“I like it,” he replied. “Fan belt broke, huh?”
She glowered, shivering in the rain. “Terrific guess.”
“No help here, until I can get a new belt and put it on for you. Nothing’s open this late.” He closed the hood and marched her around to the passenger side of the Bronco. “Climb in.”
He helped her into the big vehicle and she sat, shivering, on the vinyl seat while, with the four-wheel drive in operation, he drove effortlessly up the muddy hill and on to her cabin.
“What were you doing out at this time of night anyway?” he asked.
“Trying to get stranded in the rain,” she told him.
He glared at her.
“I was working late.” She sneezed.
“Get in there and take a bath.”
“I had planned to. Have you…had supper?” she added, without looking at him.
“Not yet.”
She touched the door handle. “I have a pot of soup in the refrigerator. I could make some cornbread to go with it.”
“If you could make some coffee, I’d be delighted to join you. I’d just got off duty when I monitored a call about a stranded motorist.”
She grinned, because she knew which motorist he meant. “Done.” She got out and left him to follow.
The minute he walked in the door, Meriwether, having come to meet his mistress, bristled and began spitting viciously at the newcomer.
“I like you, too, pal,” McCallum muttered as he and the cat had a glaring contest.
“Meri, behave yourself!” Jessica fussed.
“If you’ll show me what the soup’s in, I’ll start heating it while you’re in the shower,” he offered.
She led him into the kitchen, dripping everywhere, and got out the big pot of soup while he hung up his drenched slicker.
“I’ll make the cornbread when I get back. You could preheat the oven,” she added, and told him what temperature to set it.
“Okay. Where’s the coffee?”
She showed him the filters and coffee and how to work the pot. Then she rushed down the hall to the bathroom.
Ten minutes later, clean and presentable in a sweatshirt and jeans, with her hair hanging in damp strands down her back, she joined him in the kitchen.
“You’ll catch a cold,” he murmured, glancing at her from his seat at the table with a steaming cup of black coffee. “Sit down for a minute and I’ll pour you a cup.”
“I’ll make the cornbread first,” she said. “It won’t take a minute.”
And it didn’t She put it in the preheated oven to bake and then sat down across from McCallum to sip her coffee. He was wearing a brown plaid shirt, with jeans and boots. He always looked clean and neat, even when he was drenched, she thought, and wondered if his military training had a lot to do with it.
“Do you always keep your house this hot?” he asked, unfastening the top buttons of his shirt.
“I don’t have air-conditioning,” she explained apologetically. “But I can turn on the fan.”
“Are you cool?”
She shook her head. “I’m rather cold-blooded, I’m afraid. But if you’re too hot…”
“Leave it. It’s probably the coffee.” He leaned back. The action pulled his shirt away from his chest and she got a glimpse of the thick mat of curling black hair that covered it.
She averted her eyes in the direction of the stove and watched it fanatically, not daring to look at him again. He was devastating like that, so attractive physically that he made her toes curl.
He saw the look he was getting. It made his heart race. She was certainly less sophisticated than most women he knew, but she still made him hungry in a new and odd sort of way.
“You said you monitored a stranded motorist’s call?” she asked curiously.
“Yes. Your neighbor called the office on his mobile unit, and when I heard where the stranded motorist was, I told Dispatch that I’d respond.” He grinned at her. “I knew who it was and what was wrong before I got here.”
She took an audible breath. “Well, it might have been something besides the fan belt,” she said.
“You’re stubborn.”
“I meant to have it checked,” she defended herself. “I got busy.”
“Next time you’ll know better, won’t you?”
“I hate it when you use that tone,” she muttered. “I’m not brain dead just because I’m a woman!”
His eyebrows raised. “Did I imply that you were?”
“You have an attitude….”
“So do you,” he shot back. “Defensive and standoffish. I’d have told a man no differently than I told you that your fan belt needed replacing. The difference is that a man would have listened.”
She put her coffee cup down hard and opened her mouth to speak just as the beeper on the oven’s timer went off.
He got up with her and took the soup off the burner while she checked the cornbread in the oven. It was nicely browned, just right.
She was silent while she dished up the abbreviated meal, and while they ate it.
“You’re a good cook, Jessie,” he commented when he’d finished his second helping. “Who taught you?”
“My grandmother,” she said. “My mother was not a good cook. She tried, God bless her, but we never gained weight around here.” She pushed back her bowl. “You’re handy enough in a kitchen yourself.”
“Had to be,” he said simply. “My mother was never sober enough to cook. If I hadn’t learned, we’d both have starved. Not that she ate much. She drank most of her meals.”
“You sound so bitter,” she said gently.
“I am bitter,” he shot back. He crossed his long legs, brushing at a smudge of mud on one polished black boot. “She robbed me of my childhood.” His eyes sought her. “Isn’t that what most victims of child abuse tell you—that what they mourn most is the loss of childhood?”
She nodded. “That’s the worst of it. The pain and bitterness go on for a long time, even after therapy. You can’t remake the past, McCallum. The scars don’t go away, even if the patient can be made to restructure the way he or she thinks about the experience.”
He turned his coffee cup around, his eyes on the white china soup bowl, now empty. “I never did what young boys usually get to do—play sports, join the Boy Scouts, go on trips, go to parties…From the time I was old enough, I did nothing except look after my mother, night after drunken night.” His lean hand contacted absently on the bowl. “I used to hope she’d die.”
“That’s very normal,” she assured him.
His broad shoulders rose and fell. “She did die, though in jail. I had her arrested when it all got too much after she attacked me one night. She was convicted of child abuse, sent to jail, and she died there when I was in my early teens. I was put to work as a hired hand for any family that would take me in. I had a room in a bunkhouse or in the barn, never with the family. I spent most of my life as an outsider looking in, until I was old enough to join the service. The uniform gave me a little self-esteem. As I grew older, I learned that my situation wasn’t all that rare.”
“Sadly, it isn’t,” she told him. “Sterling, what about your father?”
Her use of his first name made him feel warm inside. He smiled at her. “What about him?”
“Did he die?”
“Beats me,” he said quietly. “I never found out who he was. I’m not sure she knew.”
The implications of that statement were devastating. She winced.
“Feeling sorry for me all over again?” he murmured gently. “I don’t need pity, Jessie. I’ve come to grips with it over the years. Plenty of people had it worse.”
She traced the rim of her coffee cup soberly. “I’m sorry that it was that way for you.”
“Different from your childhood, I imagine.”
“Oh, yes. I was loved and wanted, and petted. I don’t suppose I had a single bad experience in my whole childhood.”
“They say we carry our childhood around with us, like luggage. I’ll have to worry about not being too rough on my kids. You’ll be just the opposite.”
She felt sick inside, and tried not to show it. “Have you managed to find out anything else about little Jenny?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Nothing except dead ends,” he had to admit. “I did find one new lead, but it didn’t work out. How about you? Anything on the midwives?”
“I’ve spoken to two, but they say they don’t know anything.” She twirled her spoon on the tablecloth. “I’m not sure they’d tell me if they did,” she added, looking up. “Sometimes they get in trouble for helping with deliveries, especially if something goes wrong. What if the mother died giving birth, Sterling?”
“That’s a thought.” His lips pursed. “I might check into any recent deaths involving childbirth.”
“It might not lead to anything at all, but someone has to know about her. I mean, she didn’t come from under a cabbage leaf.”
He chuckled. “I don’t think so.”
She liked the sound of his laughter. She smiled as she got up to put the dishes in the sink.
“No dishwasher?” he teased as he helped.
“Of course I have a dishwasher—myself.” She smiled at him. “I’ll put these in to soak and do them later.”
“Do them now, while I’m here to help you.”
She did, because it would keep him here that much longer. She enjoyed his company far too much. She filled the sink with soapy water, while outside the rain continued steadily, broken occasionally by a rumble of thunder. “Were you always so bossy?” she asked as she washed a plate and handed it to him to be rinsed.
“I suppose so,” he confessed. “That’s force of habit. I was the highest-ranking officer in my group.”
“What did you do in Naval Intelligence?”
He put the plate in the dish drainer and leaned toward her. “That’s classified,” he whispered.
“Well, excuse me for asking!” she teased.
His dark eyes searched hers. “I like the way you look when you smile,” he commented absently. “It lights up your whole face.”
“You hardly ever smile.”
“I do when I’m with you. Haven’t you noticed?”
She laughed self-consciously. “Yes, but I thought it was because you find me tedious.” She washed another few dishes and passed them to him.
He rinsed them and then began drying, because there were none left to be washed. “I find you disturbing,” he corrected quietly.
She let the water out of the sink and took a second cloth, helping to dry the few dishes. “Because I’m forever dragging you into awkward situations?”
“Not quite.”
They finished drying the dishes and Jessica put them away. She hung up the kitchen towels. Lightning flashed outside the window, followed by a renewal of pelting rain and a deep, vibrating rumble of thunder.
“Are you afraid of thunderstorms?” he asked her.
“A little.”
He moved closer, his face filling her whole line of vision. “Are you afraid of me?” he continued.
Her eyes slid over his face, lingering on his firm mouth and chin. “That would depend on what you wanted from me,” she countered bluntly.
“That’s forthright enough,” he said. “All right, cards on the table. Suppose I want you sexually?”
She didn’t drop her eyes. “I don’t want sex.”
His gaze narrowed. “Because of what happened to you?” he guessed.
“Not entirely.” She stared at the opening in his shirt, feeling her heartbeat increase as the clean cologne-and-soap scent of his body drifted into her nostrils. “It’s mainly a matter of morality, I guess. And I’m not equipped for casual affairs, either. This is a small town. I…don’t like gossip. I’ve always tried to live in such a way that people wouldn’t think less of me.”
“I see,” he said slowly.
She shifted her shoulders. “No, you don’t. You’ve been away so long maybe you’ve forgotten what it’s really like.” Her eyes were faintly pleading. “I like my life the way it is. I don’t want to complicate it. I’m sorry.”
His lean hands caught her waist gently and brought her against the length of his body. He stopped her instinctive withdrawal.
“Hush,” she whispered. “Be still.”
“What are…you doing?”
“I’m showing you that it’s too late,” he replied. His big hands smoothed her back up to her shoulder blades. “You want me. I want you. We can slow it down, but we can’t stop it. Deep inside, you don’t want to stop me.” His gaze dropped to her soft mouth, and he watched her lips part. “You’ve been handled brutally. But you’ve never been touched with tenderness. I’m going to show you how it feels.”
“I’m not sure that I want to know,” she whispered.
He bent toward her. “Let’s see.”
Her fingers went up to touch his lips, staying their downward movement. Her eyes were wide and soft and faintly pleading. “Don’t…hurt me,” she said.
He moved her hand to his shirtfront and scowled. “Do you think I want to?”
“No, I don’t mean physically. I mean…” She searched for words. “Sterling, I can’t play games. I’m much too intense. It would be better if we were just friends.”
He tilted her chin up and held her eyes. “Think about what you’re saying,” he said gently. “I know about your past. I know that you’ve been assaulted, that you don’t date anyone. I even know that you’re half-afraid of me. Considering all that, do you think I’m the sort of man who would tease you?”
She looked perplexed. Her hand had moved somehow into the opening where the buttons were unfastened. She felt the curly tangle of thick chest hair over warm, hard muscle. It was difficult to concentrate when all she wanted to do was touch him, test his maleness.
“Well, no,” she confessed.
“I don’t play games with women,” he said flatly. “I’m straightforward. Sometimes too much so. I want you, but I’d never force you or put you in a position where you couldn’t say no.” He laughed mirthlessly. “Or don’t you realize that I’ve been in that position myself?”
Her brows jerked together as she tried to puzzle out what he was saying.
“When one of my foster mothers got drunk enough,” he said slowly, bitterly, “anything male would do. She tried to seduce me one night.”
Her heart ached for him. What a distasteful, sickening experience it would have been for a young boy. “Oh, Sterling!” she said sadly.
The distaste dominated his expression. “I knocked her out of the bed and left the house. The next morning, we had it out. I told her exactly what would happen if she ever tried it again. I was almost as big then as I am now, you see. She couldn’t force me.” His hands let her go and he moved away.
She’d come across the same situation so many times, with so many families. It was amazing how many children suffered such traumas and never told, because of the shock and shame.
She moved closer to him, but she didn’t touch him. She knew very well that abused children had real problems about being touched by other people sometimes—especially when something reminded them of the episodes—unless it was through their own choice. The scars were long lasting.
“You never told anyone,” she guessed.
He wouldn’t look at her. “No.”
“Not even your caseworker?”
He shrugged. “He was the sort who wouldn’t have believed me. And I had too much pride to beg for credibility.”
She mourned the help he could have gotten from someone with a little more compassion.
“I’ve never told anyone,” he continued, glancing down at her. “Amazing that I could tell you.”
“Not really,” she said, smiling. “I think you could tell me anything.”
His face tautened. It was true. He would never balk at divulging his darkest secrets to this woman, because she had an open, loving heart. She wouldn’t ridicule or judge, and she wouldn’t repeat anything he said.
“I think I must have that sort of face,” she continued, tongue-in-cheek, “because total strangers come up and talk to me about the most shocking things. I actually had a man ask me what to do about impotence.”
He chuckled, his bad memories temporarily driven away. “And what did you tell him?”
“That a doctor would be a more sensible choice for asking advice,” she returned. Her eyes searched his dark, hard face. “Sex was really hard for you the first time, wasn’t it?” she asked bluntly.
Again his face tautened. “Yes.”
She glanced away, folding her arms over her breasts. “I wasn’t a child when I had my bad experience, but it made the thought of intimacy frightening to me. I’m realistic enough to know that it would be different with someone I cared about, but all I can see is the way he was. He reminded me of an animal.”
“Do I?”
She turned quickly. “Don’t be absurd!”
One eyebrow quirked. “Well, that’s something.”
She went back to him, looking up solemnly into his face. “I find you very disturbing,” she confessed. “Physically, I mean. I guess that’s why I shy away from you sometimes.”
He traced her smooth cheek with a steely forefinger. “I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone as honest as you.”
“I hate lies. Don’t you?”
“I hear enough of them. Nobody I’ve ever arrested has been guilty. It was a frame-up, or they didn’t mean to, or somebody talked them into it.”
“I know what you mean.”
The exploring finger reached her mouth and traced its soft bow shape gently. His jaw tightened. She could hear the heavy breath that passed through his nostrils as his eyes began to darken and narrow.
“Why don’t you unfasten my shirt and put your hands on me?” he asked huskily.
Her face colored vividly. “I don’t know if that would be a good idea.”
“It’s the best one I’ve had tonight,” he assured her. “No games. Honest. I want to make love to you a little, that’s all. I won’t let it get too far.”
She put her hands against his shirtfront, torn between what she wanted to do and what was sensible.
“It’s hard for me, with women,” he said roughly. “Does that reassure you any?”
She smiled gently. “Will it make you angry if I confess that it does?”
He bent and his smiling mouth brushed against hers. “Probably. Open your mouth.”
She obeyed him like a sleepwalker, but he soon brought every single nerve she had singing to life. Her hands slid under the shirt and over the thick tangle of hair that covered him, past male nipples that hardened at her touch. He moaned softly and pulled her closer. She sighed into his mouth as he deepened the kiss and made her knees go weak with the passion he kindled in her slender body.
“It isn’t enough,” he said in a strained tone. He bent and lifted her, his gaze reassuring as she opened startled eyes. “I want to lie down with you,” he whispered as he carried her to the sofa. “I have to get closer, Jessie. Closer than this.”
“It’s dangerous,” she managed through swollen lips.
“Life is dangerous.” He put her down on the sofa, full length, and stretched out alongside her. “I won’t hurt you. I swear to God, I won’t. All it will take is one word, when you want me to stop.”
His mouth traced hers. “And what…if I can’t say it?” she whispered brokenly.
“I’ll say it for you….”
He kissed her until she trembled, but even then he didn’t touch her intimately or attempt to carry their lovemaking to greater depths. He lifted his head and looked down at her with tenderness and bridled passion. With her long hair loose around her face and her lips swollen from his kisses, her dark eyes wide and soft and dazed, he thought he’d never seen anything so beautiful in all his life.
“Are you stopping?” she whispered unsteadily.
“I think I should,” he mused, managing to project a self-assurance he didn’t really feel. His lower body ached.
“But we haven’t done anything except kiss each other….” She stopped abruptly when she realized what she was saying.
He chuckled wickedly. “Jessie, if I push up that sweatshirt, we’re both going to be in trouble. Because, frankly, it shows that you aren’t wearing anything under it.”
She followed his interested gaze and saw two hard peaks outlined vividly against the soft material. Scarlet faced, she got to her feet. “Well!”
He sat back on the sofa, watching her with smug, delighted eyes. She aroused an odd protectiveness in him that he’d never felt with another woman. She was unique in his shattered life. He wanted her, but it went far beyond desire.
“Don’t be embarrassed,” he said gently. “I didn’t say it with any cruel intent. It delights me that you can want me, Jessie.” He hesitated. “It delights me that I can want you. I wasn’t sure…”
She searched his hard face. “Yes?” she prompted gently.
He got up and went to her slowly, secrets in his eyes.
She pushed back the glorious cloud of her hair and then reached up to touch his sculptured cheek. “Tell me,” she coaxed.
He brought her hand to his lips. “I exaggerated when I told you there had been a parade of women through my bed,” he said quietly.
Her eyes were solemn, steady, questioning.
His shoulders moved restlessly. He looked tormented. He tried to tell her, but the words wouldn’t come.
Her fingers traced his hard mouth. “It’s all right.” She pulled his head down and kissed his eyes closed. He shivered. “My dear,” she whispered. Her mouth traced his and softly kissed his lips, feeling them open and press down, responding with a sudden feverish need. He pulled her close and increased the pressure, groaning as she gave in to him without a single protest.
He let her go slowly, his tall, fit body taut with desire and need as he looked down at her hungrily.
“I’ve never been with anyone like you,” he said flatly. “Because of the way I grew up, I always equated sex with a certain kind of woman,” he said huskily. “So that’s where I went, when I had to have it.” He sighed heavily. “Not that I was ever careless, Jessie.”
She bit her lip, trying not to remember Bess’s taunt.
“What is it?” he asked suspiciously.
“I can’t tell you. You’ll get conceited.”
His eyebrows arched. He cocked his head. “Come on.”
“A girl I know made the comment that she thought you’d be absolute heaven to make love with, and that she’d bet you were always prepared.”
He chuckled softly. “Did she? Who?”
“I’ll never tell!”
He pursed his lips, amused. “As it happens, she was right.” He bent and brushed her mouth with his. “On both counts,” he whispered and nipped her lower lip.
She smiled under his lips. “I know. About the first count, anyway.”
“You can take my word for the other. How about supper tomorrow night?”
She stared at him blankly. “What?”
“I want to take you out on a date,” he explained. “One of those things where a man and woman spend time together, and at the end of the evening, do what we’ve already done.”
“Oh.”
His eyebrow lifted as he fastened his shirt. “Well?”
Her face lit up. “I’d love to!”
He smiled. “So would I. Thanks for supper.” He moved to the door and glanced back. She was ruffled and flustered. He liked knowing that he’d made her that way. “I’ll send the mechanic over first thing in the morning to see about that fan belt. And I’ll come and drive you to work.”
“You don’t have to,” she declared breathlessly.
“I want to.” The way he said it projected other images, exciting ones. She laughed inanely, captivated by the look on his dark face.
“I’d better go,” he murmured dryly. “Good night, Jessie.”
“Good night.”
He closed the door gently behind him. “Lock it!” he added from outside.
She rushed forward and threw the lock into place. A minute later she heard deep laughter and the sound of his booted feet going down the steps.


Seven

The restaurant was crowded, and heads turned from all directions when Jessica, in a neat-fitting burgundy dress with her hair loose around her shoulders, walked in with McCallum, who was wearing slacks and a sports coat.
“I told you people would notice that we’re together,” she said under her breath as they were seated.
“I didn’t mind the last time, and I don’t mind now,” he murmured, smiling. “Do you?”
She smiled back. “Not at all.”
The waitress brought menus, poured water into glasses and went away to give them time to decide what to order.
“Why…Miss Larson!”
Jessica looked up. Bess, one of her caseworkers, and a good-looking young man who worked in the bank had paused by their table.
“Hello, Bess,” Jessica said, smiling. “How are you?”
“Fine! Don’t you look nice? Hi, McCallum,” she added, letting her blue eyes sweep over him in pure flirtation. “You look nice, too!”
“Thanks.”
“Bess, the waitress is gesturing to us,” the young man prompted. He was giving McCallum a nervous look. Probably it was the fact that McCallum was in law enforcement that disturbed him. Lawmen were set apart from the rest of the world, Jessica had discovered over the years. But it could have been the way Bess was looking at the older man. Jessica had to admit that McCallum was sensuous and handsome enough to fit any woman’s dream. Compared to him, Bess’s date seemed very young, and he was undoubtedly jealous.
“Oh, sure, Steve. Good to see you both!” she said breezily, leading him away.
“She thinks you’re a hunk,” Jessica said without thinking, then bit her lip.
His eyebrows lifted. “So?” Now he knew who’d made the comment she’d related at her cabin.
“She’s very young, of course,” she added mischievously.
“No, she isn’t,” he countered. “In fact, she’s only a year younger than you. Nice figure, too.”
Jessica fought down an unfamiliar twinge of jealousy. She fumbled with her silverware. Nobody disturbed her like McCallum did.
He reached across the table and caught her hand in his, sending thrills of pleasure up her arm that made her heart race. “I didn’t mean it like that. Jessie, if I were interested in your co-worker, why would I spend half my free time thinking about you?”
She smiled at him, thrown off balance by the look in his dark eyes. “Do you?” she asked. Her hand slipped and almost overturned her water glass. He righted it quickly, smiling patiently at her clumsiness. It wasn’t like her to do such things.
“Hold tight, and I’ll protect you from overturning things,” he said, clasping her cold fingers in his. “We’ll muddle through together. In my own way, I’ve got as many hang-ups and inhibitions as you have. But if we try, we can sort it out.”
“Sort what out?” she echoed curiously.
He frowned. “Do you think I make a habit of taking women out? I’m thirty-five years old, and since I’ve been back here, I’ve lived like a hermit. I’m hungry for a woman….”
This time the glass went over. He called the waitress, who managed to clear away the water with no effort at all. She smiled indulgently at an embarrassed Jessica, who was abjectly apologetic.
She took their order and left. Across the restaurant, Bess was giggling. Jessica looked at Sterling McCallum and knew in that moment that she loved him. She also knew that she could never marry him. He might not realize it now, but he’d want children one day. He was the sort of man who needed children to love and take care of. He’d make a good husband. Of course, marriage was obviously the last thing on his mind at the moment.
“Good God, woman,” he muttered, shaking his head with indulgent amusement. “Will you just let me finish a sentence before you react like that? I don’t have plans to ravish you. Okay? Now, move that glass aside before we have another mishap.”
“I’m sorry. I’m just all thumbs.”
“And I keep putting my foot in my mouth,” he said ruefully. “What I was going to say, before the great water glass flood,” he added with a grin at her flush, “was that it’s time I started going out more. I like you. We’ll keep it low-key.”
She looked at the big, lean hand holding hers so gently. Her fingers moved over the back of it, tracing, savoring its strength and masculinity. “I like your hands,” she said absently. “They’re very sensitive, for such masculine ones.” She thought about how they might feel on bare, soft skin and her lips parted as she exhaled with unexpected force.
His thumb eased into the damp palm of her hand and began to caress it, making her heart race all over again. “Yours are beautiful,” he said, and the memory of how her hands felt on his chest was still in his gaze when he looked up.
She was holding her breath. She looked into his eyes, and neither of them smiled. It was like lightning striking. She could see what he was thinking. It was all there in his dark gaze—the need and the hunger and the ardent passion he felt for her.
“Uh, excuse me?”
They both looked up blankly as the waitress, smiling wryly, waited for them to move their hands so she could put the plates down.
“Sorry,” Sterling mumbled.
The waitress didn’t say a word, but her expression spoke volumes.
“I think we’re becoming obvious,” he remarked to Jessica as he picked up his fork, trying not to look around at the interested glances they were getting from Bess and Steve.
“Yes.” She sounded pained, and looked even more uncomfortable.
“Jessie?”
“Hmm?” She looked up.
He leaned forward. “I’m dying of frustrated passion here. Eat fast, could you?”
She burst out laughing. It broke the tension and got them through the rest of the meal.
But once he paid the check and they went out to the parking lot and got into the Bronco, he didn’t take her straight home. He drove a little way past the cabin and pulled down a long, dark trail into the woods.
He locked his door, unfastened his seatbelt and then reached across her wordlessly to lock her own door and release her seatbelt as well.
His eyes in the darkness held a faint glitter. She could feel the quick, harsh rush of his breath on her forehead. She didn’t protest. Her arms reached around his neck as he pulled her across his lap. When his mouth lowered, hers was ready, waiting.
They melted together, so hungry for each other that nothing else seemed to matter.
She’d never experienced kisses that weren’t complete in themselves. He made her want more, much more. Every soft stroke of his hands against her back was arousing, even through the layers of fabric. The brush of his lips on hers didn’t satisfy, it taunted and teased. He nibbled at the outside curves of her mouth with brief little touches that made her heart run wild. She clung to him, hoping that he might deepen the kiss on his own account, but he seemed to be waiting.
She reached up, finally, driven to the outskirts of desperation by the teasing that went on and on until she was taut as drawn rope with unsatisfied needs.
“Please!” she whispered brokenly, trying to pull his head down.
“It isn’t enough, is it?” he asked calmly. “I hoped it might not be. Open your mouth, Jessica,” he whispered against her lips as he shifted her even closer to his broad, warm chest. “And I’ll show you just how hungry a kiss can make you feel.”
It was devastating. She felt her breath become suspended, like her mind, as his lips fitted themselves to hers and began to move in slow, teasing touches that quickly grew harder and rougher and deeper. By the time his tongue probed at her lips, they opened eagerly for him. When his tongue went deep into her mouth, she arched up against him and groaned out loud.
Her response kindled a growing hunger in him. It had been a long time for him, and the helpless twisting motions of her breasts against him made him want to rip open her dress and take them in his hands and his mouth.
Without thinking of consequences, he made her open her mouth even farther under the crush of his, and his lean hand dropped to her bodice, teasing her breasts through the cloth until he felt the nipples become hard. Only then did he smooth the firm warmth of one and begin to caress it with his fingertips. When he caught the nipple deliberately in his thumb and forefinger, she cried out. He lifted his head to see why. As he’d suspected, it wasn’t out of fear or pain.
She lay there, just watching him as he caressed her. He increased the gentle pressure of his fingers and she gasped as she looked into his eyes. A slow flush spread over her high cheekbones in the dimly lit interior.
He didn’t say a word. He simply sat there, holding her and looking down into her shadowed eyes. It was hard to breathe. Her body was soft in his arms and that pretty burgundy dress had buttons down the front. His eyes went past the hand that now lay possessively on her breast and he calculated how easy it would be to open the buttons and bare her breasts to his hungry mouth. But she was trembling, and his body was getting quickly out of control. Besides that, it was too soon for that sort of intimacy. He had to give her time to get used to the idea before he tried to further their relationship. It was important not to frighten her so that she backed away from him.
He moved his hand up and pushed back her disheveled hair with a soft smile. “Sorry,” he murmured dryly. “I guess I let it go a little too far.”
“It was my fault, too. You’re…you’re very potent,” she said after a minute, feeling the swelling of her mouth from his hard kisses and the tingling of her breast where his hand had toyed with it. She still couldn’t imagine that she’d really let him do that. But, oddly, she didn’t feel embarrassed about it. It seemed somehow proper for McCallum to touch her like that, as if she belonged to him already.
He grinned at her expression. “You’re potent yourself. And that being the case, I think I’d better get you home.”
She fingered his collar. “Okay.” Her hands traced down to his tie and the top button of his shirt.
“No,” he said gently, staying her fingers. “I like having you touch me there too much,” he murmured dryly. “Let’s not tempt fate twice in one night.”
She was a little disappointed, even though she knew he was right. It was too soon. But her eyes mirrored more than one emotion.
He watched those expressions chase across her face, his eyes tender, full of secrets. “How did you get under my skin?” he wondered absently.
She glowed with pleasure. “Have I?”
“Right down to the bone, when I wasn’t looking. I don’t know if I like it.” He studied her for a long moment. “Trust comes hard to me. Don’t ever lie to me, Jessica,” he said unexpectedly. “I can forgive anything except that. I’ve been sold out once too often in the past. The scars go deep and they came from painful lessons. I can’t bear lies.”
She thought about being barren, and wondered if this would be the right time to tell him. But it wasn’t a lie, was it? It was a secret, one she would get around to, if it ever became necessary to tell him. But right now they were just dating, just friends. She was overreacting. She smiled. “Okay. I promise that I’ll never deliberately lie to you.” That got her around the difficult hurdle of her condition. She wasn’t lying. She just wasn’t confessing. It was middle ground, and not really dishonest. Of course it wasn’t.
He let go of her hand and started the vehicle, turning on the lights. He glanced sideways at her as he pulled the Bronco out into the road and drove back to her cabin. She might be afraid, but there was desire in her as well. She wanted him. He had to keep that in mind and not give up hope.
He stopped at her front steps. “I want to take you out from time to time,” he said firmly. “We can go out to eat—as my budget allows,” he added with a grin, “and to movies. And I’d like to take you fishing and deer tracking with me this fall.”
“Oh, I’d enjoy that.” She looked surprised and delighted. The radiance of her face made her so stunning that he lost his train of thought for a minute.
He frowned. “Just don’t go shopping for wedding bands and putting announcements in the local paper,” he said firmly. He held up a hand when she started, flustered, to protest. “There’s no use arguing about it, my mind’s made up. I do know that you make wonderful homemade bread, and that’s a point in your favor, but you mustn’t rush me.”
Her eyes brightened with wicked pleasure. “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said, entering into the spirit of the thing. “I never try to rush men into marriage.”
He chuckled. “Okay. Now you stick to that. I don’t like most people,” he mused. “But I like you.”
“I like you, too.”
“In between hero worshipping me,” he added outrageously.
She looked him over with a long sigh. “Can I help it if you’re the stuff dreams are made of?”
“Pull the other one. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“That reminds me, there’s a young man in juvenile detention that I’d like you to talk to for me,” she said. “He’s on a rocky path. Maybe you can turn him around.”
He rolled his eyes upward. “Not again!”
“You know you don’t mind,” she chided. “I’ll phone you from the office tomorrow.”
“All right.” He watched her get out of the Bronco. “Lock your doors.”
His concern made her tingle. She grinned at him over her shoulder. “I always do. Thanks for supper.”
“I enjoyed it.”
“So did I.” She wanted to, but she didn’t look back as she unlocked the door. She was inside before she heard him drive off. She was sure that her feet didn’t touch the floor for the rest of the night. And her dreams were sweet.
 
In the days and weeks that followed, Jessica and McCallum saw a lot of one another. He kissed her, but it was always absently, tenderly. He’d drawn back from the intensity of the kisses they’d shared the first night he took her out. Now, they talked about things. They discovered much that they had in common, and life took on a new beauty for Jessica.
Just when she thought things couldn’t get any better, she walked into the Hip Hop Café and came face-to-face with a nightmare—Sam Jackson.
The sandy-haired man turned and looked at her with cold, contemptuous eyes. He was the brother of the man who’d attacked her and who had later been killed. He was shorter and stockier, but the heavy facial features and small eyes were much the same.
“Hello, Jessica Larson,” he said, blocking her path so that she was trapped between the wall and him. “I was passing through and thought I might look you up while I was in town. I wanted to see how my brother’s murderer was getting along.”
She clutched her purse in hands that trembled. She knew her face was white. Her eyes were huge as she looked at him with terror. He had been the most vocal person in court during the trial, making remarks about her and to her that still hurt.
“I didn’t kill your brother. It wasn’t my fault,” she insisted.
“If you hadn’t gone out there and meddled, it never would have happened,” he accused. His voice, like his eyes, was full of hate. “You killed him, all right.”
“He died in a car wreck,” she reminded him with as much poise as she could manage. “It was not my fault that he attacked me!” She carefully kept her voice down so that she wouldn’t be overheard.
“You went out there alone, knowing he’d be on his own because you’d tried to get his wife to leave him,” he returned. “A woman who goes to a man’s house by herself when he’s alone is asking for it.”
“I didn’t know that he was alone!”
“You wanted him. That’s why you convinced his wife to leave him.”
The man’s attitude hadn’t changed, it had only intensified. He’d been unable from the beginning to believe his brother could have beaten not only his wife, but his little girl as well. To keep from accepting the truth, he’d blamed it all on Jessica. His brother had been the most repulsive human being she’d ever known. She looked at him levelly. “That’s not true,” she corrected. “And you know it. You won’t admit it, but you know that your brother was on drugs and you know what he did because of it. You also know that I had nothing to do with his death.”
“Like hell you didn’t,” he said with venom. “You had him arrested! That damned trial destroyed my family, humiliated us beyond belief. Then you just walked away. You walked off and forgot the tragedy you’d caused!”
Her whole body clenched at the remembered agony. “I felt for all of you,” she argued. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but nothing I did was strictly on my own behalf. I wanted to help his daughter, your niece! Didn’t any of you think about her?”
He couldn’t speak for a minute. “He never meant to hurt her. He said so. Anyway, she’s all right,” he muttered. “Kids get over things.”
Her eyes looked straight into his. “No, they don’t get over things like that. Even I never got over what your brother did to me. I paid and I’m still paying.”
“Women like you are trash,” he said scornfully. “And before I’m through, everyone around here is going to know it.”
“What do you mean?”
He smiled. “I mean I’m going to stick around for a few days and let people know just what sort of social worker they’ve got here. Maybe during the last few years, some of them have forgotten….”
“If you try to start trouble—” she began.
“You’ll what?” he asked smugly. “Sue me for defamation of character? Go ahead. It took everything we had in legal fees to defend my brother. I don’t have any money. Sue me. You can’t get blood out of a rock.”
She tried to breathe normally, but couldn’t. “How is Clarisse?” she asked, mentioning the daughter of the man who’d assaulted her so many years before.
“She’s in college,” he said, “working her way through.”
“Is she all right?”
He shifted irritably. “I guess. We hear about her through a mutual cousin. She and her mother washed their hands of us years ago.”
Jessica didn’t say another word. She’d been planning to eat, but her appetite was gone.
“Excuse me, I have to get back to work,” she said. She turned around and left the café. She hardly felt anything all the way to her office. She’d honestly thought the past was dead. Now here it was again, staring her in the face. She’d done nothing wrong, but it seemed that she was doomed to pay over and over again for a crime that had been committed against her, not by her.
It was a cruel wind that had blown Sam Jackson into town, she thought bitterly. But if he was only passing through, perhaps he wouldn’t stay long. She’d stick close to the office for a couple of days, she decided, and not make a target of herself.
 
But that was easier said than done. Apparently Sam had found out where her office was, because he passed by it three times that day. The next morning, when Jessica went into work, it was to find him sitting in the Hip Hop Café where she usually had coffee. She went on to the office and asked Bess if she’d mind bringing her a coffee when she went across the street.
“Who is that fat man?” Bess asked when she came back. “Does he really know you?”
Jessica’s heart stopped. “Did he ask you about me?”
“Oh, no,” Bess said carelessly. She put a plastic cup of coffee in front of Jessica. “He didn’t say anything to me, but he was talking to some other people about you.” She hesitated, wondering if she should continue.
“Some people?” Jessica prompted.
“Sterling McCallum was one of them,” the caseworker added slowly.
Jessica didn’t have to ask if what the man had said was derogatory. It was obvious from the expression on her face that it was.
“He said his brother died because of you,” Bess continued reluctantly. “That you led him on and then threw him over after you’d gotten his wife out of the way.”
Jessica sat down heavily. “I see. So I’m a femme fatale.”
“Nobody who knows you would believe such a thing!” Bess scoffed. “He was a client, wasn’t he? Or rather, his brother was. Honest to God, Jessica, I knew there had to be some reason why you always insist that Candy and Brenda go out on cases together instead of alone. His brother was the reason, wasn’t he?”
Jessica nodded. “But that isn’t how he’s telling it. New people in the community might believe him, though,” she added, trying not to remember that several old-timers still believed that Jessica had been running after the man, too.
“Tell him to get lost,” the other woman said. “Or threaten to have him arrested for slander. I’ll bet McCallum would do it for you. After all, you two are looking cozy these days.”
“We’re just friends,” Jessica said with emphasis. “Nothing more. And Sterling might believe him. He’s been away from Whitehorn for a long time, and he doesn’t really know me very well.” She didn’t add that McCallum had such bad experiences in the past that it might be all too easy for him to believe what Sam Jackson was telling him. She was afraid of the damage that might be done to their fragile relationship.
“Don’t worry,” Bess was saying. “McCallum will give him his walking papers.”
“Do you think so?” Jessica took a sip of her coffee. “We’d better get to work.”
She half expected McCallum to come storming into the office demanding explanations. But he didn’t. Nothing was said at all, by him or by anyone else. Life went on as usual, and by the end of the day, she’d relaxed. She’d overreacted to Sam’s presence in Whitehorn. It would be all right. He was probably on his way out of town even now.
 
McCallum was drinking a beer. He hardly ever had anything even slightly alcoholic. His mother had taught him well what alcohol could do. Therefore, he was always on guard against overindulgence.
That being the case, it was only one beer. He was off duty and not on call. Before he’d met the newcomer in the café that morning, he might have taken Jessica to a movie. Now he felt sick inside. She’d never told him the things he’d learned from Sam Jackson.
Jessica was a pretty woman when she dressed up. She’d been interning at the social-services office, Sam Jackson had told him, when she’d gone out to see his brother Fred. Fred’s wife had become jealous of the way Jessica was out there all the time, and she’d left him. Jessica teased and flirted with him, and then, when things got out of hand and the poor man was maddened with passion, she’d yelled rape and had him arrested. The man had hardly touched her. He’d gone to jail for attempted rape, got out on parole six months later and was killed in a horrible car wreck. His wife and child had been lost to him, he was disgraced and it was all Jessica’s fault. Everybody believed her wild lies.
Sam Jackson was no fly-by-night con man. He’d been a respected councilman in Whitehorn for many years and was still known locally. McCallum had asked another old-timer, who’d verified that Jessica had had Jackson’s brother arrested for sexual assault. It had been a closed hearing, very hushed up, and a bit of gossip was all that managed to escape the tight-lipped sheriff, Judd Hensley, and the attorneys and judge in the case. But people knew it was Jessica who had been involved, and the rumors had flown for weeks, even after Fred Jackson’s family left town and he was sent to jail for attempted rape.
The old man had shaken his head as he recalled the incident. Women always said no when they meant yes, he assured McCallum, and several people thought that Jessica had only gotten what she’d asked for, going out to a man’s house alone. Women had too goldarned much freedom, the old-timer said. If they’d never gotten the vote, life would have been better all around.
McCallum didn’t hear the sexism in the remark; he was too outraged over what he’d learned about Jessica. So that shy, retiring pose was just that—an act. She’d played him for an absolute fool. No woman could be trusted. Hadn’t he learned from his mother how treacherous they could be? His mother had smiled so sweetly when people came, infrequently, to the house. She’d lied with a straight face when a neighbor had asked questions about all the yelling and smashing of glass the night before. Nothing had happened except that she’d dropped a vase, she’d insisted, and she’d cried out because it startled her.
Actually, she’d been raving mad from too much alcohol and had been chasing her son around the house with an empty gin bottle. That was the night she’d broken his arm. She’d managed to convince the local doctor, the elderly practitioner who’d preceeded Jessica’s father, that he’d slipped and fallen on a rain-wet porch. She’d tried to coax him to set it and say nothing out of loyalty to the family. But Sterling had told. His mother had hurt him. She’d lied deliberately about their home life. She’d pretended to love him, until she drank. And then she was like another person, a brutal and unfeeling one who only wanted to hurt him. He’d never trusted another woman since.
Until Jessica. She was the one exception. He’d grown close to her during their meetings, and he wanted her in every way there was. He valued her friendship, her company. But she’d lied to him, by omission. She hadn’t told him the truth about her past.
There was one other truth Sam Jackson had imparted to him, an even worse one. In the course of the trial, it had come out that the doctor who had examined Jessica found a blockage in her fallopian tubes that would make it difficult, if not impossible, for her to get pregnant.
She knew that Sterling was interested in her, that he would probably want children. Yet she’d made sure that she never told him that one terrible fact about herself. She could not give him a child. Yet she’d never stopped going out with him, and she knew that he was growing involved with her. It was a lie by omission, but still a lie. It was the one thing, he confessed to himself, that he could never forgive.
He was only grateful that he’d found her out in time, before he’d made an utter fool of himself.


Eight

Unfortunately, it was impossible for Jessica not to notice that McCallum’s attitude toward her had changed since Sam Jackson’s advent into town. He didn’t call her that evening or the next day. And when she was contacted by the sheriff’s office because the child of one of her client families—Keith Colson—was picked up for shoplifting, she wondered if he would have.
She went to the sheriff’s office as quickly as she could. McCallum was there as arresting officer. He was polite and not hateful, but he was so distant that Jessica hardly knew what to say to him.
She sat down in a char beside the lanky boy in the interrogation room and laid her purse on the table.
“Why did you do it, Keith?” she asked gently.
He shrugged and averted his eyes. “I don’t know.”
“You were caught in the act,” she pressed, aware of McCallum standing quietly behind her, waiting. “The store owner saw you pick up several packages of cigarettes and stick them in your pockets. He said you even looked into the camera while you were doing it. You didn’t try to hide what you were doing.”
Keith moved restlessly in the chair. “I did it, okay? How about locking me up now?” he added to McCallum. “This time I wasn’t an accomplice. This time I’m the—what do you call it?—the perpetrator. That means I do time, right? When are you going to lock me up?”
McCallum was scowling. Something wasn’t right here. The boy looked hunted, afraid, but not because he’d been caught shoplifting. He’d waited patiently for McCallum to show up and arrest him, and he’d climbed into the back of the patrol car almost eagerly. There was one other disturbing thing: a fading bruise, a big one, was visible beside his eye.
“I can’t do that yet,” McCallum said. “We’ve called the juvenile authorities. You’re under age, so you’ll have to be turned over to them.”
“Juvenile? Not again! But I wasn’t an accomplice, you know I did it. I did it all by myself! I shouldn’t have to go back home this time!”
McCallum hitched up his slacks and sat down on the edge of the table, facing the boy. “Why don’t you tell me the truth?” he invited quietly. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”
Keith looked as if he wanted to say something, as if it was eating him up inside not to. But at the last minute, his eyes lowered and he shrugged.
“Nothing to tell,” he said gruffly. He glanced at McCallum. “There’s a chance that they might keep me, isn’t there? At the juvenile hall, I mean?”
McCallum scowled. “No. You’ll be sent home after they’ve done the paperwork and your hearing’s scheduled.”
Keith’s face fell. He sighed and wouldn’t say another word. McCallum could remember seeing that particular expression on a youngster’s face only once before. It had been on his own face, the night the doctor set the arm his mother had broken. He had to get to the bottom of Keith’s situation, and he knew he couldn’t do that by talking to Keith or any of his family. There had to be another way, a better way. Perhaps he could talk to some people at Keith’s school. Someone there might know more than he did and be able to shed some light on the situation for him.
 
Jessica went out to see Keith’s father and grandmother. She’d hoped McCallum might offer to go with her, but he left as soon as Keith was delivered to the juvenile officer. It was all too obvious that he found Jessica’s company distasteful, probably because Sam Jackson had been filling his head full of half-truths. If he’d only come out and accuse her of something, she could defend herself. But how could she make any sort of defense against words that were left unspoken?
Terrance Colson was not surprised to hear that his son was in trouble with the law.
“I knew the boy was up to no good,” he told Jessica blithely. “Takes after his mother, you know. She ran off with a salesman and dumped him on me and his grandmother years ago. Never wanted him in the first place.” He sounded as if he felt the same way. “God knows I’ve done my best for him, but he never appreciates anything at all. He’s always talking back, making trouble. I’m not surprised that he stole things, no, sir.”
“Did you know that he smoked?” Jessica asked deliberately, curious because the boy’s grandmother stayed conspicuously out of sight and never even came out to the porch, when Jessica knew she’d heard the truck drive up.
“Sure I knew he smoked,” Terrance said evenly. “I won’t give him money to throw away on cigarettes. That’s probably why he stole them.”
That was a lie. Jessica knew it was, because McCallum had offered the boy a cigarette in the sheriff’s office and he’d refused it with a grimace. He’d said that he didn’t like cigarettes, although he quickly corrected that and said that he just didn’t want one at the moment. But there were no nicotine stains on his fingers, and he certainly didn’t smell of tobacco.
“You tell them to send him home, now, as soon as they get finished with him,” Terrance told Jessica firmly. “I got work to do around here and he’s needed. They can’t lock him up.”
“They won’t,” she assured him. “But he won’t tell us anything. Not even why he did it.”
“Because he needed cigarettes, that’s why,” the man said unconvincingly.
Jessica understood why McCallum had been suspicious. The longer she talked to the boy’s father, the more curious she became about the situation. She asked a few more questions, but he was as unforthcoming as Keith himself had been. Eventually, she got up to leave.
“I’d like to say hello to Mrs. Colson,” she began.
“Oh, she’s too busy to come out,” he said with careful indifference. “I’ll give her your regards, though.”
“Yes. You do that.” Jessica smiled and held out her hand deliberately. As Terrance reluctantly took it, she saw small bruises on his knuckles. He was righthanded. If he hit someone, it would be with the hand she was holding.
She didn’t remark on the bruises. She left the porch, forming a theory that was very disturbing. She wished that she and McCallum were on better terms, because she was going to need his help. She was sorry she hadn’t listened to him sooner. If she had, perhaps Keith wouldn’t have another shoplifting charge on his record.
When she got back to her office, she called the sheriff’s office and asked them to have McCallum drop by. Once, he would have stopped in the middle of whatever he was doing to oblige her. But today it was almost quitting time before he put in a belated appearance. And he didn’t look happy about being summoned, either.
She had to pretend that it didn’t matter, that she wasn’t bothered that he was staring holes through her with those angry dark eyes. She forced a cool smile to her lips and invited him to sit down.
“I’ve had a long talk with Keith’s father,” she said at once. “He says that Keith smokes and that’s why he took the cigarettes.”
“Bull,” he said curtly.
“I know. I didn’t notice any nicotine stains on Keith’s fingers. But I did notice some bruises on Terrance’s knuckles and a fading bruise near Keith’s eye,” she added.
He lifted an eyebrow. “Observant, aren’t you?” he asked with thinly veiled sarcasm. “You were the one who said there was nothing wrong at Keith’s home, as I recall.”
She sat back heavily in her chair. “Yes, I was. I should have listened to you. The thing is, what can we do about it? His father isn’t going to admit that he’s hitting him, and Keith is too loyal to tell anyone about it. I even thought about talking to old Mrs. Colson, but Terrance won’t let me near her.”
“Unless Keith volunteers the information, we have no case,” McCallum replied. “The district attorney isn’t likely to ask a judge to issue an arrest warrant on anyone’s hunch.”
She grimaced. “I know.” She laced her fingers together. “Meanwhile, Keith’s desperate to get away from home, even to the extent of landing himself in jail to accomplish it. He won’t stop until he does.”
“I know that.”
“Then do something!” she insisted.
“What do you have in mind?”
She threw up her hands. “How do I know? I’m not in law enforcement.”
His dark eyes narrowed accusingly on her face. “No. You’re in social work. And you take your job very seriously, don’t you?”
It was a pointed remark, unmistakable. She sat up straight, with her hands locked together on her cluttered desk, and stared at him levelly. “Go ahead,” she invited. “Get it off your chest.”
“All right,” he said without raising his voice. “You can’t have a child of your own.”
She’d expected to be confronted with some of the old gossip, with anything except this. Her face paled. She couldn’t even explain it to him. Her eyes fell.
The guilt told him all he needed to know. “Did you ever plan to tell me?” he asked icily. “Or wasn’t it any of my business?”
She stared at the small print on a bottle of correction fluid until she had it memorized. “I thought…we weren’t serious about each other, so it…wasn’t necessary to tell you.”
He didn’t want her to know how serious he’d started to feel about her. It made him too vulnerable. He crossed one long leg over the other.
“And how about the court trial?” he added. “Weren’t you going to mention anything about it, either?”
Her weary eyes lifted to his. “You must surely realize that Sam Jackson isn’t anyone’s idea of an unbiased observer. It was his brother. Naturally, he’d think it was all my fault.”
“Wasn’t it?” he asked coldly. “You did go out to the man’s house all alone, didn’t you?”
That remark was a slap in the face. She got to her feet, her eyes glittering. “I don’t have to defend a decision I made years ago to you,” she said coolly. “You have no right to accuse me of anything.”
“I wasn’t aware that I had,” he returned. “Do you feel guilty about what happened to Jackson’s brother?”
Her expression hardened to steel. “I have nothing to feel guilty about,” she said with as much pride as she could manage. “Given the same circumstances, I’d do exactly what I did again and I’d take the consequences.”
He scowled at her. “Including costing a man his family, subjecting him to public humiliation and eventually to what amounted to suicide?”
So that was what Sam had been telling people. That Jessica had driven the man to his death.
She sat back down. “If you care about people,” she said quietly, “you believe them. If you don’t, all the words in the world won’t change anything. Sam should have been a lawyer. He really has a gift for influencing opinion. He’s certainly tarred and feathered me in only two days.”
“The truth usually comes out, doesn’t it?” he countered.
She didn’t flinch. “You don’t know the truth. Not that it matters anymore.” She was heartsick. She pulled her files toward her. “If you’ll excuse me, Deputy McCallum, I’ve already got a day’s work left to finish. I’ll have another talk with Keith when the juvenile officers bring him back to the sheriff’s office.”
“You do that.” He got up, furious because she wouldn’t offer him any explanation, any apology for keeping him in the dark. “You might have told me the truth in the beginning,” he added angrily.
She opened a file. “We all have our scars. Mine are such that it hurts to take them out and look at them.” She lifted wounded dark eyes to his. “I can’t ever have babies,” she said stiffly. “Now you know. Ordinarily, you wouldn’t have, because I never had any intention of letting our relationship go that far. You were the one who kept pushing your way into my life. If you had just let me alone…!” She stopped, biting her lower lip to stifle the painful words. She turned a sheet of paper over deftly. “Sam Jackson’s brother got what he deserved, McCallum. And that’s the last thing I’ll ever say about it.”
He stood watching her for a minute before he finally turned and went out. He walked aimlessly into the outer office. She was right. He was the one who’d pursued her, not the reverse. All the same, she might have told him the truth.
“Hi, McCallum,” Bess called to him from her desk, smiling sweetly.
He paused on his way out and smiled back. “Hi, yourself.”
She gave him a look that could have melted ice. “I guess you and Jessica are too thick for me to try my luck, hmm?” she asked with a mock sigh.
He lifted his chin and his dark eyes shimmered as he looked at her. “Jessica and I are friends,” he said, refusing to admit that they were hardly even that anymore. “That’s all.”
“Well, in that case, why don’t you come over for supper tonight and I’ll feed you some of my homemade spaghetti?” she asked softly. “Then we can watch that new movie on cable. You know, the one with all the warnings on it?” she added suggestively.
She was pretty and young and obviously had no hang-ups about being a woman. He pursed his lips. It had been a long, dry spell, although something in him resisted dating a woman so close to Jessica. On the other hand, he told himself, Jessica had lied to him, and what was it to her if he dated one of her employees?
“What time?” he asked gruffly.
She brightened. “Six sharp. I live next door to Truman Haynes. You know where his house is, don’t you?” He nodded. “Well, I rent his furnished cottage. It’s very cozy, and old Truman goes to bed real early.”
“Does he, now?” he mused.
She grinned. “Yes, indeed!”
“Then I’ll see you at six.” He winked and walked out, still feeling a twinge of guilt.
Bess stuck her head into Jessica’s office just before she left. “McCallum said that you and he were just good friends, and you keep saying the same thing,” she began, “so is it all right if I try my luck with him?”
Jessica was dumbfounded, but she was adept at hiding her deepest feelings. She forced a smile. “Why, of course.”
Bess let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness! I invited him over for supper. I didn’t want to step on your toes, but he is so sexy! Thanks, Jessica! See you tomorrow!”
She closed the door quickly, and a minute later, Jessica heard her go out. It was like a door closing on life itself. She hesitated just briefly before she turned her eyes back to the file she was working on. The print was so blurred that she could hardly read it.
 
Whitehorn was small and, as in most small towns, everyone knew immediately about McCallum’s supper with Bess. They didn’t know that nothing had happened, however, because Bess made enough innuendos to suggest that it had been the hottest date of her life. Jessica was hard-pressed not to snap at her employee, but she could’t let anyone know how humiliating and painful the experience was to her. She had her pride, if nothing else.
Sam Jackson heard about the date and laughed heartily. Originally he’d planned to spend only one night in Whitehorn, but he was enjoying himself too much to leave in a rush. A week later, he was still in residence at the small motel and having breakfast every morning at the café across from Jessica’s office.
Jessica was near breaking point. People were gossiping about her all over again. She became impatient with her caseworkers and even with clients, which was unlike her. She couldn’t do anything about Sam Jackson, and certainly McCallum wasn’t going to. He seemed to like the man. And he seemed to like Bess as well, because he began to stop by the office every day to take her to lunch.
“I’m leaving now,” Bess said at noon on Friday. She hesitated, and from the corner of her eye, Jessica saw her looking at her in concern. No wonder since even to her own eyes she looked pale and drawn. In fact, she was hardly eating anything and was on the verge of moving out of town. Desperation had cost her the cool reason she’d always prided herself on.
“Have a nice lunch,” she told Bess, refusing to look up because she knew Sterling McCallum was standing in the outer office, waiting.
Bess still hesitated. She felt so guilty she couldn’t stand herself lately. It was painfully obvious how her boss felt about Sterling McCallum. It was even more obvious now that McCallum was taking Bess out. She hated being caught between the two of them, and it was shocking to see how Jessica was being affected by it. Bess had a few bad moments remembering how she’d embroidered those dates with McCallum to make everyone in the office think they had a hot relationship going.
Jessica was unfailingly polite, but she treated Bess like a stranger now. It was painful to have the old, pleasant friendliness apparently gone for good. Jessica never looked into her eyes. She treated her like a piece of furniture, and it really hurt. Bess couldn’t even blame her. She asked for permission to go out with McCallum, but she’d known even when Jessica gave it that the other woman cared deeply about him. She was ashamed of herself for putting her own infatuation with McCallum over Jessica’s feelings. Not that it had done her any good. McCallum was fine company, and once he’d kissed her with absent affection, but he couldn’t have made it more obvious that he enjoyed being with her only in a casual way. On the other hand, when he looked at Jessica there was real pain in his eyes.
“Can’t I bring you back something?” Bess asked abruptly. “Jessica, you look so—”
“I’m fine,” Jessica said shortly. “I have a virus and I’ve lost my appetite, that’s all. Please go ahead.”
Bess grimaced as she closed the door, and the concern was still on her face when she joined McCallum.
He’d seen Jessica, too, in that brief time while her office door was open. He’d wanted to show her that he didn’t care, that he could date other women with complete indifference to her feelings. But it was backfiring on him. He felt sick as he realized how humiliated she must be, to have him dating one of her own coworkers. It wasn’t her fault that she couldn’t bear a child, after all, and she was right—he’d never acted as if he had any kind of permanent relationship in mind for the two of them. He was still trying to find reasons to keep her at arm’s length, he admitted finally. He was afraid to trust her, afraid of being hurt if he gave his heart completely. He’d believed Sam Jackson because he’d wanted to. But now, as he thought about it rationally, he wondered at his own gullibility. Was he really so desperate to have Jessica out of his life that he’d believe a total stranger, a biased total stranger, before he’d even ask Jessica for her version of what had happened?
Sam Jackson had been having lunch in the café, too, and stopped by McCallum’s table to exchange pleasantries with him and Bess. Sheriff Hensley drove by in the patrol car and saw them in the window. Later that afternoon, he invited McCallum into his office and closed the door.
“I heard Sam Jackson’s been in town six days,” he said quietly. “What’s his business here?”
“He’s just passing through,” McCallum said.
“And…?”
McCallum was puzzled. It wasn’t like his boss to be so interested in strangers who visited town. “And he’s just passing the time of day as well, I guess.”
Hensley folded his hands together on his desk and toyed with a paper clip. “He’s the sort who holds grudges.” He looked up. “I’ve heard some talk I don’t like. It was a closed trial, but a lot of gossip got out anyway. Fred’s wife and daughter left town as soon as the verdict was read, but Jessica had nowhere to go except here. Fred, of course, gave her a rough time of it.”
“Maybe he had reason to,” McCallum ventured curtly.
Hensley put the paper clip down deliberately. “You listen to me,” he said coldly. “Jessica did nothing except try to help his wife and child. Fred was a cocaine addict. He liked to bring his friends home at night while his wife was working at the hospital. One night he was so high that he beat his daughter and she ran away. It was Jessica who took her in and comforted her. It was Jessica who made her mother face the fact that she was married to an addict and that she had to get help for them. Jessica was told—probably by your buddy Sam—that Fred had forced Clarisse, his daughter, to go back home with him. That’s why she went out there that day. He attacked Jessica instead, and she barely got away in time.”
McCallum didn’t say a word. His complexion paled, just a little.
“For her pains, because the court trial was in the judge’s chambers, and not publicized for Clarisse’s sake, Jessica took the brunt of the gossip. All anyone heard was that Jessica had almost gotten raped. It was the talk of the town. Everywhere she went, thanks to Sam Jackson, she was pointed out and ridiculed as the girl who’d led poor Fred on and then yelled rape. She took it, for Clarisse’s sake, until her mother could get another job and they could leave town while Fred was safely in jail.”
“He didn’t tell me that,” McCallum said dully.
“Sam Jackson hated Jessica. He was on the city council. He had influence and he used it. But time passed and Sam left town. It didn’t end there, however. Fred got out of jail in six months and came after Jessica. He was killed in a wreck, all right,” the sheriff stated. “He was out for vengeance the day he was paroled and was chasing Jessica in his car, high as a March kite, until he ran off a cliff in the process. He would have killed her if he hadn’t.”
McCallum felt cold chills down his spine. He could picture the scene all too easily.
“Jessica survived,” Hensley continued curtly, and McCallum barely registered the odd phrasing. “She held her head up, and those of us who knew the truth couldn’t have admired her more. She’s suffered enough. I didn’t realize Sam Jackson was even in town until I happened to see him this morning, but he won’t be here any longer. I’m going to give him a personal escort to the county line right now.” He stood up, grabbing his hat. “And for what it’s worth, I think you’re petty to start dating Bess right under Jessica’s nose, on top of everything else. She doesn’t deserve that.”
McCallum got to his feet, too. “I’d like a word with Jackson before you boot him out of town.”
Hensley recognized the deputy’s expression too well to agree to what McCallum was really suggesting.
“You believed him without questioning what he said,” Hensley reminded him. “If there’s fault, it’s as much yours as his. You aren’t to go near him.”
McCallum’s thin lips pressed together angrily. “He had no business coming here to spread more lies about her.”
“You had no business listening to them,” came the merciless reply. “Learn from the experience. There are always two sides to every story. You’ve got enough work to do. Why don’t you go out there and act like a deputy sheriff?”
McCallum reached for his own hat. “I don’t feel much like one right now,” he said. “I’ve been a fool.”
“Hard times teach hard lessons, but they stay with us. Jessica isn’t judgmental, even if you are.”
McCallum didn’t say another word, but he had his reservations. He’d hurt her too much. He knew before he even asked that she might forgive him, but that she’d never forget the things he’d said to her.
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Sam Jackson left town with the sheriff’s car following him every inch of the way to the county line. He’d had to do some fast talking just to keep an irritated Hensley from arresting him for vagrancy. But his bitter hatred of Jessica hadn’t abated, and he hoped he’d done her some damage. His poor brother, he told himself, had deserved some sort of revenge. Perhaps now he could rest in peace.
McCallum didn’t go near Jessica’s office, for fear that Bess might make another play for him and complicate things all over again. He did go to Jessica’s house the next afternoon, hat in hand, to apologize.
She met him at the door in a pair of worn jeans and a T-shirt, her hair in a ponytail and her glasses perched on her nose. It was a beautiful day, and the Montana air sparkled. The world was in bloom, and the Whitehorn area had never been more beautiful under the wide blue sky.
“Yes?” Jessica asked politely, as if he were a stranger.
He felt uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to making apologies. “I suppose you know why I’m here,” he said stiffly.
She stripped off her gardening gloves. “It’s about Keith, I guess,” she replied matter-of-factly, without any attempt at dissembling.
He frowned. “No. We persuaded the authorities to keep Keith for a few days at the juvenile hall while we did some investigating. I haven’t come about that.”
“Oh.” Her eyes held no expression at all. “Then what do you want?”
He propped one foot on the lowest step and stared at the spotless shine of his black boot. “I came to apologize.”
“I can’t imagine why.”
He looked up in time to catch the bitterness that touched her face just for an instant. “What?”
“I’m a liar and a temptress and a murderess, according to Sam Jackson,” she said heavily. “From what everyone says, you were hanging on to every word he said. So why should you want to apologize to me?”
He drew in a breath and shifted his hat from one hand to the other. “Hensley told me all of it.”
“And that’s why you’re here.” She sounded weary, resigned. “I might have known it wasn’t because you came to your senses,” she said without inflection in her voice. “You preferred Sam Jackson’s version of the truth, even after I reminded you that he was biased.”
“You told me a half-truth from the beginning!”
“Don’t you raise your voice to me!” she said angrily, punching her glasses up onto her nose when they started to slip down. “I didn’t want to remember it, can’t you understand? I hate having to remember. Clarisse was the real victim, a lot more than I was. I just happened to be stupid enough to go out there alone, trying to protect her. And believe me, it wasn’t to tempt Fred! The only thing I was thinking about was how to spare Clarisse any more anguish!”
“I know that now.” He groaned silently. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Why should you have expected me to?” she replied, puzzled. “I don’t know very much about you, except that your mother drank and was cruel to you and that you had a very nasty time of it in foster care.”
He hesitated, searching her eyes.
“You’ve told me very little about yourself,” she said. “I only know bits and pieces, mostly what I’ve heard from other people. But you expected me to tell you things I haven’t told anyone my whole life. Why should you expect something from me that you’re not willing to give in return?”
That gave him food for thought. He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t suppose I should have.”
“And it’s all past history now,” she added. “You’re dating Bess. I don’t trespass on other women’s territory. Not ever. Bess even asked if I had anything going with you before she invited you to supper. I told her no,” she added firmly.
There was a sudden faint flush high on his cheekbones, because he remembered telling Bess the same thing. But it wasn’t true, then or now. “Listen—” he began.
“No, you listen. I appreciate the meals we had together and the help you gave me on cases. I hope we can work together amicably in the future. But as you have reason to know, I have nothing to offer a man on any permanent basis.”
He moved closer, his eyes narrowed with concern. “Being barren isn’t the end of the world,” he said quietly.
She moved back and folded her arms over her chest, stopping him where he stood. “You thought so. You even said so,” she reminded him.
His teeth ground together. “I was half out of my mind! It upset me that you could keep something so important to yourself. That was why I got uptight. It isn’t that I couldn’t learn to live with it….”
“But you don’t have to. Nobody has to live with it except me,” she said quietly. “I’m sure that Bess has no such drawbacks, and she has the advantage of being completely without inhibitions. She’s sweet and young, and she adores you,” she said through tight lips. “You’re a very lucky man.”
“Lucky,” he echoed with growing bitterness.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” she said with a bright smile, pulling her gloves back on, “I have to finish weeding my garden. Thanks for stopping by.”
“Just like that?” he burst out angrily. “I hadn’t finished.”
She brushed dirt off the palm of one glove. “What is there left to say?” she asked with calm curiosity.
He studied her impassive face. She had her emotions under impeccable control, but beneath the surface, he perceived pain and a deep wounding that wasn’t likely to be assauged by any apology, however well meant. He was going to have to win back her trust and respect. That wasn’t going to happen overnight. And he didn’t expect her to make it easy for him.
He rammed his hat back onto his head. “Nothing, I guess,” he agreed, nodding. “I said it all, one way or another, when I jumped down your throat without knowing the truth.”
“Sam can be very convincing,” she replied. She averted her face. “He turned the whole town against me for a while. You can’t imagine how vicious the gossip was,” she added involuntarily. “I still hate being talked about.”
Jessica didn’t add that he’d helped gossip along by dating Bess, so that his rejection of her was made public. But he knew that already. It must have added insult to injury to have his new romantic interest and Sam’s renewed accusations being discussed at every lunch counter in town. He understood now, as he hadn’t before, why she’d worried so much about being seen in public with him.
“How about Jennifer?” she added suddenly, interrupting his gloomy thoughts. “Any news on her parents?”
“No luck yet,” he replied. “But I think I may be on to something with Keith.”
“I hope so,” she said. “I feel terrible that I didn’t suspect something before this.”
“None of us is perfect, Jessica,” he said, his voice deep and slow and full of regret. His dark eyes searched hers in silence, until she averted her own to ward off the flash of electricity that persisted between the two of them. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”
She nodded, but didn’t reply. She just walked away from him.
 
He talked to a school official about Keith, and discovered that the boy had been an excellent student until about the time his father lost his job.
“He was never a problem,” the counselor told him. “But he let slip something once about his father liking liquor a little too much when he was upset. Things seemed to go badly for Terrance after his wife left, you know. Losing his job must be the last straw.”
“I’m sure it’s unpleasant for him to have to depend on public assistance,” McCallum agreed. “But taking it out on his child isn’t the answer.”
“People drink and lose control,” the counselor said. “More and more of them, in these pressured economic times. They’re usually sorry, too late. I’ll try to talk to Keith again, if you like. But I can’t promise anything. He’s very loyal to his father.”
“Most kids are,” McCallum said curtly. He was remembering how he’d protected his brutal mother, right up until the night she’d broken his arm with the bottle. He’d made excuse after excuse for her behavior, just as Keith was probably doing now.
He contacted the juvenile officer and had a long conversation with him, but the man couldn’t tell him any more than he already knew. Keith hadn’t reached the end of his rope yet, and until he did, there was little anyone could do for him.
McCallum did get a break, a small one, in the abandoned-baby case. It seemed that a local midwife did remember hearing an old woman from out of town talk about delivering a child in a clandestine manner for a frightened young woman. It wasn’t much to go on, but anything would help.
McCallum decided that it might be a good idea to share that tidbit with Jessica. He dreaded having to see Bess again, after the way he’d led her on.
But it turned out not to be the ordeal he’d expected. Bess was just coming back from the small kitchen with a cup of coffee when he walked into the office. She moved closer and grinned at him.
“Hi, stranger!” she said with a friendly smile. “How about some coffee?”
“Not just now, thanks.” He smiled ruefully. “Bess, there’s something I need to tell you.”
“No, there isn’t,” she said with a sigh. “I’d already figured it all out, you know. I never meant to step on Jessica’s toes, but I had a major crush on you that I had to get out of my system.” She gave him a sheepish glance. “I didn’t realize how painful it was going to be, trying to work here after I’d all but stabbed Jessica in the back. No one in the office will speak to me, and Jessica’s very polite, but she isn’t friendly like she used to be. Nothing is the same anymore.”
“I’m sorry about that,” he said, knowing it was as much his fault as hers.
She shrugged and moved a little closer. “Still friends?” she asked hesitantly.
“Of course,” he replied gently. He bent and kissed her lightly on the cheek.
Jessica, who’d come into the outer office to ask Bess to make a phone call for her, got an eyeful of what looked like a tender scene and froze in place.
“Jessica,” McCallum said roughly as he lifted his head and saw her.
Bess turned in time to watch her boss disappear back into her own office, her back straight and dignified.
“Well, that was probably the last straw,” Bess groaned. “I was going to talk to her today and apologize.”
“So was I,” he replied. “She didn’t deserve to be hurt any more, after what Sam Jackson did to her.”
“I hope it’s not too late to undo the damage,” Bess added. Then she realized how false a picture she’d given everyone about her dates with McCallum, and she felt even worse. She’d embroidered them to make herself look like a femme fatale, because McCallum hadn’t been at all loverlike. But her wild stories had backfired in the worst way. In admitting that she’d lied, she’d make herself look like a conceited idiot. Jessica was cool enough to her already. She hated the thought of compounding the problem with confessions of guilt.
“There’s nothing to undo,” McCallum replied innocently. “I did enjoy your cooking,” he added gently.
“I’m glad.” She hesitated nervously. She might as well tell him how she’d blown up their friendship, while there was still time. “McCallum, there’s just one little thing—”
“Later,” he said, patting her absently on the shoulder. “I’ve got to talk to Jessica about a case.”
“Okay.” She was glad of the reprieve. Not that she didn’t still have to confess her half-truths to Jessica.
He knocked briefly on Jessica’s door and walked in. She looked up from her paperwork. Nothing of her inner torment showed on her unlined face, and she even smiled pleasantly at him.
“Come in, Deputy,” she invited. “What can I do for you?”
He closed the door and sat down across from her. “You can tell me that I haven’t ruined everything between us,” he said bluntly.
She looked at him with studied curiosity. “We’re still friends,” she assured him. “I don’t hold grudges.”
His jaw clenched. “You know that wasn’t what I meant.”
She put down the file she’d been reading and crossed her hands on it. “What can I do for you?” she asked pleasantly.
Her bland expression told him that he couldn’t force his way back into her life. He couldn’t make her want him, as she might have before things went wrong between them. She was going to draw back into her shell for protection, and it would take dynamite to get her out of it this time. He doubted if he could even get her to go out for a meal with him ever again, because she wouldn’t want gossip about them to start up a second time. He’d never felt so helpless. Trust, once sacrificed, was hard to regain.
“What about Keith?” she asked. “I presume that’s why you came?”
“Yes,” he confirmed untruthfully. He sat back in the chair and told her about the talk he’d had with the school counselor. “But there’s nothing we can do until I have some concrete reason to bring his father in for questioning. And Keith is holding out. The juvenile authorities can’t dig anything out of him.” He crossed his long legs. “On the other hand, we may have a break in the Baby Jennifer case.”
She started. It wasn’t pleasant to hear him say that. She’d become so involved with the tiny infant that a part of her hoped the mother would never be found. She was shocked at her own wild thoughts.
“Have you?” she asked numbly.
“A midwife knows of an old woman who helped a frightened young woman give birth. I’m trying to track her down. It may be our first real lead to the mother.”
“And if you find her, then what?” she asked intently. “She deserted her own little baby. What sort of mother would do that? Surely to God the courts won’t want to give the child back to her!”
He’d never seen Jessica so visibly upset. He knew she’d allowed herself to become attached to the infant, but he hadn’t realized to what extent until now.
“I’m sure it won’t come to that,” he said slowly. “Jessica, you aren’t having any ideas about taking the baby yourself?” he added abruptly.
She glared at him. “What if I do? What can a court-appointed guardian do that I can’t? I can manage free time to devote to a child, I make a good salary—”
“You can’t offer her a settled, secure home with two parents,” he said curtly. “This isn’t the big city. Here in Whitehorn the judge will give prior consideration to a married couple, not a single parent.”
“That’s unfair!”
“I’m not arguing with that,” he said. “I’m just telling you what to expect. You know the judges around here as well as I do—probably better, because you have more dealings with them. Most of them have pretty fixed ideas about family life.”
“The world is changing.”
“Not here, it isn’t,” he reminded her. “Here we’re in a time capsule and nothing very much changes.”
She started to argue again and stopped on a held breath. He was right. She might not like it, but she had to accept it. A single woman wasn’t going to get custody of an abandoned baby in Whitehorn, Montana, no matter how great a character she had.
She faced the loss of little Jennifer with quiet desperation. Fate was unfair, she was thinking. Her whole life seemed to be one tragedy after another. She put her head in her hands and sighed wearily.
“She’ll be better off in a settled home,” he mumbled. He hated seeing her suffer. “You know she will.”
She sat up again after a minute, resignation in her demeanor. “Well, I won’t stop seeing her until they place her,” she said doggedly.
“No one’s asked you to.”
She glared at him. “She wouldn’t get to you, would she, Deputy?” she asked with bitter anger. “You can walk away from anyone and never look back. No one touches you.”
“You did,” he said gruffly.
“Oh, I’m sure Bess got a lot further than I did,” she said, her jealousy rising to the surface. “After all, she doesn’t have any hang-ups and she thinks you’re God’s gift to women.”
“You don’t understand.”
“I understand everything,” she said bluntly. “You wanted to make sure that no one in town connected you with the object of so much scandal. Didn’t you tell me once that you hated gossip because people talked about you so much when you were a boy? That’s really why you started taking Bess out, isn’t it? The fact that she was infatuated with you was just a bonus.”
He scowled. “That wasn’t why—”
She stood up, looking totally unapproachable. “Everyone knows now that Bess is your girlfriend. You’re safe, McCallum,” she added proudly. “No one is going to pair you off with me ever again. So let well enough alone, please.”
He stood up, too, feeling frustrated and half-mad with restrained anger. “I’d been lied to one time too many,” he said harshly. “Trust comes hard to me.”
“It does to me, too,” she replied in a restrained tone. “You betrayed mine by turning your back on me the first chance you got. You believed Sam instead of me. You wouldn’t even come to me for an explanation.”
His face tautened to steel. He had no defense. There simply was none.
“You needn’t look so torn, McCallum. It doesn’t matter anyway. We both know it was a flash in the pan and nothing more. You can’t trust women and I’m not casual enough for affairs. Neither of us would have considered marriage. What was left?”
His dark eyes swept over her with quiet appreciation of her slender, graceful body. “I might have shown you, if you’d given me half a chance.”
She lifted her chin. “I told you, I’m not the type for casual affairs.”
“It wouldn’t have been casual, or an affair,” he returned. “I’m not a loner by choice. I’m by myself because I never found a woman I liked. Wanted, sure. But there has to be more to a relationship than a few nights in bed. I felt…more than desire for you.”
“But not enough,” she said, almost choking on the words. “Not nearly enough to make up for what I…am.”
His face contracted. “For God’s sake, you’re a woman! Being barren doesn’t change anything!”
She turned away. The pain was almost physical. “Please go,” she said in a choked tone. She sat back down behind her desk with the air of an exhausted runner. She looked older, totally drained. “Please, just go.”
He rammed his hands into his pockets and glared at her. “You won’t give an inch. How do you expect to go through life in that sewn-up mental state? I made a mistake, okay? I’m not perfect. I don’t walk around with a halo above my head. Why can’t you forget?”
Her eyes were vulnerable for just an instant. “Because it hurt so much to have you turn away from me,” she confessed huskily. “I’m not going to let you hurt me again.”
His firm lips parted. “Jessica, we learn from our mistakes. That’s what life is all about.”
“Mistakes are what my life is all about,” she said, laughing harshly. She rubbed her hand over her forehead. “And there are still things you don’t know. I was a fool, McCallum, and it was your fault because you wouldn’t take no for an answer. Why did you have to interfere? I was happy alone, I was resigned to it….”
“Why did you keep trying to take care of me?” he shot back.
She had to admit she’d gone out of her way in that respect. She glanced up and then quickly back down to her desk. “Temporary insanity,” she pleaded. “You had no one, and neither did I. I wanted to be your friend.”
“Friends forgive each other.”
She gnawed her lower lip. She couldn’t tell him that it was far more than friendship she’d wanted from him. But she had secrets, still, that she could never share with him. She couldn’t tell him the rest, even now. His fling with Bess had spared her the fatal weakness of giving in to him, of yielding to a hopeless affair. If it had gone that far, she corrected. Because it was highly doubtful that it would have.
“What are you keeping back?” he asked. “What other dark skeletons are hiding in your closet?”
She pushed her hair back from her wan face. “None that you need to know about, McCallum,” she said, leaning back. She forced a smile. “Why don’t you take Bess to lunch?”
“Bess and I are friends,” he said. “That’s all. And I’ve caused enough trouble around here. I understand that you’re barely speaking to her. That’s my fault, not hers.”
She glared at him. “Bess is a professional who reports to me, and how I treat her is my business.”
“I know that,” he replied. “But she’s feeling guilty enough. So am I.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “About what?”
“Neither of us made your life any easier,” he said. “I didn’t know what happened to you. But even if you’d been all that Sam Jackson accused you of being, I had no right to subject you to even more gossip. Bess knows why I took her out. I could have caused her as much pain as I caused you. I have to live with that, too. Fortunately, she was no more serious than I was.”
“That isn’t what she told us,” Jessica said through her teeth.
He stared at her with dawning horror. What stories had Bess told to produce such antagonism from Jessica, to make her look so outraged?
He scowled. “Jessica, nothing happened. We had a few meals together and I kissed her, once. That’s all.”
“It’s gentlemanly of you to defend her,” she said, stone faced. “But I’m not a child. You don’t have to lie to protect her.”
“I’m not lying!”
She pulled the file open and spread out the papers in it. “I’d like to know what you find out about that midwife,” she said. “And about Keith, if the juvenile authorities get any results.”
He stared at her for a long moment. “Tit for tat, Jessica?” he asked quietly. “I wouldn’t believe you, so now you won’t believe me?”
She met his eyes evenly. “That has nothing to do with it. I think you’re being gallant, for Bess’s sake,” she replied. “It’s kind of you, but unnecessary. Nothing you do with Bess or anyone else is my business.”
He wouldn’t have touched that line with a gloved hand. He stared at her for a long moment, searching for the right words. But he couldn’t find any that would fit the situation.
 
He found plenty, however, when he closed Jessica’s door and stood over Bess, who’d been waiting for him to finish.
“What did you tell her?” he asked bluntly.
She grimaced. “I embroidered it a little, to save face,” she protested. “I thought we were going to be a hot item and it hurt my feelings that you didn’t even want to kiss me. I’m sorry! I didn’t know how hard Jessica was going to take it, or I’d never have made up those terrible lies about us.”
He grimaced. “How terrible?”
She flushed. She couldn’t, she just couldn’t, admit that! “I’ll tell her the truth,” she promised. “I’ll tell her all of it, honest I will. Please don’t be mad.”
“Mad.” He shook his head, walking toward the door. “I must be mad,” he said to himself, “to have painted myself into this sort of corner. Or maybe I just have a talent for creating my own self-destruction.”
He kept walking.


Ten

The last words McCallum spoke to Bess might have been prophetic. He was thinking about Jessica when he shouldn’t have been, and he walked into a convenience store outside town not noticing the ominous silence in the place and the frightened look on the young female clerk’s face.
It seemed to happen in slow motion. A man in a faded denim jacket turned with a revolver in his hand. As McCallum reached for his own gun, the man fired. There was an impact, as if he’d been hit with a fist on his upper arm. It spun him backwards. A fraction of a second later, he heard the loud pop, like a firecracker going off. In that one long minute while he tried to react, the perpetrator forgot his quarry—Tammie Jane, the terrified young clerk—and ran out the door like a wild man.
“You’ve been shot! Oh, my goodness, what shall I do?” Tammie Jane burst out. She ran to McCallum, her own danger forgotten in her concern for him.
“It’s not so bad,” he said, gritting his teeth as he pulled out a handkerchief to stem the surging, rhythmic flow of blood. “Nothing broken, at least, but it looks as if the bullet may have…clipped an artery.” He wound the handkerchief tighter and put pressure over the wound despite the pain it caused. “Are you all right?”
“Sure! He came in and asked for some cigarettes, and when I turned to get them, he pulled out that gun. Gosh, I was scared! He’d just told me to empty the cash register when you walked in.”
“I walked in on it like a raw recruit,” he added ruefully. “My God, I don’t know where my mind was. I didn’t even get off a shot.”
“You’re losing a lot of blood. I’d better call for an ambulance—”
“No need. I’ll call the dispatcher on my radio.” He made his way out to his patrol car, weaving a little. He was losing blood at a rapid rate and his head was spinning. He raised the dispatcher, gave his location and succinctly outlined the situation, adding a terse description of the suspect and asking for an all-points bulletin.
“Stay put. We’ll send the ambulance,” the dispatcher said, and signed off. The radio blared with sudden activity as she first called an ambulance and then broadcast a BOLO—a “be on the lookout for” bulletin—on the municipal frequency.
The clerk came out of the store with a hand towel and passed it to McCallum. His handkerchief was already soaked.
“I don’t know how to make a tourniquet, but I’ll try if you’ll tell me how,” Tammie Jane volunteered worriedly. Blood from his wound was pooling on the pavement, as McCallum was holding his arm outside the car.
He leaned back against the seat, his hand still pressing hard on the wound. “Thanks, but the ambulance will be here any minute. I can hear the siren.”
It was fortunate that Whitehorn was a small town. Barely two minutes later, the ambulance sped up and two paramedics got out, assessed the situation and efficiently loaded a dazed McCallum onto a stretcher and into the ambulance.
He was still conscious when they got to the hospital, but weak from loss of blood. They had him stabilized and the blood flow stemmed before they pulled up at the emergency-room entrance.
He grinned sheepishly as they unloaded him and rolled him into the hospital. “Hell of a thing to happen to a law-enforcement officer. I got caught with my eyes closed, I guess.”
“Thank your lucky stars he was a bad shot,” one of them said with an answering smile. “That’s only a flesh wound, but it hit an artery. You’d have bled to death if you’d taken your time about calling us.”
“I’m beginning to believe it.”
They wheeled him into a cubicle and called for the resident physician who was covering the emergency room.
 
Jessica had had a long morning, and her calendar was full of return calls to make. McCallum had shaken her pretty badly about Baby Jennifer. She hadn’t been facing facts at all while she was spinning cozy daydreams about herself and the baby together in her cozy cottage.
Now she was looking into a cold, lonely future with nothing except old age at the end of it. From the bright, flaming promise of her good times with McCallum, all that was left were ashes.
She took off her glasses and rubbed her tired eyes. She’d just about given up wearing the contact lenses now that she wasn’t seeing McCallum anymore. She didn’t care how she looked, except in a business sense. She dressed for the job, but there was no reason to dress up for a man now. She couldn’t remember ever in her life feeling so low, and there had been plenty of heartaches before this one. It seemed as if nothing would go right for her.
The telephone in the outer office rang noisily, but Jessica paid it very little attention. She was halfheartedly going through her calendar when Bess suddenly opened Jessica’s office door and came in, pale and unsettled.
“Sterling McCallum’s been shot,” she blurted out, and was immediately sorry when she saw the impact the words had on Jessica, who stumbled to her feet, aghast.
“Shot?” she echoed helplessly. “McCallum? Is he all right?”
“That was Sandy. She’s a friend of mine who works at the hospital. She just went on duty. She said he was in the recovery room when she got to the hospital. Apparently it happened a couple of hours ago. Goodness, wouldn’t you think someone would have called us before now? Or that it would have been on the radio? Oh, what am I saying? We don’t even listen to the local station.”
“Does Sandy know how bad he is?” Jessica asked, shaken.
“She didn’t take time to find out. She called me first.” She didn’t add that it was because Sandy thought, like most people did, that McCallum and Bess were a couple. “All she knew was that he’d been shot and had just come out of emergency surgery.”
“Cancel my afternoon appointments,” Jessica said as she gathered up her purse. “I’ll finish this paperwork when I get back, but I don’t know when that will be.”
“Do you want me to drive you?” Bess offered.
Jessica was fumbling in her purse for the keys to her truck. “No. I can drive myself.”
Bess got in front of her in time to prevent her from rushing out the door. “I lied about Sterling and me,” she said bluntly, flushing. “It wasn’t true. He didn’t want anything to do with me and I was piqued, so I made up a lot of stuff. Don’t blame him. He didn’t even know I did it.”
Jessica hesitated. She wanted to believe it, oh, so much! But did she dare?
“Honest,” Bess said, and her eyes met Jessica’s evenly, with no trace of subterfuge. “Nothing happened.”
“Thanks,” Jessica said, and forced a smile. Then she was out the door, running. If he died…But she wouldn’t think about that. She had to remember that to stay calm, and that they hadn’t said he was in critical condition. She had to believe that he would be all right.
It seemed to take forever to get to the hospital, and when she did, she couldn’t find a parking space. She had to drive around, wasting precious time, until someone left the small parking area reserved for visitors. There had been a flu outbreak and the hospital was unusually crowded.
She ran, breathless, into the emergency room. She paused at the desk to ask the clerk where McCallum was.
“Deputy McCallum is in the recovery room three doors down,” the clerk told her. “Wait, you can’t go in there…!”
Jessica got past a nurse who tried to stop her and pushed into the room, stopping at the sight of a pale, drawn McCallum lying flat on his back, his chest bare and a thick bandage wrapped around his upper arm. There were tubes leading to both forearms, blood being pumped through one and some sort of clear liquid through the other.
The medical team looked up, surprised at Jessica’s sudden entrance and white face.
“Are you a relative?” one of them—probably the doctor—asked.
“No,” McCallum said drowsily.
“Yes,” Jessica said, at the same time.
The man blinked.
“He hasn’t got anyone else to look after him,” Jessica said stubbornly, moving to McCallum’s side. She put her hand over one of his on the table.
“I don’t need looking after,” he muttered, hating having Jessica see him in such a vulnerable position. He was groggy from the aftereffects of the anesthetic they’d given him while they removed the bullet and repaired the damage it had done.
“Well, actually, you do, for twenty-four hours at least,” the doctor replied with a grin. “We’re going to admit him overnight,” he told Jessica. “He’s lost a lot of blood and he’s weak. We want to pump some antibiotics into him, too, to prevent infection in that wound. He’s going to have a sore arm and some fever for a few days.”
“And he can’t work, right?” she prompted.
McCallum muttered something.
“Right,” the doctor agreed.
“I’ll stay with him tonight in case he needs anything,” Jessica volunteered.
McCallum turned his head and looked up at her with narrow, drowsy dark eyes. “Sackcloth and ashes, is it?” he asked in a rough approximation of his usual forceful tones.
“I’m not doing penance,” she countered. “I’m helping out a friend.”
For the first time, his eyes focused enough to allow him to see her face clearly. She was shaken, and there was genuine fear in her eyes when she looked at him. Probably someone had mentioned the shooting without telling her that it was relatively minor. She looked as if she’d expected to find him dead or shot to pieces.
“I’m all right,” he told her. “I’ve been shot before, and worse than this. It’s nothing.”
“Nothing!” she scoffed.
“A little bitty flesh wound,” he agreed.
“Torn ligament, severed artery that we had to sew up, extensive loss of blood…” the doctor was saying.
“Compared to the last time I was shot, it’s nothing,” McCallum insisted drowsily. “God, what did you give me? I can’t keep my eyes open.”
“No need to,” the doctor agreed, patting him gently on his good shoulder. “You rest now, Deputy. You’ll sleep for a while and then you’ll have the great-grandfather of a painful arm. But we can give you something to counteract that.”
“Don’t need any more…painkillers.” He yawned and his eyes closed. “Go home, Jessica. I don’t need you, either.”
“Yes, you do,” she said stubbornly. She looked around her, realizing how crazy she’d been to push her way in. She flushed. “Sorry about this,” she said, backing toward the door. “I didn’t know how badly he was hurt. I was afraid it was a lot worse than this.”
“It’s all right,” the doctor said gently. He smiled. “We’ll take him to his room and you can sit with him there, if you like. He’ll be fine.”
She nodded gratefully, clutching her purse like a life jacket. She slipped out of the room and went to sit down heavily in a chair in the waiting room. Her heart was still racing and she felt sick. Just that quickly, McCallum could have been dead. She’d forgotten how uncertain life was, how risky his job was. Now she was face-to-face with her own insecurities and she was handling them badly.
When they wheeled him to a semiprivate room, she went along. The other half of the room was temporarily empty, so she wouldn’t have to contend with another patient and a roomful of visitors. That was a relief.
She noticed that there was a telephone, and when McCallum had been settled properly and the medical team had left, she dialed her office and told Candy his condition and that she wouldn’t be back, before asking to be transferred to Bess.
“Can I bring you anything?” Bess offered.
“No, thank you. I’m fine.” She didn’t want Bess here. She wanted McCallum all to herself, with no intrusions. It was selfish, but she’d had a bad fright. She wanted time to reassure herself that he was all right, that he wasn’t going to die.
“Then call us if you need us,” Bess said. “I talked to Sandy again and told her the truth, so she won’t, well, say anything to you about me and Sterling McCallum. I’m glad he’s going to be okay, Jessica.”
“So am I,” she agreed. She hung up and pulled a chair near the bed. She’d noticed a strange look from one of the nurses earlier. That had probably been Bess’s friend.
McCallum was sleeping now, his expression clear of its usual scowl. He looked younger, vulnerable. She grimaced as she looked at his poor arm and thought how painful it must have been. She didn’t even know if they’d caught the man who’d shot him. Presumably they were combing the area for him.
A few minutes later, Sheriff Hensley and one of the other deputies stopped by the room to see him. Hensley had gone by McCallum’s house to feed Mack and get McCallum a change of clothing. The shirt he’d been wearing earlier was torn and covered in blood. McCallum was still sleeping off the anesthesia.
“Have you caught the man who did it?” Jessica asked.
Hensley shook his head irritably. “Not yet. But we will,” he said gruffly. “I wouldn’t have had this happen for the world. McCallum’s a good man. On the salary the job pays, we don’t get a lot of men of his caliber.”
Jessica had never questioned a man of McCallum’s education and background working in such a notoriously low-paying job. “I wonder why he does a lot of things,” she mused, watching the still, quiet face of the unconscious man. “He’s very secretive.”
“So are you.”
She grimaced. “Well, everyone’s entitled to a skeleton or two,” she reminded him.
He shrugged. “Plenty of us have them. Tell him I fed his dog, and brought those things by for him. I’ll be back tomorrow. Are they going to try to keep him overnight?”
“Yes,” she said definitely. “I’ll stay with him. He won’t leave unless he knocks me out.”
“Harris here can stay with you if you think you’ll need him,” Hensley said with a rare smile.
Jessica glanced at the pleasant young deputy. “Thanks, but the doctor has this big hypodermic syringe….”
“Good point.” Hensley took another look at McCallum, who was sleeping peacefully. “Tell him we’re on the trail of his assailant. We’re pretty sure who it is, from the description. We’re watching the suspect’s grandmother’s house. It’s the one place he’s sure to run when he thinks it’s safe.”
Jessica nodded. “That’s one advantage of small towns, isn’t it?” she mused. “At least we generally know who the scoundrels are and where to find them.”
“It makes police work a little easier. The police are helping us. McCallum’s well liked.”
“Yes.” She looked up. “Thanks for getting Sam Jackson off my back.”
He smiled. “Neighbors help each other. Maybe you’ll do me a favor one day.”
“You just ask.”
“Well, a loaf of that homemade raisin bread wouldn’t exactly insult me,” he volunteered.
“When I get McCallum out of here, raisin bread will be my first priority,” she promised him.
The way she worded it amused him, but it shocked her that she should feel proprietorial about McCallum, who’d given her no rights over him at all. She’d simply walked in and taken charge, and he wasn’t going to like it. But she knew what he’d do if she left—go home this very night and back to work in the morning. He didn’t believe in mollycoddling himself. No, she couldn’t leave. She had to keep him here overnight and then make sure that he rested as the doctor had told him to. But how was she going to accomplish that?
She was still worrying about the problem when he woke up, after dark, and winced when he tried to stretch. They had a hospital gown on him, and the touch of the soft cotton fabric seemed to irritate him. He tried to pull it off.
Jessica got up and restrained his hand. They still had tubes in him, the steady drips going at a lazy speed.
“No, you mustn’t,” she said gently, bending over him.
His eyes opened. He stared at her and then looked around and frowned. “I’m still here?”
She nodded. “They want you to stay until tomorrow. You’re very weak and they haven’t finished the transfusion.”
He let out a long, drowsy breath. “I feel terrible. What have they done to me?”
“They stitched you up, I think,” she said. “Then they gave you something to make you rest.”
He looked up at her again, puzzled. “What are you doing here? It’s dark.”
“I’m staying tonight, too,” she said flatly. Her eyes dared him to argue with her.
“What for?”
“In case you need anything. Especially in case you try to leave,” she added. “You’re staying right there, McCallum. If you make one move to get up, I’ll call the nurse and she’ll call the doctor, and they’ll fill you so full of painkillers that you’ll sleep until Sunday.”
He glared at her. “Threats,” he said, “will not affect me.”
“These aren’t threats,” she replied calmly. “I asked the doctor, and he said he’d be glad to knock you out anytime I asked him to if you tried to leave.”
“Damn!” He lifted both hands and glared at the needles. “How did I get into this mess?”
“You let a man shoot you,” she reminded him.
“I didn’t let him,” he said gruffly. “I walked in without looking while he was trying to rob the store. I didn’t even see the gun until the bullet hit me. A police special, no less!” he added furiously. “It was a .38. No wonder it did so much damage!”
“I’m very glad he can’t shoot straight,” she said.
“Yes. So am I. He was scared—that’s probably why he missed any vital areas. He fired wildly.” His eyes closed and his face tightened as he moved. “I hope I get five minutes alone with him when they catch him. Have you heard from Hensley?”
“He and Deputy Harris came by to see you while you were asleep. They think they know who it was. They’re staking out one of his relative’s houses.”
“Good.”
“Didn’t you know the place was being robbed? Wasn’t that why you went in?” she persisted.
“I went in because I wanted a cup of coffee,” he said with a rueful smile. “I don’t think I’ll ever want another one after this. Or if I do, I’ll make it at home.”
“I could ask the nurse if you can have one now,” she offered.
“No, thanks. I’ll manage.” He hesitated. “Do they have a male nurse on this floor?”
“Yes.”
“Could you ask him to step in here, please?”
She didn’t have to ask why. She went out to find the nurse and sent him in. She waited until she saw him come out again before she rejoined McCallum.
“Damned tubes and poles and machines,” he was muttering. He looked exhausted, lying there among the paraphernalia around the bed. He turned his head and looked at her, seeing the lines in her face, the lack of makeup, the pallor. “Go home.”
“I won’t,” she said firmly. She sat back down in the chair beside his bed. “I’ll leave the hospital when you do. Not before.”
His eyebrows lifted. “Have I asked you to be responsible for me?” he asked irritably.
“Somebody has to,” she told him. “You don’t have anybody else.”
“Hensley would sit with me if I asked him, or any of the deputies.”
“But you wouldn’t ask them,” she replied. “And the minute I walk out the door, you’ll discharge yourself and go home.”
“I need to go home. What about Mack?” He groaned. “He’ll have to go without his supper.”
“Sheriff Hensley has already fed him. He also brought you a change of clothing.”
That seemed to relax him. “Nice of him,” he commented. “Who’ll feed Mack tomorrow morning and let him out?”
“I guess we’ll have to ask the sheriff to go again. I’d offer, but that dog doesn’t like women. I don’t really want to go into your house when you aren’t there. He growls at me.”
“Your cat growls at me. It didn’t stop me from going to your house.”
“Meriwether couldn’t do too much damage to you. But Mack is a big dog with very sharp teeth.”
His eyes searched hers. “Afraid of him?”
“I guess maybe I’m afraid of being chewed up,” she said evasively.
“Okay. Hand me the phone.”
She did, and helped him push the right buttons. He phoned Hensley and thanked him, then asked him about feeding Mack in the morning. Hensley already knew McCallum kept a spare key in his desk and had used it once already. He readily agreed to take care of Mack.
“That’s a load off my mind,” McCallum said when he finished and lay back against the pillows. He flexed his shoulder and then frowned. “Do I smell something?”
As he said that, the door opened and a nurse came in bearing two trays. “Dinnertime,” she said cheerfully, arranging them on the table. “I brought one for you, too, Miss Larson,” she added. “You haven’t even had coffee since you’ve been here.”
“That’s so nice of you!” Jessica said. “Thank you!”
“It’s our pleasure. Make sure he eats,” she added to Jessica on her way out. “He’ll need all the protein he can get to help replenish that lost blood.”
“I’ll do that,” Jessica promised.
She lifted the tops off the dishes on one tray while McCallum made terrible faces.
“I hate liver,” he told her. “I’m not eating it.”
She didn’t answer him. She cut the meat into small, bite-sized pieces and proceeded to present them at his lips. He glared at her, but after a minute of stubborn resistance, opened his mouth and let her put the morsels in, one at a time.
“Outrageous, treating a grown man like this,” he muttered. But she noticed that he didn’t refuse to eat, as he easily could have. In fact, he didn’t lodge a single protest even when she followed the liver with vegetables and, finally, vanilla pudding.
It was intimate, doing this for him. She hadn’t considered her actions at all, but now she realized that they could be misconstrued by a large number of people, starting with McCallum. She was acting like a lovesick idiot. What must he have thought when she came bursting into the recovery room where he was lying, forcing her way into his life like this?
She fed him the last of the pudding and, with a worried look, moved the tray to the other table.
“Now eat your own dinner before it gets cold,” he insisted. “If you’re determined to stay here all night, you need something to keep you going.”
“I’m not really hungry….”
“Neither was I,” he said with a cutting smile. “But I didn’t have any choice. Now do you pick up that fork, or do I climb out of this bed and pick it up for you?”
His hand went to the sheet. With a resigned sigh, she uncovered her own plate and took it, and her fork, back to her chair. She didn’t like liver any more than he did, but she ate it. At least it was filling.
He watched her until she cleared her plate and finished the last drop of her coffee. “Wasn’t that good?” he taunted.
“I hate liver,” she muttered.
“So do I, but that didn’t save me.” He grinned at her. “Turnabout is fair play.”
She sighed, standing to replace her plate on the tray. She hadn’t touched her pudding.
“Aren’t you going to eat that?” he asked.
“I like chocolate,” she muttered. “I hate vanilla.”
“I don’t.” His eyes twinkled. “Want to feed it to me?”
Her blush was caused more by the silky soft tone of his voice than by the words. She couldn’t help it.
“If you like,” she said hesitantly.
“Come on, then.”
She got the pudding and approached the bed. But when she started to open the lid, he caught her hand and tugged until she bent forward.
“Sterling!” she protested weakly.
“Humor me,” he whispered, reaching up to cup her chin in his lean hand and pull her face down. “I’m a sick man. I need pampering.”
“But—”
“I want to kiss you,” he whispered at her lips. “You can’t imagine how much. Just a little closer, Jessie. Just another inch…”
She sighed against his hard mouth as she moved that tiny distance and let her lips cover his. He made a soft sound and, despite the tubes attached to his arm, his hand snaked behind her head to increase the pressure of his mouth. She stiffened, but it was already too late to save herself. The warm insistence of the kiss worked its way through all her doubts, fears and reservations and touched her very soul. She sighed and gave in to the need to reassure herself that he was alive. Her own mouth opened without coyness and she felt the shock that ran through him before he groaned and deepened the kiss.
The sound of a tray rattling outside the room brought her head up. He looked somber and his eyes were narrow and hot.
“Coward,” he taunted.
Her lips felt swollen. She pulled gently back from him and stood up, her knees threatening to give way. He had an effect on her body that no other man ever had. There were so many reasons why she shouldn’t allow this feeling between them to grow. But other than disappointment, there was no other emotion left in her at the moment. That, and a raging pleasure that turned quickly to frustration.


Eleven

The nurse came in to remove the dishes, and somehow Jessica managed to look calm and pleasant. But inside, her whole being was churning with sensation. She looked at Sterling and her mouth tingled in memory.
She was wondering how she was going to manage the situation, but then the doctor came in on his rounds and ordered a sedative for the patient. It was administered at once, and McCallum glowered as the nurse finished checking his vital signs and the technicians came back to get some samples they needed for the lab. It was fifteen minutes before they left him alone with Jessica. And by then, the shot was beginning to take effect.
“Hell of a thing, the way they treat people here,” he murmured as his eyelids began to droop. “I wanted to talk to you.”
“You can talk tomorrow. Now go to sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
“Think so?” he asked drowsily. “I’m not sure about that.”
He shifted and a long sigh passed his lips. Only seconds later, he was dozing. Jessica settled in her chair with a new paperback she’d tucked into her purse after a brief stop at the bookstore on her way to lunch. She must have had some sort of premonition, she mused. And unlike McCallum, she didn’t have to worry about her pet. Meriwether had plenty of water and cat food waiting for him, and a litter box when he needed it. He might be lonely, but he wouldn’t need looking after. She opened the book.
But the book wasn’t half as interesting as McCallum. She finally put it aside and sat looking at him, wishing that her life had been different, that she had something to offer such a man. He was a delight to her eyes, to her mind, her heart, her body. She couldn’t have imagined anyone more perfect. He liked her, that was obvious, and he was attracted to her. But for his own sake, she had to stop things from progressing any further than liking. Her own weakness was going to be her worst enemy, especially while he was briefly vulnerable and needed her. She had to be sure that she didn’t let his depleted state go to her head. Above all, she had to keep her longings under control.
Eventually, she tried to sleep. But the night was long and uncomfortable as she tried to curl up in the padded chair. In the morning, McCallum was awake before she was, and she opened her eyes to find him propped up in bed watching her.
“You don’t snore,” he commented with a gentle smile.
“Neither do you,” she returned.
“Fortunate for us both, isn’t it?”
She sat up, winced and stretched. Her hair had come down in the night and it fell around her shoulders in a thick cloud. She pushed it back from her face and readjusted her glasses.
“Why don’t you wear your contact lenses?” he asked curiously. “And before you fly at me, I don’t mean you look better with them or anything. I just wondered why you’d stopped putting them in.”
She stood up. “It didn’t seem worth the effort anymore,” she said. “And they’re not as comfortable as these.” She touched the big frames with her forefinger. She smiled. “And they’re a lot of trouble. Maybe I’m just lazy.”
He smiled. “Not you, Jessie.”
“How do you feel?”
“Sore.” He moved his shoulder with a groan. “It’s going to be a few days before I feel like much, I guess.”
“Good! That means you won’t try to go back to work!”
He glowered at her. “I didn’t say that.”
“But you meant it, didn’t you?” she pressed with a wicked grin.
He laid his head back against the pillow. “I guess so.” He studied her possessively. “Are you coming home with me?”
Her heart jumped up into her throat. “What?”
“How do you expect to keep me at home if you don’t?” he asked persuasively. “Left on my own, I’m sure I’d go right back to the office.”
There was a hint of cunning in his eyes, and she didn’t trust the innocent expression on his face. He had something in mind, and she didn’t want to explore any possibilities just now.
“You could promise not to,” she offered.
“I could lie, too.”
“I have a job,” she protested.
“Today is Friday. Tomorrow is Saturday. What do you do that someone else can’t do as well for one day?”
“Well, nothing, really,” she said. She hesitated. “People might talk….”
“Who gives a damn?” he said flatly. “We’ve both weathered our share of gossip. To hell with it. Come home with me. I need you.”
Those three words made her whole body tingle with delight. She stared at him with darkening eyes, with a faint flush on her cheekbones that betrayed how much the statement affected her.
“I need you,” he repeated quietly.
“All right.”
“Just like that?”
She smiled. “Just like that. But only for today,” she added.
His eyebrows rose. “Why, Jessica, did you think I was inviting you to spend the night with me?”
She glowered back. “You stop that. I’m just going to take care of you.”
He beamed. “What a delightful prospect.”
Her jaws tightened. “You know what I mean, and it isn’t that!”
“I know what I wish you meant,” he teased softly.
“You’re going to be a handful, aren’t you?” she asked with resignation.
“I’ll try not to cause you a lot of trouble.” He studied her long and intently. “Besides, how difficult can it be?” He indicated his shoulder. “I’m not in any shape for what you’re most concerned about. Long, intimate sessions on my sofa will have to wait until I’m properly fit again, Jessica,” he added in a soft, wicked tone. “Sorry if that disappoints you.”
She turned away to keep him from seeing the flush on her cheeks. “Well, if you’re going to leave today, I’d better see if the doctor agrees that you can. I’ll go and check at the nurses’ station.”
“You tell them that even if he says I can’t, I’m going home,” he informed her.
She didn’t argue. It wouldn’t really do any good.
 
By noon, they’d discharged him, and Jessica, after stopping by her house to change clothes and feed her cat, drove him to his house. It disturbed her a little to have her pickup truck sitting in his driveway, but there wasn’t a lot she could do about it. He wasn’t able to cook or clean, and there was no one else she could ask to do it—except possibly Bess, and that was out of the question.
She hesitated when he unlocked the door and Mack growled at the sight of her.
“Stop that,” McCallum snapped at the dog.
Mack stopped at once, eagerly greeting his master.
McCallum petted him and motioned Jessica into the house before he dropped heavily into his favorite armchair.
“It’s good to be home,” he remarked.
“How about something to eat?” she asked. “You didn’t stay long enough to have lunch.”
“I wasn’t hungry then. There’s a pizza in the freezer and some bacon and eggs in the fridge.”
“Any flour?”
He glared at her. “What the hell would I want with flour?”
She threw up her hands. It wasn’t a question she should have asked a bachelor who liked frozen pizza.
“So much for hopes of quiche,” she said half to herself as she put down her purse and walked toward the kitchen.
“Real men don’t eat quiche,” he called after her.
“You would if you had any flour,” she muttered. “But I guess it’s going to be bacon and eggs.”
“We could order a pizza from the place downtown.”
“I don’t want pizza. And you need something healthy.”
“I won’t eat tofu and bean sprouts.”
She was searching through the refrigerator and vegetable bins. There were three potatoes and a frozen pizza, four eggs of doubtful age, a slice of moldy bacon and a loaf of green bread.
“Don’t you ever clean things out in here?” she called.
He shrugged, then winced as the movement hurt his shoulder. “When I get time,” he told her.
She came back and reached for her purse. “Please don’t try to go to work while I’m gone.”
“Where, exactly, are you going?”
“To get some provisions,” she said. “Some edible provisions. You couldn’t feed a dedicated buzzard on what’s in your kitchen.”
He chuckled and reached for his wallet. He handed her a twenty-dollar bill. “All right. If you’re determined, go spend that.”
“I’ll need to stop by my office, too.”
“Whatever.”
She hesitated in the doorway, indecision on her face.
“If you’d rather I sent Bess over—”
“Bess was a pleasant companion,” he replied. “She was never anything more, regardless of what she might have told you.”
“Okay.” She went out and closed the door behind her.
She stopped by the office just long enough to delegate some chores and answer everyone’s concerns about McCallum. Bess was interested, but not overly so, and she smiled reassuringly at Jessica before she told her to wish him well.
After that, Jessica went shopping. When she got back to McCallum’s house, he was sprawled on the sofa in his sock feet with a can of beer in his hand, watching a movie.
“What did you buy?” he asked as she carried two plastic sacks into the kitchen.
“Everything you were out of.” She handed him back two dollars and some change.
He glanced at the grocery bags. “What are you going to cook me?”
“Country-fried cubed steak, gravy, biscuits and mashed potatoes.”
“Feel my pulse. I think I’ve just died and gone to heaven. Did I hear you right? I haven’t had that since it was a special at the café last month.”
“I hope it’s something you like.”
“‘Like’ doesn’t begin to describe how I feel about it. Try ‘overwhelmed with delight.’ But to answer your question, yes, I like it.”
“It’s loaded with cholesterol and calories,” she added, “but I can cut down on the grease.”
“Not on my account.” He chuckled. “I love unwholesome food.”
She prepared the meal in between glimpses of the movie he was watching. It was a thriller, an old police drama set back in the thirties, and she enjoyed it as much as he did. Later, they ate in front of the television and watched a nature special about the rain forest.
“That’s a good omen,” he said when they’d finished and she was collecting the plates.
“What is?”
“We like the same television programs. Not to mention the same food.”
“Most people like nature specials.”
“One woman I dated only watched wrestling,” he commented.
She stacked the plates and picked them up. “I don’t want to hear about your other dates.”
“Why not?” he asked calculatingly. “I thought you only wanted to be friends with me.”
She stopped, searching for words. But she couldn’t quite find the right ones, so she beat it back to the kitchen and busied herself washing dishes. Mack sat near her on the floor, watching her without hostility. It was the first time since she’d been in the house that he didn’t growl at her.
She put away the dishcloth and cleaned up the kitchen. There was enough food left for McCallum to have for supper. She put it on a platter and covered it, so that he could heat it up later.
He’d turned off the television when she came back into the living room. He was lying full length on the sofa with his eyes closed, but he opened them when he heard her step. His dark eyes slid up and down her body, over the simple blue dress that clung to her slender body. The expression in them made her pulse race.
“I should…go home.” Her voice faltered.
He didn’t say a word. His hand went to his shirt and slowly, sensually, unfastened it. He moved it aside, giving her a provocative view of his broad, hair-roughened chest.
“I have things to do,” she continued. She couldn’t quite drag her eyes away from those hard, bronzed muscles.
He held out his good arm, watching her in a silence that promised pleasures beyond description.
She knew the risks. She’d known them from the first time she saw him. Up until now, they’d weighed against her. But the realization of how close he’d come to death shifted the scales.
She went to him, letting him draw her down against him, so that she was stretched out beside him on the long sofa, pressed close against his hard, warm body.
“Relax,” he said gently, easing her onto her back and grimacing as he moved to loom over her. “I’m not stupid enough to start something I can’t finish.”
“Are you sure?” she asked a little worriedly, because the minute her hips tilted into his, she felt the instant response of his body.
“Not really.” He groaned and laughed softly in the same breath, shifting her away slightly. “But let’s pretend that I am. I like you in this dress, Jessie. It fits in all the right places. But I don’t like the way it fastens. Too damned many buttons and hooks in back…. Ah, that’s better.”
“McCallum!” she cried as the bodice began to slip. She made a grab for it, but his fingers intercepted the wild movement.
“What are you afraid of?” he murmured softly, smiling down at her. “It won’t hurt.”
She bit her lower lip. “I…can’t let you look at me,” she said, lowering her eyes to the hard throbbing of his pulse in his neck.
He frowned. “Now, or ever?” he asked with a patience he didn’t feel.
“E-ever,” she clarified. She pulled the bodice closer. “Let me up, please, I want to…McCallum!”
Even with a bullet wound, he was stronger and quicker than she was. The dress was suddenly around her waist, and he was looking at her body in the wispy nylon bra with its strategically placed lace. But it wasn’t her breasts that had his attention.
She closed her eyes and shivered with pain. “I tried to stop you,” she said harshly, biting back tears. “Now, will you let me go!”
“My God.” The way he spoke was reverent. But there was no revulsion, either in the words or in his face. There was only pain, for what she must have suffered.
“Oh, please,” she whispered, humiliated.
“There’s no need to look like that,” he said quietly. “Lie still. I’m going to take you out of this dress.”
“No…!”
He caught her flailing hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing the palm gently. His dark eyes met her wild ones. “You need to be made love to,” he said softly. “More than you realize. You’re not hideous, Jessica. The scars aren’t that bad.”
She fought tears and lost. They fell, hot and profuse, pouring down her cheeks. Her hand relaxed its hold on her dress and she lay still, letting him smooth away it and her half-slip and pantyhose until she lay there in only her briefs and bra.
He bent and she felt with wonder the touch of his mouth as it traced the thin white lines from her breasts down her belly to where they intersected just below her naval.
His big, lean hand held her hip while he caressed her with his mouth, his thumb edging under the lace of the briefs to touch her almost, but not quite, intimately. She caught her breath at the sensations he was teaching her and arched involuntarily toward the pleasure.
“You crazy woman,” he breathed as he lifted his head and looked down into her dazed, hungry eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I thought…They’re so ugly.”
He only smiled. He bent and his mouth brushed lazily over hers, parting her lips, teasing, tasting. And while he held her in thrall, his hand went behind her to find the single catch. He freed it and lazily tugged the bra away from her firm, high breasts.
She didn’t protest. His eyes on her gave her the purest delight she’d ever known. She gazed up at him with rapt wonder while he looked and looked until her nipples grew hard and began to ache.
Then, finally, he began to touch them, and she shivered with sensations she’d never known. Her lips parted as she tried to catch her breath.
He chuckled with appreciation and triumph. “All that time wasted,” he murmured. “They’re very sensitive, aren’t they?” he added when she jerked at the faint brush of his fingertips. He took the hardness between his thumb and forefinger and pressed it gently, and she cried out. But it wasn’t because he was hurting her. She was responsive to a shocking degree. That embarrassed her, because he was watching her like a hawk, and she tried to push his hand away.
“Shh,” he whispered gently. “Don’t fight it. This is for you. But when you’re a little more confident, I’m going to let you do the same thing to me and watch how it excites me. I’m just as susceptible as you are, just as hungry.”
“You’re…watching me,” she got out.
“Oh, yes,” he agreed quietly. “Can you imagine how it makes me feel, to see the pleasure my touch gives you?” His fingers contracted and she shivered. “My God, I couldn’t get my head through a doorway right now, do you know that? You make me feel like ten times the man I am.”
He bent and put his mouth where his fingers had been. She whimpered at first and pushed against him frantically.
He lifted his head and looked into her eyes, seeing the fear.
“Tell me,” he said softly.
“He…bit me there,” she managed hoarsely.
He scowled. His eyes went to her body and found the tiny scars. His expression hardened to steel as he touched them lightly.
“I won’t bite you,” he said deeply. “I promise you, it won’t hurt. Can you trust me enough to let me put my mouth on you here?”
She searched his face. He wasn’t a cruel man. She knew already that he was protective toward her. She let herself relax into the soft cushions of the sofa and her hands dropped to his shoulders, lingering there, tremulous.
“Good,” he whispered. He bent again, slowly. This time it was his tongue she felt, soothing and warm, and then the whispery press of his lips moving on soft skin. The sensations were a little frightening, because they seemed to come out of nowhere and cause reactions not only in her breasts, but much lower.
His hand slid down her body and slowly trespassed under the elastic.
She should protest this, she should tell him to…stop!
He felt her nails bite into him, heard her moans grow, felt her body tauten almost to pain.
He lifted his head and stopped. Her face was gloriously flushed, her eyes shy and hungry and frustrated. She looked at him with wonder.
“Your body is capable of more pleasure than you know,” he said gently. “I won’t hurt you.”
She arched back faintly, involuntarily asking for more, but he moved away. He wasn’t touching her now. He was propped just over her, watching her face, her body.
“Why did you stop?” she whispered helplessly.
“Because it’s like shooting fish in a barrel,” he said simply. “You’ve just discovered passion for the first time in your life. I want to be sure that it’s me, and not just new sensations, that are motivating you. The next step isn’t so easy to pull back from, Jessie,” he added solemnly. “And I don’t know if I can make love completely with my shoulder in this fix.”
She blinked, as if she hadn’t actually realized how involved they were becoming.
His eyes dropped to her taut breasts and down her long, elegant legs before they moved back up to meet her shy gaze. He didn’t smile even then. “I didn’t really understand before,” he said. “You were involved in the crash that killed Fred, weren’t you? You were damaged internally in the wreck.”
She nodded. “Fred was released because of a technicality six months after he went to prison. He blamed me for all his trouble, so he got drunk and laid in wait for me one night when I was working late. He chased me and ran me off the road. I was hurt. But he was killed.” She shivered, remembering that nightmare ride. “They had to remove an ovary and one of my Fallopian tubes. Even before the accident the doctors thought I’d be unlikely to get pregnant, and now…Well, it would be a long shot.”
His face didn’t change, his expression didn’t waver. He didn’t say a word.
She grimaced. “You need children, Sterling,” she said in a raw whisper, her eyes mirroring the pain in the words. “A wife who loves you, and a home.” Her gaze fell to his broad, bare chest and her hands itched to touch him.
“And you think that puts you out of the running?” he asked.
“Doesn’t it?”
His fingers pressed down gently over her belly, and his hand was so big that it almost covered her stomach completely. “You’re empty here,” he said, holding her gaze. “But I’m empty here.”
His hand moved to his chest, where his heart was, before it dropped back down beside her to support him. “I’ve never been loved,” he said flatly. “I’ve been wanted, for various reasons. But my life has been conspicuously lacking in anyone who wanted to look after me.”
“Bess did,” Jessica recalled painfully.
He touched her mouth with his fingertips. “Bess is young and unsettled and looking for something that she hasn’t found yet. I’m fond of her. But I never felt desire for her. It’s hard to explain,” he added with a humorless laugh, “but for me, desire and friendship don’t usually go together.”
She searched his face. “They didn’t, with Bess?”
“That’s right. Not with Bess.”
He emphasized the name, looking at her with more than idle curiosity.
“With…anyone else?”
He nodded.
Obviously, she was going to have to drag it out of him, but she had to know. “With…me?” she asked, throwing caution to the winds.
“Yes,” he said quietly. “With you.”
She didn’t know how to answer him. Her body felt hot all over at the look he was giving her. She’d never known passion until now, and it was overwhelming her. She wanted him, desired him, ached for him. She wanted to solve all the mysteries with him. The inhibitions she’d always felt before were conspicuously absent.
She felt her breasts tightening as she stared at the hair-matted expanse of his muscular chest.
“Are you surprised that you can feel desire, after all you’ve been through?” he asked gently.
“Yes.”
“But then, strong emotions can overcome fear, can’t they?” He bent, nuzzling his face against her bare breasts, savoring the softness of her skin against his. “Jessie, if my arm didn’t throb like blazing hell, I’d have you right here,” he breathed. “I ache all over from wanting you.”
“So do I,” she confessed. She slid her arms around his neck and pressed her body completely against his, shivering a little when she felt the extent of his arousal.
He felt her stiffen and his hands were gentle at her back. “Lie still,” he whispered. “It’s all right. You’re in no danger at all.”
“I never dreamed that I could feel like this,” she whispered into his throat, where her face was pressed. “That I could want like this.” Her breasts moved against the thick hair that covered his chest and she moaned at the sensations she felt.
His lean hand slipped to the base of her spine and one long leg moved, so that he could draw her intimately close, letting her feel him in an embrace they’d never shared.
Her intake of breath was audible and she moaned harshly. So did he, pushing against her roughly for one long, exquisite minute until he came to his senses and rolled away from her. He got unsteadily to his feet with a rough groan.
“Good God, I’m losing it!” he growled. He made it to the window and stared out, gripping the sash. He fought to breathe, straining against the throbbing pain of his need for her.
She lay still for a minute, catching her own breath, before she sat up and quickly got back into her clothes. Her long hair fell all around her shoulders in tangles, but she couldn’t find the pins he’d removed that had held it in place.
He turned finally and stared at her with his hands deep in his pockets. He was pale and his shoulder hurt.
“They’re in my pocket,” he told her, smiling gently at her flush. “Embarrassed, now that we’ve come to our senses?”
She lifted her eyes to his. “No,” she said. “I don’t really think I can be embarrassed with you. I—” she smiled gently “—I loved what you did to me.”


Twelve

For a minute, he didn’t seem to breathe at all. Then his eyes began to soften and a faint smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
“In that case,” he said, “we might do it again from time to time.”
She smiled, too. “Yes.”
He couldn’t remember when he’d felt so warm and safe and happy. Just looking at Jessica produced those feelings. Touching her made him feel whole.
“I should go,” she said reluctantly. “Meriwether will need his food and water changed, and I have other chores to do.”
He thought about how the house was going to feel when she left, and it wasn’t very pleasant. He’d been alone all his life and he was used to it. It had never bothered him before, but suddenly, it did. He frowned as he studied her, wondering at the depth of his feelings, at his need to be near her all the time. Once he would have fought that, but something had rearranged his priorities…perhaps getting shot.
“Okay,” he said after a minute. “Let me feed Mack and we’ll go.”
Her heart flew up. “We’ll go…. You’re coming home with me?”
He nodded.
Her lips parted as she looked at him and realized that he didn’t want to be separated from her any more than she wanted to be apart from him.
“Did you think it was one-sided?” he asked, moving toward her. “Didn’t it occur to you that in order for something to be this explosive, it has to be shared?”
Her expression mirrored her sense of wonder. So did his. He pulled her against him, wincing a little when the movement tugged at his stitches, and bent his head. He kissed her with slow, aching hunger, feeling her instant response with delight.
“If I go home with you, people will really talk about us,” he whispered against her mouth. “Aren’t you worried?”
“No,” she said with a smile. “Kiss me….”
He did, thoroughly, and she returned it with the same hunger. After a minute, he had to step back from her. His chest rose and fell heavily as he searched her eyes.
“Do you have a double bed?” he asked.
“Yes.” She flushed and then laughed at her own embarrassment. That part of their relationship was something she’d have to adjust to, but she wasn’t too worried about being able to accomplish it.
He touched her mouth with aching tenderness. “I was teasing,” he chided. “I can’t stay, as much as I want to. But I’ll stay until bedtime.”
“You could sleep on the sofa,” she offered.
“I know that. I’ll have one of the guys pick me up and drive me home. I don’t want you alone on the roads late at night.” He gently touched her cheek, which was flushed at his concern for her. “It’s going to be rough. I don’t want to be apart from you anymore, even at night. Especially at night,” he said with a rough laugh.
“Yes, I know. I feel the same way.” With her fingertips, she traced his thick eyebrows and then his closed eyelids, his cheeks, his mouth. “It’s…unexpected. What are we going to do now?”
“Get married as soon as we can,” he said simply. He smiled reluctantly at her expression. “Don’t faint on me, Jessie.”
“But you don’t want to get married,” she protested. “You said you never wanted to.”
“Honey, do you think we could live together in Whitehorn without raising eyebrows?” he asked gently. He smiled. “Besides that, when my shoulder heals, I’m going to have you. It’s inevitable. We want each other too badly to abstain for much longer. Let’s do this thing properly, by the book.”
She traced a pattern in the thick tangle of hair on his broad chest. All her dreams hadn’t prepared her for the reality of this. She could hardly believe it. “Marriage,” she whispered with aching hunger. She lifted her eyes to his lean, hard face. “Someone of my own,” she added involuntarily.
“There’s that, too. Belonging to another person.” He brought her hand to his lips. His teeth nipped the soft palm and she laughed. The glitter in his eyes grew. “You’ve never had a man, have you? Except for that one bad experience, you’re untouched.”
“Not anymore,” she murmured demurely. “I’ve been all but ravished today.”
He chuckled. “If you think that was ravishment, you’ve got a lot to learn.”
She searched his eyes and sadness overlaid her joy. “It’s a lovely dream. But it isn’t realistic. It will matter to you one day, not being able to have a child of your own.”
He touched her mouth and his face became as serious as hers. “Jessie, if you could have a child with another man, but not with me, would you marry him?”
She looked confused for a minute. “Well, no,” she said.
“Why?”
“Because I lo…because I care for you,” she corrected.
He pulled her close. “You’re not getting away with that,” he said. “Tell me. Say the words.”
She gnawed at her lower lip, hesitating.
“All the way, Jessie,” he coaxed. “Say it.”
“You won’t,” she said accusingly.
“I don’t need to,” he asserted. “If sex was all I wanted from you, I could have seduced you long ago. If it isn’t just for the sake of sex, what other reason would I have for wanting to marry you?”
He hadn’t said it, but she looked at him and realized with a start that he was telling her he loved her with everything except words. He couldn’t bear to be parted from her, he wanted to marry her even though she couldn’t give him a child….
“Of course I love you,” she whispered softly. “I’ve loved you from the first time I saw you, but I never dared to hope—”
The last of the sentence was lost under the soft, slow crush of his mouth on her lips. He drew her close and kissed her with tenderness and passion, savoring her mouth until he had to lift his head to breathe. Yes, it was there, in her eyes, in her face; she loved him, all right. He began to smile and couldn’t stop.
“You’re surprisingly conventional,” she mused, staring at him with loving eyes.
“Depressingly so, in some ways. I want the trimmings. I’ve never had much tradition in my life, but it starts now. We get engaged, then we get married, in church, and you wear a white gown and a veil for me to lift up when I kiss you.”
She sighed. “It sounds lovely.”
“It’s probably Victorian.” He chuckled. “Abstinence until the event and all. But a little tradition can be beautiful. All that separates people from animals, I read once, is a sense of nobility and honor. These days people want instant satisfaction. They don’t believe in self-denial or self-sacrifice, or patience. I do. Those old virtues had worth.”
“Indeed they did. I’m just as old-fashioned at heart as you are,” she said gently. “I believe in forever, Sterling.”
He drew her close and held her, hard. “So do I. We’ll have differences, but if we compromise and work at it, we can have a long and happy life together.” He kissed her forehead with breathless tenderness, grimacing, because holding her pulled the stitches and made his arm throb. But it was a sweet pain, for all that.
“My job…” she began.
He smoothed her hair away from her face. “I work. You work. We won’t have to worry about someone staying home with a child.”
Her face contorted.
“Don’t,” he said gently. He scowled with concern. “Don’t. We’ll be happy together, I promise you we will. It’s all right.”
She had to fight down the tears. She pressed against him and closed her eyes. She would never stop regretting her condition. But perhaps Sterling was right. There would be compensations. First and foremost would be having this man love her as she loved him.
 
It took several weeks for McCallum’s arm to heal completely, but they announced their wedding plans almost immediately. No one was really surprised, especially not Bess.
“When I saw how you looked at him that day, it didn’t surprise me when I heard the news,” Bess said with a grin. “I’m happy for both of you, honestly. I hope I get that lucky someday.”
“Thanks,” Jessica said warmly.
The office staff gave her an engagement party, complete with necessary household goods to start out—even though she’d accumulated a lot of her own. It was the thought that counted, and theirs were warm and pleasant.
An invitation to the wedding of Mary Jo and Dugin was forthcoming. It would take place in late June, about a month before Jessica and Sterling’s. They decided to go together.
Meanwhile, another problem cropped up quite unexpectedly.
Keith Colson had finally done something that landed him in the purview of the county sheriff and not the juvenile authorities. He held up a small car dealership out in the country.
The pistol he used was not loaded, and he didn’t even run. They picked him up not far away, walking down a lonely highway with his sack of money. He even smiled at the sheriff’s deputy—not McCallum—who arrested him.
He was brought into the sheriff’s office for questioning, with new marks on his face.
This time McCallum wasn’t willing to listen to evasions. He sat Keith down in the interrogation room and leaned forward intently.
“I’ve been too involved in my own life lately to see what was going on around me,” he told Keith. “I meant to check on you again when the juvenile authorities released you, but I got shot and I’ve been pretty well slowed down. Now, however, I’m going to get to the root of this problem before you end up in federal prison.” He looked the boy straight in the eye. “Your father is beating you.” He watched Keith’s eyes dilate. “And probably hitting your grandmother, too. You’re going to tell me right now exactly what he’s done to you.”
Keith gaped at him. He couldn’t find words. He shifted nervously in the chair. “Listen, it’s not that—”
“Loyalty is stupid after a certain point,” McCallum said shortly. “I was loyal to my mother, but when she broke my arm, I decided that my own survival was more important than the family’s dark secret.”
Keith’s expression changed. “Your mother broke your arm?”
McCallum nodded curtly. “She was an alcoholic. She couldn’t admit that she had a problem and she couldn’t stop. It just got worse, until finally I realized that if she really cared about me, she’d have done something to help herself. She wouldn’t, so I had to. I had her arrested. It was painful and there was a lot of gossip. Afterwards, I had no place to go, so I got shuffled around the county, to whichever farm needed an extra hand in exchange for bed and board. She died of a heart attack in jail when I was in my early teens. I had a hell of a life. But even then it was better than having to fend her off when she came at me with bottles or knives or whatever weapon she could lay her hand on.”
Keith seemed to grow taller. He let out a long sigh and rubbed the arms of the old wooden chair. “You know all about it then.”
“Living with an alcoholic, you mean? Yes, I know all about it. So you won’t fool me anymore. You might as well come clean. Protecting your father isn’t worth getting a criminal record that will follow you all your life. You can’t run away from the problem by getting thrown in jail, son. In fact, you’ll find people worse than your father there.”
Keith leaned forward and dangled his hands between his knees. “He says it’s because he lost his job and nobody else will hire him, at his age. But I don’t believe it anymore. He hits my grandma, you see. Mostly he hits her, and I can’t stand that, so I try to stop him. But he hits me when I interfere. Last time I landed a couple of shots, but he’s bigger than I am. Whenever he sobers up, he says he’ll quit. He always says he’ll quit, that it will get better.” He shook his head and smiled with a cynicism beyond his years. “Only it doesn’t. And I’m scared he’ll really hurt Grandma one day. But if I left, she could, too. She only stays to try and make some sort of home for me, and cook and clean for us. She can’t talk to him. Neither can I. He just doesn’t hear us.”
“He’ll hear me,” McCallum said, rising.
“What will you do?” Keith asked miserably.
“I’ll pick him up for assault and battery, and you’ll sign a warrant,” he told the boy. “He may go to jail, but they’ll help him and he’ll dry out. Meanwhile, we’ll place you in a foster home. Your grandmother is too old to look out for you, and she’s got a sister in Montana who’d enjoy her company.”
“Miss Larson told you, I guess,” he mused, smiling sheepishly.
“Yes. Jessica and I are getting married.”
“I heard. She’s a nice lady.”
“I think so.”
“You won’t hurt my dad?”
“Of course not.”
The boy got to his feet. “There’s this robbery charge….”
“I’ll talk to Bill Murray,” McCallum said. “When he knows the circumstances, he won’t press charges. The money was all recovered and he knows the gun wasn’t loaded. He’s a kind man, and not vindictive.”
“I’ll write him a note and tell him how sorry I am. I didn’t want to do it, but I couldn’t turn Dad in,” he added, pleading for understanding.
McCallum clapped him on the back. “Son, life is full of things we can’t do that we have to do. You’ll learn that the hard part is living with them afterward. Come on. Let’s go see the magistrate.”
A warrant was sworn out and signed, and McCallum went to serve it. He felt sorry for Terrance Colson, but sorrier for the boy and his grandmother, who were practically being held hostage by the man.
He found Terrance sitting on his front porch, and obviously not expecting company, since he had a bottle of whiskey in one hand.
“What the hell do you want?” he demanded belligerently. “If it’s that damned boy again, you can lock him up and throw away the key. I’ve had it with him!”
“He’s had it with you, too, Terrance,” McCallum replied, coming up onto the porch. “This is a warrant for your arrest, for assault and battery. Keith signed it.”
“A…what?”
He stumbled to his feet, only to have McCallum grab him and whirl him around to face the wall, pinning him there while he cuffed him efficiently.
“You can’t do this to me,” Terrance yelled, adding a few choice profanities to emphasize his anger.
The door opened timidly and little Mrs. Colson peered out. Her eyes were red and there was bad bruises on one cheek and around her mouth.
“Are you…gonna take him off?” she asked McCallum.
He had to fight for control at the sight of the bruises on that small, withered face. “Yes, ma’am,” he said quietly. “He won’t be home for a while. The very least that will happen to him is that he’ll be sent off to dry out.”
She slumped against the door facing. “Oh, thank God,” she breathed, her voice choked. Tears streamed down her face. “Oh, thank God. I’ve always been too weak and afraid to fight back, and Terrance takes after his daddy—”
Terrance glared at her. “You shut your mouth…!”
McCallum jerked him forward. “Let’s go,” he said tersely. “Mrs. Colson, Jessica will be out this afternoon to talk to you when I tell her what’s happened. I have an idea about where we can place Keith, but we’ll talk about that later. Are you all right? Do you need me to take you to the doctor?”
“No, thank you, sir,” she replied. “If you’ll just carry him off, that’s all I need. That’s all I need, yes, sir.”
Terrance yelled wild, drunken threats at her, which made McCallum even angrier. But he was a trained law-enforcement officer, and didn’t allow his fury to show. He was polite to Terrance, easing him into the patrol car with a minimum of fuss. He called goodbye to Mrs. Colson and took Terrance off to jail.
Later, Jessica went with Sterling and Keith to talk to Mrs. Colson.
“This is short notice, but I called Maris Wyler before I came out here. She needs a good hand out at her ranch, and when I explained the circumstances, she said she’d be happy to have Keith if he wanted to come.”
“Do I ever!” Keith interjected. “Imagine, Gram, a real ranch! I’ll learn cowboying!”
“If that’s what you want, Son,” Mrs. Colson said gently. “Heaven knows, it’s about time you had some pleasure in life. I know how you love animals. I reckon you’ll fit right in on a ranch. It’s very nice of Maris to let you come.”
“She’s a good woman. She’ll take care of Keith, and he’ll be somewhere he’s really needed,” McCallum told the old woman. “He and I have had a long talk about it. The judge has offered to let him plead to a lesser charge in exchange for a probationary sentence in Maris’s custody. He’ll have a chance to change his whole life and get back on the right track. She’s even going to arrange for the homebound teacher to come out and give him his lessons so he won’t have to go to school and face the inevitable taunting of the other students.”
Mrs. Colson just nodded. “That would be best, Keith,” she told her grandson. “I tried to help you as much as I could, but I couldn’t fight your father when he was drinking.”
“It’s all right, Gram,” Keith said gently. “You did all you could. I wish you could stay.”
“I do, too, but this is your father’s house and I could never stay here again.”
“Yeah, neither could I,” Keith replied. “It wouldn’t ever be the same again, even if he does dry out. He talked about moving, and maybe he will. But I won’t go with him. The way he’s gotten, I’m not sure he wants to change. I’m not sure he can.”
“The state will give him the opportunity to try,” McCallum told them. “But the rest is up to him. If you want to see him, I can arrange it.”
Keith actually shivered. “No, thanks,” he said with a laugh. “When can I go and see this lady who says she’ll take me in?”
“Right now, I guess,” McCallum said with a grin. “We’ll take Jessica with us, in case we need backup.”
Keith frowned. “This sounds serious.”
“Maris is a character,” he replied. “But she’s fair and she has a kind heart. You’ll do fine. Just don’t get on the wrong side of her.”
“What he means,” Jessica said, with a pointed glance at McCallum, “is that Maris is a strong and capable woman who can run a ranch all by herself.”
McCallum started to open his mouth.
“You can shut up,” Jessica interrupted him deftly. “And you’d better not swagger in front of Maris, or she’ll cut you off at the ankles. She isn’t the forgiving, long-suffering angel of mercy that I am.”
“And not half as modest.” McCallum grinned.
Jessica made a face at him, but love gleamed out of her soft brown eyes—and his, too. They had a hard time separating work from their private lives, but they managed it. They lived in each others’ pockets, except at night. The whole town looked at them with kind indulgence, because they were so obviously in love that it touched people’s hearts.
Even old Mrs. Colson smiled at the way they played. It took her back fifty years to her own girlhood and her late husband.
“Well, we’d better be on our way. I’ll drive you to the bus station when you’re packed and ready to leave,” McCallum told her. “And if there’s anything we can do, please let us know.”
“All I need is to leave here,” she replied, touching her swollen cheek gingerly. “Thank you for trying to help me, Son,” she told Keith. “You were the only reason I stayed at all. I was scared of what he’d do to you if I left.”
“I kept trying to find ways to get out,” Keith confessed, “so that you could leave. But they kept sending me home again.”
“Well, nobody’s perfect, not even the criminal-justice system,” McCallum said, tongue-in-cheek.
They left Mrs. Colson with an ice bag on her cheek and drove to the No Bull Ranch. Maris Wyler came out to meet them.
She was tall and lean, very tan from working outdoors, her long golden hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore jeans and boots and a faded long-sleeved shirt, but she looked oddly elegant even in that rig.
“You’re Keith. I’m Maris,” she said forthrightly, introducing herself to the boy with a smile and a firm handshake. “Ever work with cattle?”
“No, ma’am,” Keith shook his head.
“Well, you’ll learn quickly. I can sure use a hand out here. I hope you like the work.”
“I think I will,” he said.
“That’s good, ’cause there’s plenty of it.” Maris replied with a grin.
“He’ll be fine here,” Maris assured Jessica.
“I knew that already,” Jessica replied. “Thanks, Maris. I hope someone does something as kind for you one day.”
“No problem. Come on, Keith, grab your gear and let’s get you settled. So long, McCallum, Jessica. Feel free to come out and see him whenever you like. Just call first and make sure we’re home.”
“I will,” Jessica replied.
She watched the two walk off toward the neat, new bunkhouse. The ranch, originally called the Circle W, had been in Maris’s husband’s family for years. Ray hadn’t been the sort of man a woman like Maris deserved. He was a heavy drinker like Keith’s father, as well as a gambler and womanizer. Nobody had been surprised when he’d recently come to a bad end—running his pickup into a cement bunker on the highway in a drunken state one night. Maris had been doing all the work on the ranch for years while her lazy husband spent money on foolish schemes and chased the rodeo. It was poetic justice that she ended up with the ranch.
“Hensley’s always been a little sweet on her, you know,” McCallum confided to Jessica as he drove them back to her place. “It was hard for him to tell her about Ray’s death.”
“Really? My goodness, she’s nothing like his ex-wife.”
“Men don’t always fall for the same type of woman,” he teased. “He called her for me when I approached him about someplace for Keith to go, besides into foster care.”
“I’m glad Maris was willing,” she said quietly. “Keith’s not a bad boy, but he could have ended up in prison so easily, trying to get away from his father.”
“It’s a hell of a world for kids sometimes,” he said.
She straightened the long denim skirt she was wearing with a plaid shirt and boots. “Yes.”
He reached over and clasped her hand tightly in his. “I’ve been thinking.”
“Have you? Did it hurt?” she teased.
He chuckled. “Not nice.”
“Sorry. I’ll behave. What were you thinking?”
His grip eased and he slipped his fingers in between hers. “That Baby Jennifer needs a home and we need a baby.”


Thirteen

Jessica had thought about that a lot—that Baby Jennifer needed someone to love her and take care of her. McCallum had been firm about the improbability of a court awarding the baby’s care to a single woman. But that situation had changed. She and McCallum were engaged, soon to be married. There was every reason in the world to believe that, under the circumstances, a judge might be willing to let them have custody.
She caught her breath audibly. Bubbles of joy burst inside her. “Oh, Sterling, do you think…!”
His hand grasped hers. “I don’t know, but it’s worth a try. She’s a pretty, sweet baby. And I agree with you—I think our lives would be enriched by having a child to love and raise. There’s more to being a mother and father than just biology. It takes love and sacrifice and day-to-day living to manage that.” He glanced at her gently. “You aren’t the sort of woman who will ever be happy without a baby.”
She smiled sadly. “I would have loved to have yours.”
“So would I,” he replied, his tone as tender as his eyes, which briefly searched hers. “But this is the next best thing. What do you think? Do you want to petition the court for permission to adopt her?”
“Yes!”
He chuckled. “That didn’t take much thought.”
“Oh, yes, it did. I’ve thought of nothing else since she was found.”
“The judge may say no,” he cautioned.
“He may say yes.”
He just shook his head. That unshakable optimism touched him, especially in view of all the tragedy Jessica had had in her life. She was amazing. A miracle. He loved her more every day.
“All right, then,” he replied. “We’ll get a lawyer and fill out the papers.”
“Today,” she added.
He smiled. “Today.”
 
The wedding of Mary Jo Plumber and Dugin Kincaid was the social event of the decade in Whitehorse. It had all the elements of a Cinderella wedding, except that Mary Jo was a bit past the girlish stage. Nevertheless, she had a designer dress that any princess would have envied. It had a keyhole neckline and a full skirt with yards and yards of satin and imported Belgian lace. The veil trailed back over the long train in a symphony of grace. It was the sort of dress that every young girl dreams of wearing, and Jessica was no exception. She would have loved to have worn that wedding gown.
But being the practical woman she was, she realized that she and Sterling would have to pinch pennies a bit, so an expensive dress was out of the question. It didn’t matter, though, she thought as she looked at her handsome fiancé in his dark suit, white shirt and sedate red tie. If she had to be married in a pillowcase with armholes, that would be all right. She loved him so much that nothing else mattered.
The Kincaid ranch had been chosen for the ceremony, rather than any of the small Whitehorn churches. Since it was late June, the weather allowed for an outside wedding, and that was what the Kincaids had planned.
There was a canopy, decorated with orchids that Jeremiah had ordered flown in from Hawaii for the occasion. There were pots of flowers everywhere, and the swimming pool was filled to capacity with floating gardenias. Their scent was delicious.
For the wedding ceremony, chairs had been lined up in front of a lavishly decorated altar flanked by candelabra. No expense had been spared. The reception was being held on the patio of the enormous ranch house, and caterers were already busy setting up tables.
The enormous manicured lawn behind the house was filled to capacity as Mary Jo walked down the aisle toward her husband-to-be. Dugin looked vaguely uncomfortable in his suit, frequently glancing toward his father as if he needed Jeremiah’s permission even to get married. It was typical of the way he always bowed to his father’s wishes. Dugin had spent most of his life seeking Jeremiah’s approval, in one way or another. He’d always been a disappointment to Jeremiah, nevertheless.
The grand piano, brought outside from the living room, was exquisitely played by a local church organist. The wedding march echoed in pure, sweet notes across the lawn, and Mary Jo looked ten years younger in her finery.
She stopped beside Dugin and smiled at him demurely through her veil, Jessica noticed that her hand trembled just before Dugin grasped it, and she was breathing rather quickly. Naturally, she would be nervous, because it was her first marriage. Mary Jo was no spring chicken. Probably she’d never dreamed that she, a children’s librarian, would end up married to the son of the richest man in Whitehorn. It was truly a fairy-tale occasion.
The minister presiding at the brief ceremony performed his duties with solemn dignity. Watching the wedding, Jessica thought dreamily of her own forthcoming marriage to Sterling. She lifted her eyes to his when the minister pronounced Dugin and Mary Jo man and wife, and the love in them made McCallum lose track of everything except her radiance.
“I never dreamed of being so happy,” she whispered to him, while shouts of glee went up after Dugin had kissed his bride.
“Neither did I,” McCallum replied with breathless delight. He touched her face lightly. “You’ll be a beautiful bride, Jessie.”
“Mary Jo looks gorgeous, doesn’t she?” she asked, glancing at the bride. “So pretty—”
A curdling scream cut her off. Everyone else stopped talking, too, and the sudden silence of the bridal party seemed deafening as the scream heightened in pitch and loudness.
“What is it?” someone cried.
McCallum turned instantly, his professional demeanor snapping into place as a woman wearing a caterer’s uniform came running toward the crowd.
“It’s a man,” she cried hysterically. “He’s dead, he’s dead!”
McCallum moved Jessica gently aside and went to the woman. “Calm down,” he said soothingly. “Where is he?”
“Over there,” she whimpered. “Behind the oak trees. He’s dead…!”
Jeremiah and Dugin Kincaid went with McCallum and a stiff-lipped Sheriff Hensley to a point just beyond the big oaks. A man in a suit was lying faceup on the ground. His eyes were open, staring sightlessly at the blue sky. He had a knife—the kind meat was carved with—sticking out from under his rib cage.
Hensley and McCallum knelt by the body.
Hensley felt around the ears and checked the nails. “Rigor hasn’t set in,” he stated calmly. “He hasn’t been dead long. Skin’s not cold.” He lifted his head. “Nobody leaves! Lock the front gate and make sure nobody gets out of here,” he told McCallum.
“They’ll have to get over me first. I’ll radio for the coroner and an ambulance.”
“Get Bill out here with that fingerprint kit,” Hensley added quietly. “If there’s a print on that knife, I don’t want it smudged. See if someone in the kitchen has some plastic bags.”
“On my way,” McCallum said. He mentioned for another guest who was a deputy to help him, and stopped to explain to Jessica what had happened. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he added.
“Is it anyone we know?” she asked worriedly.
“No,” he replied.” I haven’t seen him before, and I’ve been in Whitehorn long enough to recognize a face even if I can’t put a name with it. He’s a stranger. God knows why he ended up like this.” He touched her shoulder. “Try to help us keep people away from there until we get the forensic evidence in hand. It might be the difference between catching the killer or not.”
“I’ll do what I can.”
He nodded and went off to follow the sheriff’s orders. The manner in which the man had been killed was disturbing, although he didn’t mention that to Jessica. The stabbing was precise enough to indicate that the killer was experienced. It also indicated that the fatal wound had been struck in a most efficient manner—underhanded, not overhanded, and with deadly accuracy. McCallum had investigated murders before. He knew that such proficiency denoted skill. He was hoping against hope that this murder didn’t indicate a professional killer was on the loose in Whitehorn.
 
Two hours later, the forensic evidence was bagged, the medical examiner and the coroner had done their parts and the body had been taken away by ambulance for autopsy at the state crime lab. Hensley had concurred with McCallum’s deductions, but that brought them no closer to identifying the killer.
The guests were all closely questioned, but everyone’s story seemed to check out. Most troubling was that not one of the guests recognized the murdered man. He was a total stranger, which raised some disquieting questions.
Hensley had to let people go in the end. Mary Jo and Dugin were remarkably patient and understanding about the disruption to what should have been the most memorable day of their lives.
“Imagine that, a murder at my wedding!” Mary Jo said nervously. “What is the world coming to!”
Dugin had his arm around her. “Now, now, honey, let’s try not to let it spoil our day.”
She looked up at him tearfully. “But it has, don’t you see? Oh, why did he have to come here?” She took a steadying breath and lowered her eyes. “After all, nobody even knows who he is!”
“We’ll find out,” the sheriff said solemnly. “We’ve got his prints and we’ll send them to FBI headquarters back East. If he’s ever been in trouble with the law, we’ll know his identity.”
“I’ll bet he has,” Mary Jo said coldly. “I’ll bet he has! Did you see the way he looked? That cheap suit and that little mustache…”
“Honey, you can’t tell a man’s character by that,” Dugin said indulgently. “Anyway, what would a sweet little lady like you know about such things?”
She straightened her billowing white skirt. “But of course I don’t. I was just guessing. Would anyone care for a cold drink? I feel absolutely parched,” she said, lightly touching her throat.
When the others declined her offer, Mary Jo wandered over to a bar set up on the wide patio. Jessica watched as she put some ice in a glass, then added a generous pour of liquor. No soda or water, Jessica noticed. The poor woman was obviously more upset than she’d let on. Well, she’d hardly be the first person to reach for a strong drink under stress. Who could blame her? Jessica wondered if she should walk over and say a few words. Then she thought it best to let Mary Jo take a private moment to compose herself.
Mary Jo gave her drink a brief stir, then turned her back to the others and took a deep swallow. The straight bourbon delivered a familiar and satisfying burn. First genuine drink she’d allowed herself all day and it tasted mighty fine. If she had to be kissed, squeezed or oozed over by one or more of these Whitehorn hicks she would scream. Playing the blushing bride had bene more of a strain than she’d expected and she could barely wait for the show to be over. Even though that meant being left alone with her darling Dugin.
But Hensley and McCallum hadn’t gotten tired yet of playing detective, she noticed. Her dead wedding guest had made their day. Mary Jo smiled to herself, struggling to control her expression. Poor old Floyd, he’d made quite a splash at her party, hadn’t he? The man was clearly more interesting dead than alive. That was for sure. How had he ever tracked her down, now that was the mystery. Last she’d seen of Floyd, they were standing before a judge in Denver, and wearing matching bracelets; that lovely police model that comes with a key. But the charges didn’t stick and once they’d been released, she and Floyd had a fairly bitter parting.
She’d lived nine lives at least since her days of running scams with Floyd Oakly. She’d always imagined he was either serving hard time, or dead. Floyd was just a two-bit operator; always was, always would be. Showing up here, for example. Bad move, Floyd. And on her wedding day, of all things. What could he have been thinking of? Didn’t he remember how quickly she would pick up whatever he taught her, then show him one better? Thank goodness she’d been able to keep the blood off her dress. Now that would have been a problem. She just didn’t know how she managed to handle the stress.
Mary Jo sighed and finished off her drink. She placed the empty glass on the bar and took a deep breath. It looked like the last of her guests were about to go. Wearing a pleasant smile, she started across the patio to say her goodbyes, as a gracious hostess should.
As she joined the group, Jessica smiled and lightly touched her arm. “Feeling better?”
Mary Jo smiled and nodded. “Yes, thanks. I am.”
“Don’t let it spoil your day, Mary Jo,” Jessica said kindly. “It was bad luck that it had to happen here, but you and Dugin have the rest of your lives to be happy together. I hope you both will be.”
“Thank you, Jessica. You’re so nice.” Mary Jo hugged her warmly. “I’m glad you could come.”
“So am I.”
They left the bridal couple and went back to the car. Jessica looked at McCallum with open concern. He was very quiet, hardly communicative at all as they drove back to town.
“What’s wrong?” she asked softly.
“That man,” he said. “Why would someone murder him at a wedding? And what was he doing at the wedding in the first place, when not one of the guests knew him?”
“Someone probably did and was afraid to say so,” she said.
“That’s what I suspect.” He sighed heavily. “Jessie, I’m uneasy about the murder. This case has all the earmarks of a professional killer—not a gangland one, but an experienced one, just the same.”
“Are you sure?” she asked.
“Oh, yes. I’m sure. The murderer knew exactly how to place that knife. It wasn’t an amateur attempt.”
“That means that someone at the wedding was a killer,” she deduced. “Possibly a professional killer.”
He nodded. “That’s it.”
She sighed heavily. “But this is a small Montana town,” she protested. “We’re old-fashioned, and people look out for one another….”
“We’re part of the modern world, too,” he said seriously.” And violence has become part of the American experience.” He cradled her hand in his as he drove. “Don’t worry. There may be a good motive, once we identify him, and it could even turn out to be self-defense.”
“You don’t think so.”
He glanced at her with soft eyes. “Jessica, you already know me too well. God knows what our lives will be like in twenty years or so.”
She smiled brightly. “We’ll be just as happy as we are today,” she assured him. “And little Jennifer will be in college, or getting married, too.”
His fingers contracted around hers. “I hope we have that much time together, and more.”
She returned the warm pressure. “So do I.”
 
Their own wedding took place just a few weeks later, in July. They were married in the Whitehorn Methodist Church, with a small group of friends as witnesses. Jessica wore a simple white wedding dress. It had a lace bodice and a veil, even though it was street length, not long and elegant like Mary Jo Plumber’s. But when, after their vows, Sterling lifted the brief veil to kiss her, she knew that the dress was completely incidental. The love they shared was the end of the rainbow for her. When his lips touched hers, she laid her hand against his hard, lean cheek and felt tears sliding down her face. Tears of joy, of utter happiness.
Their reception was simplicity itself—the women at the office had baked cookies and a friend had made them a wedding cake. There was coffee and punch at the local community hall, and plenty of people showed up to wish them well.
Finally, the socializing was over. They drove to Jessica’s house, where they would have complete privacy, to spend their wedding night. Later, they planned to live at McCallum’s more modern place.
“Your knees are shaking,” he teased when they were inside, with the door locked. It had just become dark, and the house was quiet—even with Meriwether’s vocal welcome—and cozy in its nest of forestland.
“I know,” she confessed with a shy smile. “I have a few scars left, I guess, and even now it’s all unfamiliar territory. You’ve been…very patient,” she added, recalling his restraint while they were dating. Things had been very circumspect between them, considering the explosive passion they kindled in each other.
“I think we’re going to find that this is very addictive,” he explained as he drew her gently to him. “And I wanted us to be married before we did a lot of heavy experimenting. We’ve both suffered enough gossip for one lifetime.”
“Indeed we have,” she agreed. She reached up to loop her arms around his neck. Her eyes searched his. “And now it’s all signed and sealed—all legal.” She smiled a little nervously. “I can hardly wait!”
He chuckled softly as he bent is head. “I hope I can manage to live up to all those expectations. What if I can’t?”
“Oh, I’ll make allowances,” she promised as his mouth settled on hers.
The teasing had made her fears recede. She relaxed as he drew her intimately close. When his tongue gently penetrated the line of her lips, she stiffened slightly, but he lifted his head and softly stroked her mouth, studying her in the intense silence.
“It’s strange right now, isn’t it, because we haven’t done much of this sort of kissing. But you’ll get used to it,” he said in a tender tone. “Try not to think about anything except the way it feels.”
He bent again, brushing his lips lazily against hers for a long time, until the pressure wasn’t enough. When he heard her breathing change and felt her mouth start to follow his when he lifted it, he knew she was more than ready for something deeper.
It was like the first time they’d been intimate. She clung to him, loving his strength and the exquisite penetration of his tongue in her mouth. It made her think of what lay ahead, and her body reacted with pleasure and eagerness.
He coaxed her hands to his shirt while he worked on the buttons that held her lacy bodice together. Catches were undone. Fabric was shifted. Before she registered the fact mentally, his hair-roughened chest was rubbing gently across her bare breasts and she was encouraging him shamelessly.
He picked her up, still kissing her, and barely made it to the sofa before he fell onto it with her. The passion was already red-hot. She gave him back kiss for kiss, touch for touch, in a silence that magnified the harsh quickness of their breathing.
When he sat up, she moaned, but it didn’t take long to get the rest of the irritating obstacles out of the way. When he came back to her, there was nothing to separate them.
Her body was so attuned to his, so hungry for him, that she took him at once, without pain or difficulty, and was shocked enough to cry out.
His body stilled immediately. His ragged breathing was audible as he lifted his head and looked into her eyes, stark need vying with concern.
“It didn’t hurt,” she assured him in a choked voice.
“Of course…it didn’t hurt,” he gasped, pushing down again. “You want me so badly that pain wouldn’t register now…God!”
She felt the exquisite stab of pleasure just as he cried out, and her mouth flattened against his shoulder as he began to move feverishly against her taut body.
“I love you,” he groaned as the rhythm grew reckless and rough. “Jessie, I love you…!”
Her mouth, opened in a soundless scream as she felt the most incredible sensation she’d ever experienced in her life. It was like a throbbing wave of searing heat that suddenly became unbearable, pleasure beyond pleasure. Her body shuddered convulsively and she arched, gasping. He stilled just a minute later, and his hoarse cry whispered endlessly against her ear.
He collapsed then, and she felt the full weight of him with satisfied indulgence. She was damp with sweat. So was he. She stroked his dark hair, and it was damp, too. Wonder wrapped her up like a blanket and she began to laugh softly.
He managed to lift his head, frowning as he met her dancing eyes.
“You passed,” she whispered impishly.
He began to laugh, too, at the absurdity of the remark. “Lucky me.”
“Oh, no,” she murmured, lifting to him slightly but deliberately. “Lucky me!”
He groaned. “I can’t yet!”
“I have plenty of time,” she assured him, and kissed him softly on the chin. “I can wait. Don’t let me rush you.”
“Remind me to have a long talk with you about men.”
She locked her arms around his neck with a deep sigh. “Later,” she said. “Right now I just want to lie here and look at my husband. He’s a dish.”
“So is my wife.” He nuzzled her nose with his, smiling tenderly. “Jessie, I hope we have a hundred more years together.”
“I love you,” she told him reverently. Her eyes closed and she began to drift to sleep. She wondered how anything so delicious could be so exhausting.
 
The next morning, she awoke to the smell of bacon. She was in her bedroom, in her gown, with the covers pulled up. The pillow next to hers was dented in and the sheet had been disturbed. She smiled. He must have put her to bed. Now it smelled as if he was busy with breakfast.
She put on her jeans and T-shirt and went downstairs in her stocking feet to find him slaving over a hot stove.
“I haven’t burned it,” he said before she could ask. “And I have scrambled eggs and toast warming in the oven. Coffee’s in the pot. Help yourself.”
“You’re going to be a very handy husband,” she said enthusiastically. She moved closer to him, frowning. “But can you do laundry?”
He looked affronted. “Lady, I can iron. Haven’t you noticed my uniform shirts?”
“Well, yes, I thought the dry cleaners—”
“Dry cleaners, hell,” he scoffed. “As if I’d trust my uniforms to amateurs!”
She laughed and hugged him warmly. “Mr. McCallum, you’re just unbelievable.”
“So are you.” He hugged her back. “Now get out of the way, will you? Burned bacon would be a terrible blot on my perfect record as a new husband.”
“You fed Meriwether!” she gasped, glancing at her cat, who was busy with his own breakfast.
“He stopped hissing at me the second I picked up the can opener,” Sterling said smugly. “Now he’s putty in my hands. He even likes Mack!”
“Wonderful! It isn’t enough that you’ve got me trained,” she complained to the orange cat lying on the floor beside the big dog. Mack was already his friend, “now you’re starting on other people!”
“Wait until Jenny is old enough to use the can opener,” he said. “Then he’ll start on her!”
Jessica looked at him with her heart in her eyes. She wanted the baby so much.
“What if the judge won’t let us have her?” she asked with faint sadness.
He took up the bacon and turned off the burner, placing the platter on the table.
“The judge will let us have her,” he corrected. He tilted up her chin. “You have to start realizing that good times follow bad. You’ve paid your dues, haven’t you noticed? You’ve had one tragedy after another. But life has a way of balancing the books, honey. You’re about due for a refund. And it’s just beginning. Wait and see.”
“How in the world did a cynic like you learn to look for a silver lining in storm clouds?” she asked with mock surprise.
He drew her close. “I started being pestered by this overly optimistic little social worker who got me by the heart and refused to let me go. She taught me to look for miracles. Now I can’t seem to stop.”
“I hope you find them all the time now,” she said. “And I hope we get Jennifer, too. That one little miracle would do me for the rest of my life. With Jennifer and you, I’d have the very world.”
“We’ll see how it goes. But you have to have faith,” he reminded her.
“I have plenty of that,” she agreed, looking at him with quiet, hungry eyes. “I’ve lived on it since the first time I looked at you. It must have worked. Here you are.”
“Here I stay, too,” he replied, bending his head to kiss her.


Fourteen

The petition was drawn up by their attorney. It was filed in the county clerk’s office. A hearing was scheduled and placed on the docket. Then there was nothing else to do except wait.
Jessica went to work as usual, but she was a different person now that she was married. Her delight in her new husband spilled over into every aspect of her work. She felt whole, for the first time.
They both went out to the No Bull Ranch to see Maris Wyler and Keith Colson. The young man was settled in very nicely now, and was working hard. The homebound teacher who had been working with him since the summer recess was proud of the way he’d pulled up his grades. He was learning the trade of being a cowboy, too, and he’d gone crazy on the subject of wildlife conservation. He wanted to be a forest ranger, and Maris encouraged him. He was already talking about college.
“I couldn’t be more delighted,” Jessica told McCallum when they were driving back to town. “He’s so different, isn’t he? He isn’t surly or uncooperative or scowling all the time. I hardly knew him.”
“Unhappy people don’t make good impressions. If you only knew how many children go to prison for lack of love and attention and even discipline…. Some people have no business raising kids.”
“I think you and I would be good at it,” she said.
He caught the note of sadness in her voice. “Cut that out,” he told her. “You’re the last person on earth I’d ever suspect of being a closet pessimist.”
“I’m trying not to be discouraged. It’s just that I want to adopt Jennifer so much,” she said. “I’m afraid to want anything that badly.”
“You wanted me that badly,” he reminded her. “and look what happened.”
She looked at him with her heart in her eyes and grinned. “Well, yes. You were unexpected.”
“So were you. I’d resigned myself to living alone.”
“I suppose we were both blessed.”
“Yes. And the blessings are still coming. Wait and see.”
She leaned back against the seat with a sigh, complacent but still unconvinced.
 
They went to court that fall. Kate Randall was the presiding judge. Jessica knew and liked her but couldn’t control her nerves. Witness after witness gave positive character readings about both Jessica and McCallum. The juvenile authorities mentioned their fine record with helping young offenders, most recently Keith Colson. And through it all Jessica sat gripping McCallum’s hand under the table and chewing the skin off her lower lip with fear and apprehension.
The judge was watching her surreptitiously. When the witnesses had all been called and the recommendations—good ones—given by the juvenile authorities, she spoke directly to Jessica.
“You’re very nervous, Mrs. McCallum,” Kate said with teasing kindness and a judicial formality. “Do I look like an ogre to you?”
She gasped. “Oh, no, your honor!” she cried, reddening.
“Well, judging by the painful look on your face, you must think I am one. Your joy in that child, and your own background, would make it difficult for even a hanging judge to deny you. And I’m hardly that.” She smiled at Jessica. “The petition to adopt the abandoned baby Jennifer is hereby approved without reservation. Case dismissed.” She banged the gavel and stood up.
Jessica burst into tears, and it took McCallum a long time to calm and comfort her.
“She said yes,” he kept repeating, laughing with considerable joy of his own. “Stop crying! She may change her mind!”
“No, she won’t,” the judge assured them, standing patiently by their table.
Jessica wiped her eyes, got up and hugged the judge, too.
“There, there,” she comforted. “I’ve seen a lot of kids go through this court, but I’ve seen few who ended up with better parents. In the end it doesn’t matter that your child is adopted. You’ll raise her and be Jennifer’s parents. That’s the real test of love, I think. It’s the bringing up that matters.”
She agreed wholeheartedly. “You can’t imagine how I felt, how afraid I was,” she blurted out.
Kate patted her shoulder. “Yes, I can. I’ve had a steady stream of people come through my office this past week, all pleading on your behalf. You might be shocked at who some of them were. Your own boss,” she said to McCallum, shaking her head. “Who’d have thought it.”
“Hensley?” McCallum asked in surprise.
“The very same. And even old Jeremiah Kincaid,” she added with a chuckle. “I thought my eyes would fly right out of my head on that one.” Kate checked her watch. “I’ve got another case coming up. You’d better go and see about your baby, Jessica.” She dropped the formal address since the court had adjourned. “I expect you new parents will have plenty of things to do now.”
“Oh, yes!” she exclaimed. “We’ll need to buy formula and diapers and toys and a playpen—”
“We already have the crib,” McCallum said smugly, laughing at Jessica’s startled reaction. “Well, I was confident, even if you weren’t. I ordered it from the furniture store.”
“I love you!” She hugged him.
He held her close, shaking hands with the judge.
From the courthouse they went around town, making a number of purchases, and Jessica was in a frenzy of joy as they gathered up all the things they’d need to start life with a new baby.
But the most exciting thing was collecting Baby Jennifer from a delighted Mabel Darren, the woman who’d been keeping her, and taking her home.
Even Meriwether was a perfect gentleman, sniffing the infant, but keeping a respectful distance. Jessica and McCallum sat on the sofa with their precious treasure, and didn’t turn on the television at all that night. Instead they watched the baby. She cooed and stared at them with her big blue eyes and never cried once.
Later, as Jessica and McCallum lay together in bed—with the baby’s bed right next to theirs instead of in another room—they both lay watching Jennifer sleep in the soft glow of the night-light.
“I never realized just how it would feel to be a parent,” McCallum said quietly. “She’s ours. She’s all ours.”
She inched closer to him. “Sterling, what if her mother ever comes back?”
His arms contracted around her. “If her mother had wanted and been able to keep her, we wouldn’t have her,” he said. “You have to put that thought out of your mind. Sometimes there are things we never find out about in life—and then there are mysteries that are waiting to be solved just around the corner. For instance, we’re still working on the mystery murder at the wedding. We may solve it, we may not. The same is true of Jennifer’s situation. But we’ve legally adopted her. She belongs to us, and we to her. That’s all there is to it.”
Jessica let out her breath in a long sigh. After a minute she nodded. “Okay. Then that’s how it will be.”
He turned her to face him and kissed her tenderly. “Happy?” he whispered.
“So happy that I could die of it,” she whispered back. She pushed her way into his arms and was held tight and close. As her eyes closed, she thought ahead to first steps and birthday parties and school. She’d thought she’d never know those things, but life had been kind. She remembered what McCallum had said to her—that bad times were like dues paid for all the good times that followed. And perhaps they were. God knew, her good times had only just begun!
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One

Maris Wyler disliked unexpected visitors. The black pickup truck that had pulled into her front yard was definitely unexpected and the man who got out was a stranger. She shielded her gaze from the strong afternoon sun to get a better look at him. He was tall and broad shouldered, a black Stetson shadowing his face as he headed toward the house. Maris had just come off the range, having tended her small herd of cattle on horseback for most of the day. She felt sweaty, gritty and in no mood for a caller. Nevertheless, she stepped off her front porch and walked out to greet him.
Something about the man seemed vaguely familiar, she thought as she drew closer. Though even face-to-face she couldn’t quite place him.
“Can I help you?”
Her caller flashed a charming smile. “Hello, Maris. How are you?”
His familiar greeting put her a little off-balance. She tried, but her own smile faltered some. “Apparently we’ve met.”
“Apparently you don’t remember.” His amused expression suggested that he’d rarely heard a woman say she’d forgotten meeting him. “Name’s Luke Rivers. We met in Casper, Wyoming. A bunch of us from the rodeo had joined up in a little bar—”
Maris’s hand jerked up. “I remember now.” Her deceased husband’s behavior that night wasn’t a memory to elevate a widow’s spirit. Ray had followed a flashy-trashy girl around like a panting puppy dog, embarrassing and angering Maris. Luke Rivers had broken the whole thing up by persuading Ray it was late and time to leave. Maris never did know if Luke had gallantly come to her rescue to save her from further humiliation, or simply because it really was late and the woman Ray had been hitting on was Luke’s date. Certainly they hadn’t discussed it, and, in fact, had never seen each other again until this very moment.
“What are you doing in Montana? Is there a rodeo in the area?” Maris wasn’t speaking with any great amount of friendliness. Ray’s obsession with rodeo had been one of the poisons that had destroyed their marriage, long before his fatal accident. Luke Rivers—if she remembered correctly—was a rodeo man through and through, a substantial enough reason to keep a very wide chasm between them.
Luke leaned his hips against the front fender of his truck. Maris Wyler was nice to look at, even with that guarded expression on her face. She had long, sun-streaked, honey-brown hair, restrained at the back of her neck by something he couldn’t see. Her skin was as tanned and smooth as honey, and he would bet anything she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Her leanness and long legs were accentuated by her worn jeans and red T-shirt. She didn’t look soft or at all helpless; rather, she impressed him as a tough, no-nonsense woman. That was okay; she was still nice to look at.
“I came to see Ray. Is he around?”
Maris stiffened. This was the second time an out-of-state pal of Ray’s had dropped in, the second time she was going to have to explain why he wasn’t “around.”
“Ray’s dead.” The first old pal had gotten tears in his eyes, Maris recalled. Luke Rivers looked as though someone had just punched him in the belly.
“He can’t be!” Luke heard his own ludicrous denial and shook his head to clear it. “I’m sorry. What happened?”
Maris recited without emotion. “He got drunk and ran his truck into a cement pier at an underpass out on Highway 191.”
“Damn.” Frowning, Luke moved away from the pickup and paced a small circle. He pulled off his hat and ran his hand through his hair. “Damn,” he repeated. “Now what am I gonna do?”
“What are you going to do?” Maris didn’t care what Luke Rivers did about anything, but his remark was so quixotic that she repeated it with some sarcasm. “I can’t see why Ray’s death should have any effect on your life.”
Maris watched him scowling and pacing. He was a tall, rangy, good-looking man, with thick black hair and vivid blue eyes. A lady’s man, she’d bet, if the women who made themselves so blatantly available to rodeo men could be called ladies. They were in every town, hanging on the corral fences while the men took care of their horses, cracking jokes, laughing too loudly, trying to catch the men’s notice.
Ray had noticed too many times to count, each occasion driving the spike in Maris’s heart a little deeper. Luke Rivers would notice. She could tell just from his good looks that he was cut from the same cloth as Ray. Two peas from the same damned pod. Overly macho, strutting peacocks who thought the sun rose and set in their hind pocket just because they risked their stupid necks in the rodeo arena.
Luke stopped pacing and faced Maris with his hands on his hips. “Ray owes me three thousand bucks.”
Maris’s left eyebrow shot up. “Oh?” She almost laughed. Luke couldn’t have known Ray all that well, or he would also have known that collecting that debt would be next to impossible. The only time Ray had ever repaid a loan was when the lender had harangued it out of him. Maris gave her head a brief, negative shake. “All I can tell you is that you’re out the three thousand, Mr. Rivers.”
“I have an IOU.” Luke dug for his wallet and fished out a ragged piece of paper, which he handed to Maris.
She read it—IOU three thousand dollars. Ray Wyler—then handed it back.
“It’s none of my affair,” she said calmly.
Luke’s face darkened. “I need that money.”
Maris smirked. “I hope you’re not thinking of collecting it from me. I’ll tell you right now that I don’t have three thousand dollars, but even if I did I wouldn’t use it to pay off one of Ray’s gambling debts.”
“It wasn’t a gambling debt. Ray came to me about two years ago and all but begged for that money. He said something about using ranch money…” Luke stopped. What Ray had told him had been in confidence. Luke, I took money out of the ranch account, and I’ve got to put it back before Maris gets the next bank statement. She’ll brain me for sure if she finds out I gambled again. It had been all but impossible for Luke to refuse. He had just earned a big purse in a bronc-riding contest, and only the day before Ray had saved him from being gored by an ornery old bull. He’d never been particularly fond of Ray Wyler, but the man had risked his own life to save Luke from certain injury.
“He used ranch money?” Maris asked suspiciously. “Two years ago, you said?” There were so many incidents of Ray depleting the ranch bank account for some inane reason, to pay a gambling debt or to buy another piece of junk, to name two. There were acres of old cars, trucks and odd pieces of junk out behind the barn, and Ray had said the same thing every time he brought home another unnecessary and foolish purchase: “I’m gonna fix it up and sell it for a big profit.”
He had never fixed anything. Ray Wyler had been a dreamer and a schemer, a gambler, a womanizer and, something that only Maris knew, an insurance-company swindler. But she wasn’t thinking of her deceased husband’s amoral character right now, she was thinking of that three thousand dollars. In the back of her mind was a bank statement with a mysterious withdrawal and deposit, each for three thousand dollars. Ray had sworn he knew nothing about it and had finally convinced Maris that the bank had made a mistake and merely corrected it. Since it hadn’t affected the account’s balance, Maris had let it go.
“Let me see that IOU again,” she said to Luke. He handed it over and she studied the date and thought about that peculiar bank statement. It was easy to put together: Ray had withdrawn the three thousand, wasted it on something, probably gambling, and borrowed the money from Luke to maintain the correct balance in their account to keep her from finding out that he’d lost so much money.
She wilted inside. Was she responsible for Ray’s reprehensible schemes? For his conniving and manipulating Luke Rivers into giving him a loan? Obviously the IOU was genuine, and Luke had every right to expect repayment.
But she had to look after herself, and while she could probably scrape together the three thousand, she wasn’t going to hand it over to Luke Rivers.
She passed the IOU back to him. “Sorry, I just don’t have that kind of money.”
There was a rising panic in Luke. A year ago he’d had a bad accident in the arena, resulting in a broken leg and collarbone. But worse than his own injuries was the death of Pancho, his horse. Pancho had broken his neck in that freak fall and had to be put to sleep, and everyone who had ever seen Pancho work knew he was one of the best cutting horses in the business. For Luke, losing Pancho had been like losing a piece of himself. His broken bones had healed, but would he ever find another Pancho? Especially when he didn’t have the money even to start looking?
About two weeks ago he’d remembered that old IOU from Ray Wyler. Though it wasn’t nearly enough to buy a horse of Pancho’s talent and experience, three thousand would give him the means to get started again. He’d used all of his savings since the accident, and he was as close to being busted right now as he’d ever been. His current status was very little money, no horse and some aches and pains that would probably stay with him for the rest of his life.
But rodeo was all he knew, rodeo or getting a job on a ranch, which sure as hell didn’t appeal to him. Anyway, he’d packed up and driven to Whitehorn, Montana, to find Ray Wyler and collect on that old debt.
Instead he was standing in the Wyler yard and being stared down by a woman whose stubborn expression suggested that he had a snowball’s chance in hell of seeing that money again. Whether she had the money or not really wasn’t the issue, Luke realized. She wasn’t going to pay Ray’s IOU, and that was final.
Well, it might be final to Maris Wyler, Luke thought irately, but it wasn’t final to him. He began looking around, taking in the house—a modest home—the barn and corrals, a number of other outbuildings and last, but certainly not least, a large pasture containing about a hundred horses. His gaze went further out to the snowcapped mountains he could see on the western horizon. The view was spectacular, in his opinion adding enormous value to this ranch. Grimly, he looked again at the horses. Money on the hoof, he thought. And plenty of it.
“I’ll take some of those horses for payment,” he said brusquely, turning around to look at Maris.
Her back became rigid. “You’ll do no such thing. You will not touch one thing on this ranch, and if you try I’ll call Sheriff Hensley, who happens to be a personal friend.”
Anger was in the air now. Luke felt it, Maris felt it.
“You’re not even going to try to make good on any part of that debt, are you?” he accused.
“Why did you wait two years to collect on it?” Maris spoke harshly. “Ray probably put it out of his mind five minutes after you gave him the money. Didn’t you know him at all?”
Luke was staring at the horses. They were mostly quarter-horse stock, good-looking animals. “I thought Ray raised cattle. I don’t remember him mentioning horses.”
Maris wasn’t going to get into that dismal story with Luke Rivers. “Like I just said, didn’t you know him at all? Look, you might as well take your IOU and go on about your business. I’m not paying it, and—”
“The law might say otherwise.”
Maris sighed wearily. “Take your best shot, cowboy. Frankly, I don’t give a damn what you do about it. Your piddly little IOU is nothing compared to what else I’m facing.” Maris turned to walk away.
Luke’s eyes narrowed angrily. “It might be nothing to you, lady, but it’s a hell of a lot to me. You don’t have it so bad, and your whining isn’t impressing me in the least. You’ve got a damned nice little ranch here, a home, a—”
Maris whirled. “I was not whining! And your judgment of my situation doesn’t impress me in the least. So why don’t you just climb back into that fancy truck and take yourself off of my land?”
Fancy truck? Luke looked at his only asset, a six-year-old pickup that he’d kept in good repair and just happened to be clean and shiny from the recent wash and wax he’d given it. He was down to practically nothing, and Maris Wyler was taking slams at his one possession of any value?
Anger burned his gut. He wasn’t giving up on that IOU, damn it, not when her assets were everywhere he looked. “I’d take payment on an installment basis, half now, half in a month or so,” he said flatly.
Maris threw up her hands in exasperation. “Have you heard one word I’ve said?”
“Have you heard one word I’ve said?” he shouted. “I’m flat broke, busted, and you’re acting like I’m trying to steal something’s that’s mine in the first place. If you really don’t have the cash, why not let me have a couple of those horses? At least I could sell them and eat until I figure out what to do next.”
“Sell them?” Maris scoffed. “They’re green, Luke, unbroken, wild as March hares. Who would buy them?”
“They’re green?” Frowning, Luke walked away, moving to the fence. The animals appeared docile, grazing on the lush grass in the pasture. “Mind if I take a closer look?” he said over his shoulder.
“They’ll run right over the top of you,” Maris drawled with some sarcasm, at the same time thinking that might be a picture worth seeing. “Go ahead. Be my guest.”
Luke took off his hat to crawl between the strands of barbed wire, then settled it back on his head. Watching Luke closely, Maris heard footsteps behind her and then Keith’s voice. “What’s going on, Maris?”
Keith Colson was the one employee Maris was able to keep on the ranch. Keith had been in trouble of one kind or another since childhood. An alcoholic, abusive father and no sensible adult supervision had left their marks on the sixteen-year-old, but since Maris had put him to work on the ranch, Keith hadn’t been in even one small scrape with the law.
He was a handsome boy, dark and lanky, and he was willing to work hard at whatever chore Maris suggested. She had developed a genuine fondness for Keith, thinking on occasion that he could be her own son. Ray had been adamant about not wanting kids, and, in fact, had gone and had a vasectomy without Maris’s knowledge. Months later, when he’d been drunk one night, he’d told her about it. She had wept for days, and then, as always, she had regathered her courage and carried on.
Keith was watching the man on the other side of the barbed wire. “What’s he doing? Who is he?”
“His name is Luke Rivers, and I don’t think he believed me when I told him those horses are green.”
“Dang, Maris, he could get hurt.”
“Yes, I expect he could,” she agreed quietly. “But I think he’s one of those men who do exactly as they want, when they want. In other words, no woman is going to tell Luke Rivers what to do.”
Keith gave her a curious glance, but what was going on in the pasture was too interesting to miss and he quickly brought his gaze back to Luke Rivers.
Luke was walking very slowly. Any time he got within twenty feet of a horse, the animal kicked up its heels and ran off. Maris was right; these horses were completely wild, too spooky to let a human get near them. But some of them looked good, very good. As he’d already noticed, most were quarter horses, and they had marvelous symmetrical and muscular conformation. They were heavily muscled in their hindquarters, necessary for quality cutting horses. Generally, Luke knew, quarter horses had a gentle disposition, but these broncs had been completely ignored, maybe allowed to grow up on some isolated range without human contact. Then, obviously, someone had rounded them up and sold them to Ray Wyler.
Who was going to break them for Maris? Glancing back to where she waited, he saw a young fellow wearing a huge hat standing next to her. Maybe he was going to do the breaking.
Maris was watching Luke’s every move and was impressed in spite of herself. He showed absolutely no fear, and though she wasn’t normally afraid of horses, she gave the group in this pasture a wide berth.
Luke Rivers. The awful evening at that bar in Casper returned to Maris’s mind. Ray had been drunk and disgusting, and she, with her very own eyes, had seen him take that girl out on the dance floor, his hands moving all over her and the rest of his body moving against her as if they were already checked-in at a cheap motel.
Maris had figured that she’d seen just about everything there was to see in life, but her own husband just about bedding a woman in a public place and obviously not caring that his wife was one of the witnesses, was a new low. Teary-eyed, she had scrambled to her feet, knocking down her chair in her haste.
Suddenly Luke had been there, righting her chair, getting Ray off the dance floor and that girl, talking and talking and talking to Ray, and finally escorting her and Ray out of that bar and to their motel, where he even offered, Maris remembered now, to help put Ray to bed.
She had thanked him but said no, that she could manage to pull off his boots and put him to bed on her own. She had sat up the rest of that night, Maris recalled with the pain of old bitterness, seeing again and again her husband standing there with that idiotic look of drunken ecstasy on his face. The next morning, after feeling just a little bit glad that Ray was sick as a dog with a hangover, she had brought their suitcases out to the car, helped Ray from the motel to the vehicle, gotten behind the wheel and started the long drive home. Not a word had ever been said about the night before, not during the drive or anytime after. As was her way, she had put the whole awful incident out of her mind, and to tell the honest-to-God’s truth, she had never thought of Luke Rivers again.
But here he was, testing her word on the horses, and perhaps doing a little more than that. Wasn’t he studying them rather intently?
After Luke had seen all he wanted, he returned to the fence and crawled through it. “They’re green, all right. Where’d they come from?”
“I have no idea,” Maris replied. “Ray bought them and they were delivered by a trucking firm.” She glanced at Keith. “Keith Colson, Luke Rivers.”
Keith offered his hand. “Pleased to meetcha.”
“Same here.” Keith was a mere boy, Luke realized. If he knew how to break those horses it would be the surprise of the century. “Do you work here, Keith?”
“Yes, he does,” Maris answered before Keith could. But she feared the boy might try to explain how he’d come by his job, and Maris didn’t think Keith’s sad and sorry background was any of Luke’s business.
“Who else?” Luke questioned.
Maris gave him a well-aren’t-you-the-nosy-one look, but decided to be truthful. “No one else right now. I had a few more hands, but I had to let them go.”
Luke’s gaze moved from woman to boy and back again. “And which one of you is going to break those horses?”
Keith’s smooth, whiskerless cheeks got pink. “I could break ’em if someone showed me what to do.”
“Don’t let Mr. Rivers’s question throw you, Keith,” Maris said with a frosty glare at Luke. “He’s only attempting to prove how superior he is to you and me.”
“That’s a mighty narrow-minded attitude,” Luke stated gruffly. “Maybe I’ve got a good reason for asking about what help you’ve got on the place.”
Her golden hazel eyes flashed. “I understand the reasoning behind any question you might ask,” she said sharply. “But let me say it one more time. I do not have three thousand lying around gathering dust. I do not have three thousand gathering interest. I do not have it! Now, if there’s any other way that you would like me to express my financial situation, name it and I’ll be glad to comply.”
Luke stared at her for several long moments, then turned on his heel and walked away. Startled, Maris watched him reach his pickup truck and get in.
Keith said, “He’s madder ’n a wet hen, Maris. How come?”
She sighed. “Ray borrowed money from him two years ago and never paid it back. He came here today to collect, not knowing that Ray was gone.”
“Jeez, that’s tough,” Keith murmured. “Seems like an all-right guy. He probably needs the money.”
“Don’t we all,” Maris drawled. But as Luke Rivers’s truck sped away and she was walking to the house, her own innate sense of fair play began to pinch. She could have handled the situation with a little more diplomacy, maybe explaining just how bad things really were for her right now.
Wearily she rubbed her forehead as she went into the house. How did a woman remain kind and considerate when her very foundation was crumbling a little more every day? There were payments on the ranch’s mortgage to worry about, and utility bills, gas and oil for her car, groceries for her and Keith, Keith’s small wage, and on and on. Right now the horses and few remaining cattle were faring just fine on natural feed, but come winter there would be hay and grain to buy, and what would she use for money?
Luke Rivers showing up and demanding payment for an old IOU she hadn’t even known existed really was a final straw. Small wonder she hadn’t been diplomatic, she thought on her way to the kitchen to scare up some supper. Keith, bless his heart, was a bottomless pit. He didn’t care what she put on the table to eat as long as there was lots of it. Tonight it would be a dish she had grown up calling “goulash,” a filling concoction of ground beef, macaroni and canned tomatoes. Bread and butter and milk would round out the meal, and for dessert there were still a few of those peanut-butter cookies she had baked the other day.
 
Luke drove away steaming. True, that IOU wasn’t Maris Wyler’s debt, but it sure as hell had been Ray’s, and obviously Maris had control of the family assets. Didn’t one inherit liabilities right along with assets in an estate?
Luke shook his head. He knew beans about legal matters. He could take the IOU to a lawyer and get some answers, but the idea of getting into a legal hassle with Maris Wyler rubbed him wrong. There had to be another way to collect that money. He didn’t think she doubted the authenticity of the IOU, and maybe she was as short of cash as she’d said. But she had other assets, such as those unbroken horses, and if he was willing to take the animals in lieu of cash, why was she so stubbornly opposed?
On the other hand, suppose she had agreed to giving him two or three of the horses? What then? They were all but valueless as they were, and he sure didn’t have a place to take them for the breaking process. Turning untamed broncs into good cutting horses, which was what he would want to do with them, took time and patience. Well, he had the time and he had the patience, but that was all he had. In retrospect, he was lucky Maris had refused to give him the horses.
Reaching Whitehorn, he drove around and decided it was a pleasant little town. It had a courthouse, a police station, a library, a movie theater, two schools, two churches, a fire station, and various restaurants, food markets and a couple of saloons. He noticed the Hip Hop Café on Amity Lane, and the Amity Boarding House at the intersection of Amity Lane and Cascade Avenue.
But he bypassed the boarding house and drove around until he located a small motel on the highway leading to Interstate 90, where he rented a room for the night.
This wasn’t over yet, he told himself as he stretched out on the bed with his hands locked behind his head, staring at the ceiling. Someway, somehow, he was going to collect that three thousand. Leaving Whitehorn, just driving away and forgetting that IOU, wasn’t going to happen. He could be as stubborn as Maris Wyler, which she was going to find out.
Lying on that lumpy motel bed, Luke’s expression became hard and determined. What he had to do now, tonight, was figure out his next step.
There had to be one. All he had to do was think it through.


Two

The following morning Maris woke up with a throbbing headache. Dragging herself out of bed, she went into her bathroom and took two over-the-counter pain pills. Then she eyed the bottle and wondered how many it would take to put her out of her misery for good.
Tears filled her eyes. Never in her life had she had such a horrible thought, and never in her life had she been a quitter. What was happening to her? There was a solution to every problem, and by all that was holy she was going to find the one that fit her situation. Returning the bottle of pills to the medicine chest, Maris turned on the shower full blast, dropped her nightgown and stepped into the stall. The water hadn’t yet warmed up, but she felt she needed an icy shock this morning.
Fifteen minutes later, she was dressed and ready to face the day.
Maybe something good would turn up for a change, she thought hopefully on her way to the kitchen.
 
Luke went to the Hip Hop Café for breakfast, which, he discovered, wasn’t at all what he’d expected before walking into the place. Nothing matched. There was a long chrome counter straight out of the fifties, and then a bunch of tables and chairs that had to have been picked up at garage sales, since none of them were the same. Some were constructed of old oak, some had red vinyl seats, some were painted in startlingly vivid colors. The café’s walls were crammed with objects. He spotted an oval mirror with a seashell frame, baskets overflowing with ivy or straw flowers, posters by the score and hand-stitched fabrics in frames, one that read Home Sweet Home and another advising everyone to Have A Good Day.
The many objects, along with the many patrons occupying the place, gave Luke the impression of clutter. But the country music coming from the garish jukebox in a far corner and the buzz of conversation and laughter invited him in, and he walked to the counter and slid onto an empty stool.
The man on his left nodded. “’Morning.”
“’Morning.” Luke reached for the menu standing on edge between a sunshine-yellow plastic napkin holder and a container of sugar. “What’s good in here?” he asked his neighbor.
“Everything’s good at the Hip Hop. You must be new in town if you haven’t eaten in here before.”
The activity of the place was astounding. The waitresses not only delivered food from the kitchen with speed and efficiency, they chatted and joked with their customers. Luke’s foul mood began lightening up, and he even smiled at some of the conversations he could hear going on around the room.
Then a young woman came through the swinging doors from the kitchen. Her dark, almost black hair was arranged in a French braid that hung down to the middle of her back. She had vibrant blue eyes and a trim figure, and was wearing a flowing skirt that nearly reached her ankles and a bright-pink blouse. Luke looked her over real good as she passed behind the counter, smiling and commenting to people as she went.
“That’s Melissa Avery, the owner,” Luke’s friendly neighbor volunteered. “Real nice gal.”
Melissa Avery not only looked like a “real nice gal,” she was pretty enough to draw any man’s attention. At any other time, Luke would have pursued the topic, such as asking the fellow next to him if Melissa was married. But this morning his mind was on more important matters than pretty women. Granted, Maris Wyler was damned attractive, but her looks weren’t the reason he couldn’t stop thinking about her. His stomach cramped every time he thought of hounding a woman for money, even though there was no other way to collect on that IOU.
He mentally counted the cash in his wallet—two twenties, a ten and three ones. Fifty-three bucks. In a secret compartment in the wallet was also an old, sharply creased hundred-dollar bill. That bill had been in that compartment for at least seven years, which was the last time Luke had been down to nothing. The first money he’d earned after being dead broke for nearly two weeks, he had folded that hundred and secreted it in that compartment, and ever since, knowing it was there had given him a modicum of security.
But that was all the money he had left, one hundred and fifty-three bucks, and the thought of using that hundred gave him a sinking sensation, as though he were going down for the count.
He had to collect that three thousand.
“Ready to order, mister?”
Startled, Luke looked up at the waitress. He’d been staring at the menu without absorbing anything written on it. “Uh…ham and eggs and some hash-brown potatoes. And coffee.”
“Sure thing. How do you want your eggs?”
“Over easy.”
“And what kind of toast? There’s wheat, rye, white and sourdough.”
“Sourdough.”
The waitress stuck her pencil behind her ear and smiled. “I’ll get your coffee. Your order will be up in a few minutes.”
“Thanks.”
“Bread’s homemade,” Luke’s neighbor remarked. “Melissa turned this old place into a fine eating establishment.”
A cup of coffee was set in front of Luke. “Thanks,” he said to the waitress, then turned to his neighbor and offered his hand. “Luke Rivers.”
“John Tully. I own the drugstore between here and the boarding house.”
John Tully was around fifty, Luke figured, with a balding head and smelling of antiseptic. “Know of any jobs in the area?” Luke asked.
Mr. Tully frowned. “Well…can’t think of anything right off. What kind of work are you looking for?”
Though he had initiated it, the topic depressed Luke. He didn’t want a job, damn it, he wanted his three thousand dollars so he could get back on the rodeo circuit. “Ranch work,” he said grimly.
“In that case you shouldn’t have a problem. There are a lot of ranches around Whitehorn. Let’s see now. You might try the Kincaid place first—it’s the biggest. Then there’s the Walker ranch, and Wyatt North’s spread, and…” The man’s eyes lit up. “Hey, I bet you could get a job at the Circle W.” Then he started to chuckle.
Luke couldn’t see that anything funny had been said, so he took a swallow of coffee—very good coffee, he realized—and gave Tully a chance to simmer down.
Then he stiffened. The Circle W was Ray Wyler’s ranch! Maris Wyler’s ranch, he reminded himself with an inward wince.
John Tully stopped laughing, though his round, chubby face still bore an amused grin. “You couldn’t know, being new and all, but Mrs. Wyler changed the name of her ranch right after her husband died.” For a moment Tully’s grin vanished. “Fatal highway accident. Tragic business.” His smile returned. “Anyhow, she took down the old Circle W sign and put up one that says No Bull Ranch. It’s got everyone around here trying to figure out what she means by that name.” Tully chuckled again. “No Bull Ranch. Could signify a lot of things, couldn’t it?”
Luke wasn’t laughing. “Could mean there’s no bull on the place.”
“Or no man?” Tully suggested with a masculine twinkle in his eye.
The waitress delivered Luke’s breakfast. “Here you are, sir. Enjoy.”
Luke picked up his fork, wondering why he hadn’t seen that sign yesterday. He’d found the Wyler ranch by asking directions from a gas-station attendant in town, and he’d been anxious to see Ray. Then, too, maybe the sign wasn’t in a prominent location. At any rate, he’d missed it completely, and besides, he didn’t think it was nearly as funny as John Tully did.
“Anyway,” Tully continued, “Mrs. Wyler is undoubtedly in need of a good ranch hand. You might speak to her about a job.”
“Yeah, I might. Thanks.” Luke was glad to see John Tully picking up his check.
“Nice talking to you, Luke. Be seeing you again, I’m sure.”
“Probably will,” Luke muttered as the chatty druggist walked away. He dug into his food, which was hot and as tasty as any ham and eggs he’d ever eaten. Out of the corner of his eye he could see John Tully paying his check and talking to Melissa Avery, who was tending the cash register.
Depressed again, Luke concentrated on his food. He was just finishing up, when the café’s door opened for another customer.
“Hi, Judd,” Melissa called from the opposite end of the counter, where she had sat down for her own breakfast, a cup of coffee, a glass of orange juice and a plate of toast.
Luke paid no attention to the newcomer until someone else greeted him. “Hello, Sheriff.” Then Luke slowly swiveled on his stool to get a look at the man Maris Wyler had used to threaten him with yesterday. So, he thought dryly, that tall, dark, muscular lawman was Maris’s personal friend. That was what she had said. The sheriff is a personal friend.
For some reason Luke’s lips thinned, probably because he didn’t like the sheriff at first sight and it made no sense. Grabbing his check, he ambled past the sheriff, who was heading for an empty stool, and stopped at the cash register.
Melissa hurried over. “I hope you enjoyed your meal.”
Laying down the check and his ten-spot, Luke looked directly into her stunning blue eyes. “It was the best breakfast I ever had.”
Melissa smiled. “That’s what we like to hear.” She rang up the sale and gave Luke his change.
Remembering that he hadn’t left a tip, Luke walked back to where he’d been sitting and dropped a dollar on the counter.
Then he sauntered out of the Hip Hop as though he hadn’t a care in the world, just in case Melissa Avery was watching.
As he climbed into his pickup, however, his dark mood returned and Ms. Avery was completely forgotten. Sighing heavily, he started the engine and tried very hard to resign himself to making the rounds of the local ranches to inquire about work.
Right now life stunk. Big time.
 
Luke did a lot of driving. The Kincaid ranch was seventeen miles northwest of Whitehorn; the Walker ranch lay twenty-five miles west; and the North ranch was in the opposite direction entirely, thirty-five miles east. Then he crossed Interstate 90 and took a look at the Bain spread. When he turned around and reached the interstate again, he pulled his pickup to the side of the road. He’d found the major ranches in the area without too much trouble, but he hadn’t stopped at even one and asked about a job.
All during the driving and the looking he’d been doing some heavy-duty thinking. John Tully was right; Maris Wyler did need a good ranch hand. He himself had realized yesterday that she needed someone with the know-how to break those broncs. If he had any genuine talent, Luke knew, it was in working with horses. He’d grown up on a ranch in Texas and there’d been plenty of green horses to train to the saddle. Of course, he’d loved rodeo a whole lot more than ranch work, and once he was old enough to take off on his own, he’d pretty much left the Rivers ranch to his parents.
Then his father died. He’d been notified and had made a mad dash for home. His mother was naturally devastated, but within a month she was pretty much her old self and noticing her son’s increasing restlessness.
“I know you want to get on with your own life, Luke, so it probably won’t bother you none that I’m selling the ranch and moving to town. Am I wrong in that assumption?”
He’d been so relieved that his knees had gotten weak. “That’s a great idea, Ma. Just great.”
Lila Rivers had smiled wryly. “That’s what I thought.”
Luke saw his mother about once a year. His visits always coincided with the rodeos scheduled in East Texas, but Lila never seemed to mind. Once in a while, though, she made subtle references to him getting married and settling down like the rest of the world. Luke’s standard response was always a big laugh, a hug for his mother and a cocky “Heck, Ma, think of all the unhappy gals there’d be out there if I settled down with just one.”
Though he was thirty-five years old, settling down wasn’t in Luke’s plans, certainly not in his immediate future. The thought of tying himself to a steady job actually pained him, but he was in a financial bind and had to do something. Still, he’d driven on past a half-dozen ranches today. He might have a job right now if he could get Maris Wyler, her unbroken horses and that three thousand dollars out of his mind.
Sitting alongside that vacant stretch of road, with the interstate on ramp no more than a hundred feet ahead, Luke pondered his options. His things were in the back of the pickup, and he could kiss goodbye that three thousand and leave Whitehorn and Maris Wyler in the dust right now. The interstate went west to Butte and east to Billings. He could find out where and when the next scheduled rodeo with any kind of decent purses would take place in either city.
So…why in hell didn’t he do that? Why fight with a woman over money? Why worry about her being straddled with a hundred wild broncs and, apparently, no money to hire someone to break them?
He rubbed his mouth and then his jaw, scowling intently. He tugged on his left ear and glared at the interstate, at the traffic it bore, the eighteen-wheelers hauling freight, the motor homes, the pickups and cars.
After about ten minutes of deciding first one way and then another, he muttered a vicious curse, slapped the shifting lever into Drive and took off.
He drove under the interstate and headed back for Whitehorn.
 
Maris had been bending over and pulling weeds from her vegetable garden for at least two hours. Straightening her back with a muffled groan of relief, she wiped her sweaty forehead with the back of her forearm and eyed the neat rows of weed-free plants. A garden was always a must for Maris, but this year’s crop was going to see her and Keith through the winter and seemed more important than usual. She would can and freeze everything that was possible to can and freeze, and come fall she would have Keith haul one of the steers to Grayson’s Meat Packing Plant, which would supply them with beef to eat with the vegetables. They would make it through the winter—providing, of course, she managed to scare up enough cash to meet the mortgage payments on the ranch each month.
The movements of the horses in their pasture drew Maris’s attention, and she chewed on her lip while considering their present value, certainly not for the first time. Unbroken, they might bring a hundred dollars apiece, and there were ninety-three horses. Finding buyers for ninety-three unbroken horses in the Whitehorn area was a fantasy, however, so anticipating ninety-three-hundred dollars was nothing more than a futile exercise.
Besides, they were fine animals, and with the proper training should be worth at least five times that amount. She had been delaying asking around about a good horse trainer, because anyone with experience and knowledge was bound to come high, and where would she get the money to pay his or her wage? It was a vicious circle, Maris decided bitterly for about the hundredth time in the past several weeks. No money, no trainer. No trainer, no money. Why in God’s name had Ray thought selling the cattle to buy a herd of green horses made sense? That was what he’d done, with absolutely no warning—sold their best cattle and used the money to buy those horses. Maris hadn’t understood Ray’s motive for doing something so impractical at the time and she still couldn’t figure it out.
“Maris, look what I found!”
It was Keith, and Maris turned around to see him coming toward her with a scruffy, skinny black dog on his heels. “You found a dog?” she said dryly. “Where?”
Keith shrugged. “She just showed up out of nowhere. Maybe someone dropped her off on the road.”
People did that, Maris knew, just stopped their cars and kicked a poor little kitten or dog out to fend for itself. A stray of that nature raised her hackles. Some pet owners behaved abominably.
She left the garden to inspect the pitiful dog. The animal cringed and trembled and then lay down with its head on its paws. “She’s skinny as a rail,” Maris said angrily. “Keith, go into the house and fix a bowl of bread and warm milk. This poor little dog might even be too weak to eat, but we’ll give it a try.”
Uncertain about touching the sad-eyed pooch until it knew her better, Maris sat down in the grass to await Keith’s return. “Life dealt you a dirty blow, too, huh, girl?” The dog’s tail weakly thumped the grass. “You’d like to be friends, wouldn’t you? Well, maybe we will be.” Maris shook her head in dismay. The last thing she needed right now was another mouth to feed, particularly one that couldn’t possibly benefit the ranch.
But chasing off a poor hungry animal just wasn’t in her. She pulled off her canvas garden gloves and examined her dirty, broken fingernails. “Might as well go without gloves,” she mumbled dejectedly.
It was just that everything seemed to get her down these days, and she realized that she could easily shed tears over that sad little dog and her own work-worn hands.
Keith came striding up. “Here we go, girl.” He set the bowl down in front of the dog, but the little pooch just lay there listlessly. “Come on, girl, you have to eat.”
Keith, Maris saw, wasn’t at all wary of the dog, as she’d been, and he scooped up a piece of milk-soaked bread from the bowl and held it to the dog’s mouth. The animal’s tongue flicked to wipe it away, and then she seemed to realize what it was. Struggling to her feet, she stuck her nose in the bowl and began eating.
“That’s it, girl,” Keith said soothingly. “Eat it all up.”
“She probably needs water, too,” Maris said while getting to her feet. After locating an old pan in the toolshed, she returned to fill it with water from the garden spigot and brought it to the dog.
“She didn’t eat all the bread and milk,” Keith said.
“She’ll probably finish it later. Here, girl, have a drink of water.”
The dog lapped up some water, then lay down again. “Do you think she’s sick, Maris?” Keith asked worriedly.
“I think she’s half-starved, Keith. But she ate a little, and now she needs to rest. She’ll probably be fine in a day or two.”
Keith was on his knees next to the dog, petting its matted back. “She’s real pretty, don’t you think?”
Maris almost smiled. This piteous, bony mutt certainly wasn’t pretty. But Keith had had so little love in his young life, and if he felt some fondness for the stray it was fine with Maris. “She’ll be a handsome dog, once she’s fattened up,” she said agreeably.
They both heard the vehicle approaching the compound. Keith saw it first. “Oh-oh, guess who’s back.”
Maris turned to see Luke Rivers’s pickup pulling to a stop near her own truck. Her face turned stony. “Great. Another go-around with that man will certainly complete my day.”
“Want me to talk to him?” Keith asked, willing, as always, to help Maris whenever he could.
“Thanks, but I think I’d better do it myself. Apparently he hasn’t given up on that IOU Ray gave him.” Maris had been sitting on the grass again, and she pushed herself up to her feet. “Do this for me, Keith. Stay within listening distance, and if Mr. Rivers gets too belligerent, call Judd and ask him to come out here, on the double.”
Keith’s youthful features turned hard right in front of Maris’s eyes. “Do you think he’ll try something funny, Maris? If he does, I’m gonna tear into him.”
“No, Keith, no! Just do as I said about calling Judd. Luke Rivers is twice your size, and I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“Size ain’t everything,” Keith mumbled. “I ain’t scared of him just ’cause he’s bigger.”
“I know you’re not. If it makes you feel any better, I’m not scared of him, either. It’s just that I’m not going to be harassed every day by Luke Rivers. If that’s going to be the case, then Judd should be brought in to set him straight. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“Guess so,” Keith said rather sullenly. He wanted to protect Maris, and would protect Maris from any threat or danger. Calling the sheriff probably made good sense, but he wished Maris would realize that he wasn’t a helpless little kid.
Drawing a deep breath, Maris detoured around the garden and walked toward the parking area of the ranch, where Luke was getting out of his truck.
“Before you start yelling,” he said with the same scowl he’d worn all day, “give me a chance to say one thing, okay?”
“If that one thing is about Ray’s IOU, the answer is no,” Maris said flatly.
“It’s not. Well, in a way it is, but mostly it’s about something else.”
Maris folded her arms. “Very well. Shoot.”
Clearing his throat, Luke turned his gaze on the horse pasture. “You need someone to break those horses and I need a job. Here’s my offer.” His eyes connected with Maris’s. “You give me room, board and a few bucks a week, and I’ll put a smile on every one of those horses’ faces. Some of them look to me like good cutting stock, which will take more work than the others. But when they’re all broken to the saddle and acting as sweet as sugar, you’ll get a good price for them. Then you pay me the three thousand, give me my pick of the lot for a bonus, and I’ll get out of your hair for good.”
Maris was slightly stunned. “Seems to me your offer is pretty heavily weighted in your favor. Why should you end up with the best horse in the herd, which I’m sure would be the case?”
“Because you won’t have to pay me during the breaking process, except for a place to sleep, meals and, like I said, a few bucks a week so I’ve got a little spending money. Look, you already owe me the three thousand, so you can’t count that as pay. The horse would be my fee for doing the job.”
Maris stood with her arms folded across her chest, frowning at this overbearing man and his outrageous offer.
But was it really that outrageous? As he’d said, he was already owed the three thousand, although she really hadn’t intended to pay that debt of Ray’s. But fair was fair, and that aspect of Luke’s offer wasn’t out of line. There were other considerations, however.
“How do I know you can do the job?” she asked.
“Because I’m telling you I can,” Luke said gruffly. “I grew up on a ranch. I understand horses and I’m damned good with them.”
Luke’s macho confidence annoyed Maris. Ray had thought he’d been an expert in every possible field, when, in fact, his knowledge on any given subject had been extremely limited. Luke Rivers could be the same kind of person, all bluster and brag.
“How long would it take?” Maris asked, unable to keep the suspicion and doubt in her system from influencing her tone of voice.
Luke heard the suspicion but ignored it. Again his gaze went across the fence to the grazing horses. “There are about a hundred horses…”
“Ninety-three.”
“All right, ninety-three.” Luke did some figuring in his head. Breaking a horse took time and patience, but a handler didn’t pull only one animal out of a herd and work solely with it until it accepted humans and their commands. He would be working with seven, eight horses a day—one at a time, of course. Some would break easily and require only a few sessions; some would be stubborn, balky and mean and require dozens of repetitive sessions. But he knew how to spot the outlaws and would begin with the more docile animals. The whole thing shouldn’t take more than ten weeks.
“I’ll be out of here by the end of September,” he told Maris.
Her eyes widened. “Less than three months?”
Luke nodded. “That’s fact, not boast. By the end of September those horses will be ready to sell.” The corner of his mouth turned up in a crooked half smile. “Maybe you can throw a big whoop-de-do and have an auction.”
“An auction,” she repeated slowly, though her blood was definitely flowing faster from Luke’s promises and comments. An auction would be a dramatic way to sell her horses. She could advertise the event all over the area, using the newspaper and strategically placed signs.
But jumping into anything, however good it sounded, wasn’t her nature. “Let me think about it overnight,” she said.
Aw, hell, thought Luke. “Overnight” meant laying down another thirty bucks for a motel room.
“Come back in the morning and I’ll give you an answer,” Maris added.
Frustration made standing still impossible for Luke. He walked a small circle, rubbing the back of his neck, then took a breath and began again. “What’s the problem? Do you think I can’t do it?”
“I only have your word on that, don’t I?”
“That’s all you’ll have in the morning, too. Maris, today was the pits. I drove about two hundred miles looking at the other ranches around Whitehorn, trying to work up the desire to ask one of them for a job. I need a job, but I don’t want a job. Do you get my drift? This arrangement would benefit both of us. Your horses would be salable by the end of September, and I could get back to what I do best.”
“Rodeo,” Maris said, icicles dripping from every syllable.
Her tone stunned Luke. “Something wrong with rodeo?”
“Too many things to mention.”
“But Ray—”
“Loved it, just as you seem to do. Forget it. Your preferences are none of my affair, nor are my attitudes of any interest to you. Getting back to your offer, I really do need tonight to think about it.”
Luke’s face hardened. “Fine. But would you mind if I bedded down in your barn while you’re doing your thinking?”
“In my barn! You mean spend the night in there?”
“I have a bedroll.”
Maris took a breath. Was he that broke? The boarding house in town didn’t charge exorbitant rates, and she knew there was a little motel on the road to the interstate. But if he didn’t even have enough money to pay for a room for the night…?
She groaned inwardly. Two strays in one afternoon. Keith was still sitting beside his half-starved friend, petting the dog’s head and back, and now this, Luke Rivers asking to sleep in her barn because he couldn’t afford the cost of a room.
“Fine,” she said tiredly. “You can stay. But you don’t have to use your bedroll. There’s a room in the loft of the barn with a bed, and a small bathroom. I’ll have Keith show you the way.”
Shaking her head, Maris turned and walked away. Watching her go, Luke admitted total and complete perplexity about Maris Wyler. She was wearing cutoff jeans, an old T-shirt and sneakers, and the dirt on her clothing, hands and legs evidenced a day of hard work. For certain she wasn’t the kind of woman Luke was usually drawn to. Melissa Avery, with her gorgeous blue eyes and long dark hair was much more his type. But it was Maris he felt in his loins, not Melissa. How in hell did a man figure that one out?
Well…at least he had a free bed for the night. And maybe by morning Maris would realize what a good deal he had offered her.
Like he’d said, it would benefit both of them.


Three

Maris did give Luke’s offer a lot of thought that night, and there was one aspect of the arrangement that kept popping into her mind and turning her off on the deal: the fact that Luke Rivers, rodeo bum, would be living on the ranch. Forcing herself to remember the details of that night in the bar in Casper, she finally recalled the woman who had to have been Luke’s date for the evening—a vivacious young blonde wearing tight, tight jeans and a low-cut blouse that displayed her ample cleavage. It was a disturbing image, indicating quite clearly the type of woman Luke Rivers preferred.
The problem, of course, was that she had no alternative solutions to choose over Luke’s. If Luke wasn’t just bragging and throwing his machismo around and he actually got those horses ready for sale by the end of September, her financial worries would vanish in the fall. Or most of them, at least.
Maris walked the floor half the night. There was so much to consider. Money for this, money for that. Putting the ranch up for sale had occurred to her, of course, but she loved the place, which had been in Ray’s family for several generations. Ray had been the first Wyler in decades who hadn’t been completely contented with his lot as a rancher. There’d been a restlessness in Ray, Maris had always known, some kind of inner force that made him seek excitement…such as the rodeo circuit…and gambling…and other women.
Despondent at the turn of her thoughts, Maris snapped off the light, crawled into bed and drew the covers up to her chin. A bright moon shone through the window, and she thought of Luke Rivers in that little loft bedroom. Did she want him in that room every night for weeks and weeks? Did she want him at the table with her and Keith, meal after meal? Then her thoughts flipped. Was she judging Luke too harshly because he reminded her of Ray? Oh, not in looks, for pity’s sake. The two men looked nothing alike. Ray had been a slight man, not much taller than her, with light hair and pale brown eyes, and Luke was…Luke was…
Well, he was just too darned good-looking, that’s what he was. And he made her…uncomfortable. Yes, that was the word. Luke Rivers made her very uncomfortable. Now, why do you suppose that was? she thought with a perplexed frown. Certainly he wasn’t apt to make a pass when he preferred leggy blondes with overdeveloped chests.
That entire subject was unnerving to Maris. Punching her pillow into a different shape, she grumpily told herself to put Luke Rivers out of her mind and get some sleep.
Luke didn’t sleep well, either. His mind wouldn’t shut down, and nearly everyone he’d ever known paraded through his brain. The specter that bothered him the most was the one of Ray Wyler. Why in heck had Ray bought so many unbroken horses? Luke was positive Ray hadn’t been an experienced handler, and Ray’s personality had been erratic and sometimes downright unstable. Luke would bet anything that Ray’s idea of breaking horses had been to tie down the animal, throw a saddle on its back and ride it to exhaustion. He probably would have used the whip on the balky ones, too, beating them into submission. Luke hated cruelty to animals, and more than once had stepped between a man with a whip and a horse.
It was odd then the way his thoughts moved from Ray Wyler and horses to Ray Wyler and Maris. But Luke had seen for himself how Ray had treated Maris. The embarrassing episode in that Casper tavern could have been an isolated incident for the Wylers, but Luke really didn’t think so.
Maris puzzled him. She conveyed determined independence and female vulnerability, both at the same time, and he’d be willing to bet that she’d huff up and do battle with anyone who dared to mention her vulnerability. Maybe she wasn’t even aware of it herself.
Luke had one more point to ponder about Maris Wyler. He had the impression that Ray’s fatal accident hadn’t happened that long ago, but she honestly didn’t appear to be a grieving widow. True, she had a lot to deal with—the ranch, very little money and no help other than Keith. But she had told him about Ray’s accident without a dram of emotion, and wouldn’t a woman who had loved her husband be devastated for months after his death?
On the other hand, his own mother hadn’t mourned openly for any great length of time after his father had died, and Luke was positive his parents had had a good and happy marriage. Maybe some women recovered more quickly than others. Or maybe they did their crying when they were alone.
He frowned at the possibility of Maris crying into her pillow after dark when no one could see her. The idea of her crying at all was surprisingly discomfiting.
“Aw, hell,” he mumbled, and turned to his side to get more comfortable. Maris Wyler’s emotions or lack thereof were none of his business. All he wanted from her was an agreement on the deal he’d offered. She wasn’t all that great, anyway. Hadn’t she let him drive to town for supper, rather than inviting him in to eat with her and Keith?
That was all he wanted from Maris Wyler, he thought again, getting drowsy, an agreement on his offer. Then he would break her horses, collect his three thousand dollars, pick himself a good cutting horse out of the herd and leave the Wyler ranch and Whitehorn, Montana, for good.
He’d be back on the rodeo circuit in October. It was a satisfying thought to fall asleep with.
 
Keith was preparing to leave the kitchen with a bowl of bread and milk for the stray dog, which had been bedded down on an old blanket in the toolshed.
Maris was stirring a pot of oatmeal on the stove. “Keith, please go by the barn and tell Luke that he’s welcome to join us for breakfast.”
“Okay.” Keith stopped at the door. “Uh…are you gonna take his deal?”
Maris hesitated, then nodded. “I think so.” She threw a hopefully brave smile at her young friend. “It’s the only game in town right now, Keith.”
“Yeah, guess it is.”
From the kitchen window, Maris watched Keith go into the toolshed with the dog’s breakfast. Before he came out again, she spotted Luke walking from the barn. “At least you’re not a slugabed,” she mumbled. It wasn’t yet 6:00 a.m., and Luke’s early appearance was a good sign.
Keith came out of the toolshed with the stray pooch on his heels. Luke veered directions to meet the boy halfway. “’Morning, Keith. Who’s your friend?”
Bending over, Keith scratched the dog’s ears. “I don’t know her name. She’s a stray. Someone probably dropped her off on the highway. She looks a lot better this morning than she did last night.”
Luke grinned down at the scruffy animal. “Looks like she could use a bath.”
Keith straightened. “Yeah, she does. I’m hoping Maris will let me keep her. I’d buy her food with my own money.”
Luke could see that the boy was fond of the motley little mutt. “Can’t think of any reason why Maris wouldn’t let her stay.”
Keith suddenly remembered what Maris had asked him to do. “You’re invited to breakfast.” Keith’s cheeks got pink. “If you wanna eat with us, that is.”
“Sure, thanks.”
“Come on in, then. Breakfast was almost done when I came outside a few minutes ago.”
Luke followed Keith into the house. The dog tried to follow, as well, but Keith stopped her at the door. “Stay, girl,” he said, and the little dog sat down next to the steps.
“’Morning, Maris,” Luke said. She was dressed in worn jeans and a white T-shirt, and she looked as fresh as the morning dew. He caught himself staring at her pretty, sun-streaked hair and abruptly turned his gaze.
“Good morning. Everything’s ready. You two go ahead and sit down while I pour the coffee.”
Luke waited until Keith sat at his place, then decided that the one nearest the stove would be Maris’s spot at the table and sat in the third chair. In front of him was a large bowl of steaming oatmeal, a glass of orange juice and a cup awaiting coffee. The center of the table contained a pitcher of milk, a sugar bowl, a jar of peanut butter, a small bowl of jam—strawberry, it looked like—and a plate heaped with toast.
Maris came around the table and filled his cup with coffee, then went to her place and poured her own. Keith, Luke noted, had a glass for milk along with his glass of orange juice.
Maris took her seat. “Dig in,” she said while looking at Luke. “It’s not fancy but it’s filling.”
“It looks…great.” Oatmeal was not his favorite breakfast food, but he would never say so. Maris got up to switch on the small radio on the counter. “For the weather report,” she explained, resuming her place at the table.
They ate with very little conversation. Keith, Maris realized, was shy around Luke, and since she couldn’t think of any small talk that made sense, they mostly listened to the morning news and finally the weather report. “Scattered clouds, with the temperature reaching ninety degrees. A great day, folks.”
Keith devoured the last toast on the plate after slathering it with strawberry jam, then got up and carried his dishes to sink. “Want me to work on those fences again today, Maris?”
“Later, Keith.” Maris stood up and began gathering her own dishes. “First I’d like you to drive to town and buy that skinny dog some regular dog food.”
Keith’s face broke out in a big grin. “Then she can stay?”
She smiled. “I think we need a dog on the place, don’t you?”
“Yeah, I sure do.”
“Remember, though, Keith, someone might come along and claim her. She could have merely strayed away from home on her own.”
“I’ll remember. I’ve been thinking up names for her, but I bet she’s been called ‘Blackie.’ What do you think?”
“Seems appropriate,” Maris said with a laugh. She dug out a ten-dollar bill from a pocket in her jeans and held it out to Keith.
“I’ll buy her food, Maris,” Keith said with a prideful lift of his chin. “I’d like to do it.”
She studied the young boy. Keith’s eyes contained a joyful light that touched her deeply. Nodding, she tucked the ten back into her pocket. “Drive carefully.”
“I will. And thanks, Maris.” Keith grabbed his big hat from the hook by the door and eagerly bounded out.
Luke started to get up and Maris reached for the coffeepot. “We need to talk. Would you like more coffee?”
He’d been wondering when she would get around to telling him her decision. Sinking back to his chair, Luke nodded. “Yes, thanks.”
After their cups were refilled, Maris sat down and regarded Luke across the table. Impersonally, she hoped, since impersonal was the only way she wanted their relationship. “I’m going to accept your offer, if you accept my conditions.”
His hopes ignited. “What are they?” he asked casually, pretending that his gut wasn’t tied in a knot. This deal was maybe the most important of his life, the new start he desperately needed.
Looking directly at Luke’s handsome face made Maris nervous, and she dropped her gaze to the table in front of her. “No drinking on the place. Not even beer. And should you overindulge somewhere else, don’t come back here to sleep it off.”
“Agreed,” Luke said quietly. He wasn’t much of a drinker—a few beers once in a while—so this condition was no hardship. “What else?”
“No women.” Maris’s face colored. “I mean, of course, no women on the ranch. What you do in your own time is of no concern to me. I just don’t want you bringing a woman here. Keith is at an impressionable age, and—”
Luke broke in brusquely. “Don’t worry about it. There won’t be any women.”
“Fine. Thank you,” she said stiffly. “I won’t expect you to work seven days a week, but I would like as much of your time spent working with the horses as you can manage.”
“I don’t need any days off. I probably will work seven days a week.” He leaned forward slightly. “Maris, I want this job over and done with as soon as possible. Don’t worry about me goofing off when I should be working.”
“You want it over with so you can get back to rodeo,” she said tonelessly.
“I know you don’t like rodeo, but I’m not going to be embarrassed every time it comes up in conversation. It’s what I do, Maris, what I’ve done since I was old enough to leave home.”
Maris mustered up a shrug. “It’s nothing to me.” Her gaze sought Luke’s across the table. “Well…do we have a deal then?”
“We do as far as I’m concerned.” Relieved and elated that it had gone so easily, Luke shaped a tentative smile. “Should we shake hands on it?”
Maris got to her feet and began clearing the table. “I don’t think that’s necessary. We’ve struck a bargain and I’m sure we’ll both abide by it.”
Luke stood up. “If it’s okay with you I’d like to look around the ranch. Snoop through the barn and the other buildings and take stock of what equipment you have.”
“Do whatever you think necessary.” At the sink Maris rinsed her hands and picked up a towel to dry them. “Wait a minute. There is one point we haven’t discussed.”
Luke was already on his way to the door. He stopped and turned. “What’s that?”
“Your wage. You said something about a few dollars a week. I think we should agree on the amount, don’t you?”
Luke tugged at his ear. “Well…yeah, guess we should. I was thinking about fifty a week. Is that all right with you?”
Maris’s stomach sank and her face flushed to a dark crimson. “I…can’t pay fifty a week.”
This aspect of their discussion didn’t set right with Luke. Pressuring a woman for money made him feel like a damned parasite. The only thing he really needed money for was gas for his pickup, and he probably had enough in his wallet to keep him going until the job was done.
“Let’s forget that part of the deal,” he said, wishing he hadn’t mentioned a wage at all yesterday. He’d embarrassed her by suggesting fifty bucks a week, and he realized that he didn’t like embarrassing her.
But Maris shook her head rather adamantly. “No, a deal’s a deal. I can’t pay fifty a week, but I can pay…” She hesitated, praying to God he wouldn’t be insulted by such a paltry sum. “Twenty-five.”
Luke saw the pride in her pretty golden eyes, the independence, whether natural or forced by circumstances, and he vowed on the spot to do the best job possible and pray that the sale of those horses would make things easier for her.
“Twenty-five is fine. Thanks.”
Maris breathed a quiet sigh of relief. She was putting all of her eggs in one basket by relying on Luke Rivers, and only time would prove her right or wrong.
But even if he was all brag and bluster and she ended up with only half-broken horses, would she be much worse off than she was today?
Luke gave one sharp, definitive nod of his head. “Guess that’s it then. I’ll go to work now.”
“Yes, go ahead,” Maris said faintly as he again started for the door.
This time he stopped on his own. “I have a condition, too, Maris.”
Startled, she looked at him. “What is it?”
“It’s this. I know what I’m doing with horses, and I don’t want you or anyone else interfering with my methods.”
“Oh.” His condition riled her. This was her ranch, after all, and her horses. A noticeable coolness crept into her voice. “I’m sure no one will interfere. If I knew how to do the job I wouldn’t need you at all, would I?”
“Good point. See you later.” Luke left the kitchen and went outside. The first thing he did was suck in a huge gulp of fresh air. Making a business deal with a woman was an unnerving undertaking. Walking to the barn, he remembered that he’d never worked for a woman before, other than his mother.
But then, he hadn’t worked for men very much, either. His entire life had been dedicated to rodeo, and there’d been five, six years back a ways that he was damned proud of. He’d won lots of money and earned a slew of trophies. Luke frowned. The money was gone, his mother had the trophies and thirty-five was an iffy age in the arena. He was paying the price of too many bad falls and this latest accident. Every morning he awoke with some new ache in his bones he’d fight to ignore. Some cowpokes seemed to go on forever, but most of the competitors were young, tough and full of vinegar. But what the hell else would he do if he didn’t jump back into the rodeo circuit?
Grim-lipped, he decided that he couldn’t worry about his age, or his aching bones. What the young guys lacked he had plenty of, and that crucial component was called experience. And he also had a reputation, a damned good reputation. Once he got hold of another great cutting horse, though there would probably never be another Pancho, he’d do all right. The steer-roping event had always been his specialty, and he’d rise to the top again with the right horse. He’d find the right horse in Maris’s herd, and he’d train him to perfection exactly as he’d done with Pancho.
Feeling better about his future, Luke walked into the barn.
 
Maris did the dishes and tidied the kitchen, moving at a snail’s pace. Ordinarily the job took no more than ten minutes; this morning she fiddled around for a good half-hour.
But the arrangement with Luke changed everything, and she kept thinking of the additional cooking, the extra food to buy and how strange it felt to have a man like Luke living on the ranch. How would he and Keith get along? How would she and Luke get along? She felt disruptive undercurrents when she was with him, odd little sensations within herself that she couldn’t pin down.
Maris stopped at the clean and shiny sink to stare out the window. What should be her chores for the day? What was Luke looking for down at the barn? Equipment, he’d said, but what sort of equipment? She should have asked, and maybe saved him some time and effort by explaining that she did or did not have what he needed.
Deciding that she could water her garden while lining out her day, she went outside to the garden area. She had just gotten started with the water hose, when she heard a vehicle approaching. It couldn’t be Keith back so soon, she thought, and turned off the spigot to walk around the house to see who was coming.
Smiling at the sight of Judd’s official black utility vehicle she continued walking to greet him as he got out. “’Morning, Judd.”
“’Morning, Maris.”
Judd was a tall, dark and mostly silent man. Since Ray’s death he had stopped in quite a few times, and Maris appreciated his thoughtfulness. Twice he had asked her out for supper and they’d eaten at the Hip Hop Café. The evenings had been pleasant diversions, and Maris recognized and admired Judd’s strong and honest outlook on life. He was everything Ray hadn’t been—a complete opposite, to be perfectly accurate. A woman could do a lot worse than to take up with Judd Hensley.
“Everything all right on the Wyler ranch?” Judd asked.
Maris laughed with some wryness. “As right as can be expected.”
But Judd, she saw, had become more interested in Luke’s pickup than in her answer and was giving it a thorough once-over. “Got company?”
“A hired man, Judd. He’s going to break the horses.”
“Anyone I know?”
“I doubt it. He’s not from Montana. Actually, he knew Ray and came here to—” Maris stopped short of blurting out the whole story. That old IOU really wasn’t anyone else’s business. “See Ray.” Maris’s voice became quieter. “He didn’t know Ray was gone.”
“Too bad,” Judd said. “Must be hard on you to tell old friends about it.” Judd was still looking at Luke’s pickup, which he was sure he’d seen in town yesterday. “What’s this guy’s name?”
“Luke Rivers. He knew Ray from the rodeo, Judd. That’s what he does ordinarily.” Maris could see Judd’s wheels turning and decided to change the subject. Her financial situation really wasn’t open for discussion, and as of this morning, Luke Rivers and her pitifully small bank account were oddly intermingled.
“Any news on that man who died at Mary Jo and Dugan’s wedding?” she asked.
“He didn’t just die, Maris. He was murdered.”
“Murdered!” Maris’s eyes got very big. “But I heard he was a stranger. Why would anyone murder a total stranger? And how come he was at the wedding in the first place? People don’t usually crash weddings.”
“All we’ve been able to discover so far is that his name was Floyd Oakley. Neither Mary Jo nor Dugan admit to inviting him to the wedding, so maybe he was just a transient looking for a free meal. We’re working on it. That makes two strangers in our little town now, doesn’t it? Floyd Oakley and Luke Rivers.”
Appalled at Judd’s implication, Maris rushed to defend Luke. “Oh, but Luke didn’t arrive until after the wedding, Judd.”
Judd cocked an eyebrow. “Maybe he didn’t show his face out here right away. Maybe he’d been hanging around town for several weeks. Mind if I talk to him?”
Maris drew a nervous breath. “Well, no, of course not, but…” She couldn’t believe that Luke could be a murderer. As hard-nosed as Luke could be, the idea struck her as utterly preposterous. But Judd Hensley wasn’t a man to waltz around on a subject, either. She could see on his stern face that he was determined to talk to her new hired man. She wondered if Judd really suspected Luke, or was simply feeling protective of her and maybe even rankled at the news that a stranger was going to be living on the ranch.
“He’s in the barn, Judd. Let me run down there and get him.”
“No…let’s just walk down to the barn together,” Judd said calmly.
“Uh…fine. That’s fine.” All sorts of things ran through Maris’s mind during the short trek. Luke had come directly to the No Bull Ranch when he’d gotten to the area, hadn’t he? But what if he hadn’t? Would his presence in the area at the time of that murder automatically make him a suspect?
Uneasily she led Judd into the barn, calling “Luke? Are you in here?”
Luke stepped out of the tack room with a bridle in his hand. “Do you need me for something?” He saw the sheriff and involuntarily stiffened. “’Morning, Sheriff.”
“Judd, this is Luke Rivers. Luke, Sheriff Judd Hensley.”
They didn’t shake hands. Maris sucked in an exasperated breath. It was all too obvious that Judd and Luke weren’t going to be friends, though she wasn’t vain enough to suppose their immediate animosity had anything to do with her. It was a male thing, she thought, an instantaneous clash of personalities.
“Didn’t I see you in the Hip Hop yesterday morning?” Judd questioned evenly.
“I saw you,” Luke replied. “So guess you could have seen me, too.”
“How long you been in the area?”
“Three days. Why?” Luke looked at Maris for an explanation, but she was merely standing by and chewing on the inside of her bottom lip with a worried frown.
“You have proof of that, I suppose,” Judd said.
“Proof? Why would I need proof? I drove into Whitehorn two days ago, asked directions to Ray Wyler’s place at a gas station and came directly here. What’s this all about, Sheriff?”
“We had a little trouble around here a few weeks back. Where were you on…” Judd named the date in late June of Mary Jo and Dugan’s wedding.
Luke’s forehead creased in thought. Then his expression cleared. “I was in Denver, visiting friends.” It was the truth. After his release from the hospital, most of his recovery time had been spent in Texas. Then, with that IOU in mind, he had started working his way north to Montana. Since he’d been out of commission for nearly a year he had made several stops during the trip to see old friends.
Judd decided to believe him…for the time being. Floyd Oakley, if that was his real name, thus far seemed to be a man without a past. His wallet had been empty except for a few dollars, a snapshot of a woman and an outdated Wisconsin driver’s license. That license had provided Oakley’s name, but Judd has his suspicions about its authenticity. Of course Judd knew he was a naturally suspicious person.
Regardless, Oakley had been murdered in his jurisdiction, either by one of the wedding guests or by someone who had slipped into the group unnoticed, done his dirty deed and then slipped away again, and he intended to identify the culprit, whatever it took.
He spoke to Luke again. “Are you planning to make Whitehorn your home?”
Luke’s voice was cold and unfriendly. “This is my home, but only until Maris’s horses are broken and salable. I’ll be moving on then.”
Maris could tell that Judd didn’t like Luke calling the No Bull home. But the belligerent look on Luke’s face said rather plainly that he didn’t like Judd Hensley period. It struck her that they were squaring off right before her eyes, as stubbornly and determinedly as two bulls did in the presence of a juicy young heifer. The only elements missing were the lowered heads, snorts and the pawings of the ground.
But it was so dumb. She certainly wasn’t a juicy young heifer, not by any stretch of the imagination, and her relationship with Judd so far was only friendship. As for Luke, he couldn’t even claim that. He was her employee and that was all he would ever be.
Maris cleared her throat, loudly, hoping these two macho men would get the picture that she wasn’t very pleased with their attitudes. “Luke,” she said deliberately, “are you finding the equipment you need to get started with the horses?”
Both men shifted their weight, breaking their staredown to look at her. Judd said, “Guess I’ll be running along. You two have work to do.”
“Yes, we do,” Maris replied rather coolly.
But she walked Judd to his car. “Thanks for stopping by. You’re welcome here anytime, Judd. I hope you know that.”
Judd’s dark eyes still contained suspicion. “How well do you know Rivers? You said he was Ray’s friend, but did you know him, too, before he showed up?”
“I…knew him.” It wasn’t a total lie, Maris told herself. But she was not going to get into a long dissertation on when and how she and Luke had met. “Judd, I really don’t think he’s going to be any kind of problem.”
Judd slid into his car. “Probably not, but just to be on the safe side, I’m going to check him out, see if he has a record. Anything’s possible.”
As the sheriff’s car sped away, Maris heaved a sigh. Luke wasn’t any fugitive from the law. Maris knew it instinctively. He was just a rodeo cowboy—one who was going to break her horses and help her get out from under a load of debt. She sure didn’t need Judd chasing Luke out of town, at least not until his job was done.


Four

Luke entered the horse pasture with a coiled rope clasped in his right hand and held down around his thigh. He walked slowly, studying the horses, looking for one with a gentle disposition. Horses had personalities just as people did. Some were meaner than rat poison and never would gentle down enough for a novice rider. Others were easily trained, and that was what he wanted to start with, an animal that wouldn’t throw a fit at every step of the process.
He spotted a gray mare with good lines and a well-shaped head. She lifted her head when she became aware of Luke, and he got a clear, unobstructed look at her eyes, which were constant and calm with no white showing. Quick, darting eyes that displayed a large amount of white on a horse usually indicated a spooky, erratic animal.
Cautiously and slowly he moved closer to the mare, uncoiling the rope as he went. When she didn’t bolt and run, as the other horses had been doing if he got too close, he began talking in a quiet, soothing voice. “There’s a nice girl. Stay steady, girl. No one’s going to harm you.” The chant continued, soft and singsong, until Luke was within roping distance. He didn’t move quickly until he threw the loop, and it landed precisely where he’d aimed it, squarely over the mare’s head.
She squealed and reared in an attempt to get rid of the noose around her neck, but Luke dug in his heels, wound his end of the rope around his leather-gloved hands and hung on.
Maris was watching from outside the fence, utterly fascinated. Ray had practiced roping quite a lot, but he had never attained the expertise she had just witnessed. Luke began walking up the rope, getting closer to the mare. He was too far away for Maris to hear what he was saying, but she could tell he was talking to the horse. Gradually the mare calmed; gradually Luke got closer. When there was about six feet of rope between him and the animal, he started urging her to follow him. The mare took a step and stopped. Luke tugged lightly on the rope. “Come on, girl,” he crooned. The mare took a few more steps, and then Maris shook her head in amazement: Luke was leading the mare toward the gate in the fence!
Quickly she ran over and opened the gate. Luke and the mare passed through it and she closed it again. Luke had left the corral gate open, and he led the mare into the corral as easily as anything Maris had ever seen. Though Luke had issued no instructions, other than for her to bring out a sack of apples, Maris closed and latched the corral gate.
“Toss me one of those apples,” Luke said softly. Maris dug one out of the sack and threw it to Luke, who caught it deftly in his left hand. Using the apple as a bribe—the mare ate it directly out of his hand—he loosened the loop around the mare’s neck and released her.
Recoiling the rope, Luke walked over to Maris. “This one’s going to be easy. Give me a couple more of those apples.” He stuck the apples in his shirt pockets, giving him the appearance of breasts and causing Maris to laugh.
Then he walked over to the section of corral rail where he’d earlier placed an old feed sack and slowly walked back to the mare. First he offered her another apple, which she willingly took from his hand, then he began tentatively and gently rubbing the sack over her neck. She turned her head, looked at him and snorted, but she stood still and let him rub her with the sack. Patiently he rubbed the sack over her hind quarters, her belly, her neck and finally her head.
“Why is she letting you do that?” Maris asked, keeping her voice down so she wouldn’t startle the mare.
“Probably because it feels good,” Luke said quietly. “Rubbing and touching is the first step to familiarity.”
Maris equated his comment to humans and flushed hotly. She hadn’t had any rubbing and touching for a long, long time. Ray had been gone so much, and during the year just prior to his death, he had seldom come near her. When he had, it had been quick and emotionless sex and she had received no pleasure from it. That mare was receiving more loving, tender, patient caresses right now than Maris Wyler had gotten in longer than she cared to remember.
And the man doing the caressing, the rubbing and the touching was truly a sight for any lonely woman’s eyes. His wide shoulders stretched the seams of a blue chambray work shirt, and then his torso tapered to a flat, firm belly. Everything below his belt was equally magnificent—his tight behind, his long, muscular thighs. Oh, God, Maris thought frantically. Am I having a sexual fantasy in broad daylight? And about Luke Rivers?
Suddenly she felt as though she couldn’t get enough air, and she hopped down from the corral fence where she had perched herself and walked away. As intriguing as watching Luke work was, it had set off something ridiculously sensual in her system, and the last thing she wanted was another rodeo man muddling up her life.
Keith drove into the yard at about the same time Maris reached the house. She veered directions to see Blackie jumping out of the pickup right behind Keith. “Everything go okay?” she called, glad of any diversion to get her mind off Luke.
From the back of the pickup Keith picked up a huge sack of dry dog food. “Everything went fine. How’s it going here?”
“Luke’s in the corral, working with the first horse, and Judd stopped by for a few minutes.”
Keith swung his gaze to the corral and saw what was happening. “Luke’s a fast worker.”
“Could be,” Maris agreed dryly, recalling her hot flash a few minutes ago. “Anyway, looks like you’ve got Blackie all set.”
Keith hoisted the bag of dog food to his shoulder. “These large sacks were marked down. Thought I may as well take advantage of the sale.”
“Put it in the toolshed,” Maris called as Keith walked off with his twenty-pound burden.
“Okay,” he called back. Blackie was no more than six inches behind her newly adopted master’s bootheels. In watching the boy and dog, Maris nodded with fond approval. Keith had needed something of his very own, and maybe Blackie, stray, straggly little pooch that she was, was it.
Maris didn’t immediately proceed into the house. Instead she stood with her hand splayed at the base of her throat and endured a peculiar throbbing in the pit of her stomach. Automatically her gaze slipped back to the corral and its occupants. Never would Luke throb over her, and her doing so over him was the height of foolishness, especially when she really wanted nothing but hard work from him. Actually, his deadline was rather ludicrous. How could any one person tame ninety-three wild horses in less than three months?
But that gray mare was responding incredibly well, she had to admit. Was Luke’s touch special? He was still rubbing the animal, and talking to it. What was he saying? What magic was he breathing into that pretty mare’s ears?
Sighing, slightly disgusted with her own lurid imagination, Maris turned her back on the corral, Luke Rivers and the mare. She had her own work to do…if she could only think of what it was.
 
By supper, Luke had moved the gray mare and three other horses into another pasture. Seated at the table with Keith and Luke, Maris said, “Please explain why you’re moving the horses.” She paused then added, “And don’t take my curiosity as interference.”
Luke looked at her sharply, then nodded. “Right. I’m picking out the calmest horses from the herd, one by one. Today’s sessions with the four I moved to that other pasture went well, and I don’t want them relearning bad habits from their pals. By the way, do either of you ride?”
“I do,” Maris volunteered. “We used to have several good horses, and I enjoyed riding each of them. There’s only one on the ranch now, though.”
“What happened to the others?” Luke asked.
“Ray traded them for a car. It’s behind the barn with the rest of the—” she stopped short of the word junk “—things he purchased over the years.”
Keith’s eyes lit up. “It’s a Corvette, Luke, a Sting Ray Coupe. Sure wish I knew how to get it running. It’s really cool.”
“A Corvette, eh? Out behind the barn? Maybe I’ll take a look after supper.” He glanced at Maris. “If you don’t mind, of course.”
She shrugged. “Why would I mind?”
Luke returned to his original question. “Do you ride, Keith?”
The boy’s cheeks got pink. “I’ve only been on a horse a couple of times, Luke, but I really liked it.”
“Why, Luke?” Maris questioned.
“Well, in a few days some of those horses are going to be ready for a rider. I’ll ride them first to make sure they’ll obey commands and won’t try to throw the person off their back, but then they’re going to need a lot of riding.”
“Heck, I’ll do it,” Keith exclaimed excitedly.
Maris frowned. She didn’t want Keith getting hurt riding half-broken horses. “Will it be dangerous?”
Luke glanced over at her and thought she’d never looked prettier than she did this evening in that red blouse she was wearing. “I wouldn’t put anyone on a dangerous horse, Maris. There are some in that pasture that will never be calm enough for either of you to ride. Here’s my plan. Mother—that’s the gray mare—will be the first horse I’ll be riding. When she’s ready for some real action I’m going to use her to move the three stallions from the main pasture to another. Probably the one with the cows. That big red bozo is the head honcho of the herd, and getting him and the younger stallions away from the other horses will calm them all down. It’s going to have to be done from horseback, and Mother’s going to be my mount.”
“Interesting,” Maris commented. She was smiling. “Are you going to name every horse?”
“Probably,” Luke admitted with a grin. “That tan gelding I worked with after Mother has a curly tail, so his name is ‘Curly.’”
“Naturally,” Maris said with a laugh. “And the other two?”
“Zelda and Mickey.”
Both Maris and Keith were laughing now. “So, we have Mother, Curly, Zelda and Mickey so far,” Maris said.
“And Bozo,” Luke reminded.
“Oh, yes, the big red stallion.”
“You can sure count on me to ride ’em when they’re ready,” Keith said with unabashed enthusiasm.
“I’ll do it, too,” Maris said, though she cast a concerned glance at Keith. “Just be certain it’s safe, Luke.”
Taking a swallow of coffee, Luke saw and recognized Maris’s affection for Keith. Was he a relative? The son of a friend who’d needed a summer job? He was a nice kid, Luke felt, and eager to get involved. Keith could be a big help with the horses, but from the protectiveness he detected in Maris’s attitude toward the boy, he had better discuss it with her before mentioning it to Keith.
“It’ll be safe, Maris,” he told her. “You have my word on it.”
His word. Maris fell silent. How good was Luke Rivers’s word? Ray’s “word” had been wasted breath, his promises forgotten the second they came out of his mouth. She had learned not to count on anything Ray said, but what about Luke? Regardless of the two men’s common obsession with rodeo, she probably shouldn’t be too hasty in judging them as being alike.
“I’ll hold you to that,” she told Luke with a steady look across the table. Luke returned the look, and their gazes suddenly locked in a brand-new and disturbing way. Maris felt that unnerving throbbing again; Luke admired her red blouse and the startling color of her hair and eyes. Keith was eating and noticed nothing, but both Luke and Maris were all too aware of the attraction between them. Both dropped their eyes and awkwardly began eating.
An unfamiliar nervousness sprang to life in Luke’s gut. Maris Wyler was off-limits. He sent her a quick, furtive glance. She was off-limits, wasn’t she?
Maris’s appetite was gone. She’d eaten about half the food on her plate, but it suddenly looked as tasteless as sawdust. She sat there, however, and pretended to eat by pushing the food around on her plate and occasionally bringing a teensy bite to her mouth.
Finally Luke and Keith were finished. “There’s pudding for dessert,” Maris announced tonelessly, wishing they would say they were too full for dessert. That look exchanged with Luke had put her on edge, because now she wasn’t sure that he wouldn’t throb for her.
At long last—it seemed an eternity to Maris—the meal was over. Luke pushed back his chair and got up to take his dishes to the sink. Keith and Maris did the same, and then the two men left the kitchen to go outside and Maris was alone.
Weakly she leaned against the sink counter. That “throbbing” business could be getting out of hand. How could she stop it? There must be a way to put an end to it.
Outside, Keith said, “Want to take a look at that Corvette, Luke?”
“Yeah, I’d like to see it.” They began walking—with Blackie right behind them—toward the barn. “I didn’t know there was a car parked back there.”
Keith let out a whooping laugh. “There’s a lot more than a car back there, Luke. Wait till you see.”
Luke had figured that he’d explored the ranch pretty well, but obviously he’d missed the acreage behind the barn. His eyes widened with outright shock when he and Keith rounded the back corner of the barn and he saw what was out there: cars, trucks, tractors, a row of old refrigerators, electric motors rusting on the ground, a riding lawn mower, and much more, too many items to take in at one time. Knee-high weeds had grown up so thickly as to obscure some of the smaller objects.
“Good God,” Luke muttered.
“The Corvette’s over there,” Keith said excitedly, starting to plow through the weeds and debris to a particular location.
Luke followed the boy to a red car propped up on blocks, its tires missing. There were rust spots in the red paint, but the body wasn’t banged up. “I tried to start it one day,” Keith confessed. “But nothing happened. The engine looks okay to me, but I’m not much of a mechanic. Do you know anything about engines, Luke?”
“Very little.” He opened the Corvette’s door and peered inside. “It has a four-speed manual transmission.” The interior of the car was black leather and in pretty good condition. An idea was taking shape in his mind. He wasn’t interested in old cars, but he knew someone who was. Maris just might pick up a sizable piece of cash for this baby.
“I’m going in to talk to Maris, Keith. There’s a good chance that a fellow I know might be interested in buying this car.”
“Really? Hey, that’d be great.”
Blackie was sniffing around, and Keith began throwing a stick for Blackie to chase and bring back. “She’s a real smart dog, Luke. Knows lots of tricks.”
Grinning, Luke walked off. “See ya later.” He hurried around the barn and to the house, where he walked in without any warning.
Maris jumped a foot. “Good Lord, you scared the stuffing out of me. I thought you were down by the barn with Keith.”
“I was.” She was just finishing up at the sink, Luke saw, wiping down the counters. “Maris, that Corvette has some value. Maybe some of that other stuff does, too, but I know a guy who collects old Corvettes and he just might be interested in yours. What do you say I give him a call?”
Holding the dishcloth, Maris turned. “You mean someone might actually pay good money for that junk?”
“That Corvette isn’t junk, Maris. If my hunch is right, it’s worth a good sum of money.”
“And you know someone who might be interested? Well, yes, by all means, give him a call.” It had never occurred to Maris that some of Ray’s old junk might have any value. None of the vehicles ran, she knew, and everything was dirty and rusted and half-hidden by weeds. The place was an eyesore, and one of her plans for the future, should she manage to save the ranch, was to hire a truck to haul off all that junk. To think that someone might buy even one item as it was, broken, rusted and not very pretty, was a thrill she could never have anticipated.
Luke sat down at the kitchen table to use the wall phone next to it. He dialed a long-distance number and spoke to Maris. “Hope Jim’s at home.” While Jim’s phone rang in his ear, he watched Maris puttering, apparently too antsy to stand still.
Then the phone was picked up. “Hello?”
“Jim? This is Luke Rivers. How are you?”
“Luke! Well, I’ll be a son of a gun. Thought you dropped off the face of the earth. Where you been, boy?”
“It’s a long story, Jim, and I’m using someone else’s phone. What I called about is an old Corvette I ran across. Are you still collecting them?”
“Sure am. What’d you find, Luke?”
“It’s a Sting Ray Coupe. Original paint with some rust in spots, four-speed transmission and black leather interior, also original. It needs work, but it’s nothing you couldn’t handle.”
“Do you know what engine it’s got?”
Luke could hear the excitement in Jim’s voice. “No, I don’t. Frankly I didn’t even look at the engine, though I know it’s got one. But I wouldn’t know what I was looking at if I stared at it for three days. Anyway, I was wondering if you’d like to come to Whitehorn, Montana, and take a look at it?”
“Whitehorn, Montana, eh? Well, sure, why not? You might have stumbled across a real find, Luke. Who owns it?”
“The lady I’m breaking a herd of horses for. It’s the No Bull Ranch, Jim, about thirty miles northeast of Whitehorn.”
Maris’s stomach was churning with excitement. From Luke’s end of the conversation, his friend Jim was indeed interested in the Corvette.
But now they were chuckling over the name of her ranch. Maris shot Luke an exasperated look, wanting to say, “Get to the point. Pin him down about when he can come and see the Corvette.” She said nothing, just stewed to herself and wiped the counters again, though they were already gleaming.
Luke put down the phone with a satisfied expression. “He’ll be here within the week.”
Maris’s excitement totally eluded her control. “Oh, Luke, that’s great! What if he buys it? How much do you think it’s worth? To think it was sitting out there all this time and I never dreamed someone might buy it. Honestly, I feel so silly.”
Luke got to his feet. “He hasn’t bought it yet, Maris.”
“But you think he might.”
“I think there’s a good chance, yes.” He came around the table. “But I have no idea of the car’s value, Maris. I have heard that some classic older cars bring high prices, but I don’t think you should hang your hat on a large sum.”
“Any sum looks good right now, Luke.”
Luke was enjoying the spark of hope in her eyes and realizing an odd fact: it made him feel good to make Maris happy. His next thought wasn’t nearly as high-minded, however. Recognizing desire streaking through his body, he drew a slow, uneven breath.
Maris blinked, suddenly aware that they were alone and that the kitchen was getting very dim, as she hadn’t yet turned on any lights in the house. “Uh…maybe I’ll go out and take a look at that Corvette myself.” She started for the door, only to be stopped by a big hand on her arm. Her eyes lifted to Luke’s, and what she saw caused that throbbing to begin again. “Please…don’t,” she whispered, wondering why in God’s name her voice was deserting her at a time like this.
“Maris…” Luke took her by the shoulders and slowly brought her forward. She smelled wonderful, of soap and lotion and other feminine scents.
She couldn’t move. In her mind’s eye was a picture of Luke and Mother, the mare. Her own system was resisting common sense. His hands, his marvelous hands, were gently kneading her shoulders, and she knew he was going to kiss her.
He brought his face down to hers and very tenderly touched her lips with his. It felt so good and she didn’t back away, so he did it again. Her hands rose to clasp his forearms, and when he looked at her, he saw the glaze of pleasure in her eyes.
That was all he needed to see. Almost roughly, he swept her into a full embrace and kissed her the way a man should kiss a woman, with passion and possession and a message of raw hunger. Maris’s knees got as limp as last year’s carrots. When had she last been kissed like this? When had she ever been kissed like this? Luke’s lips molded hers to fit his, then urged hers open to take his tongue. It was hot and slick and bold as brass, delving into every nook and cranny of her mouth. A red haze was developing behind her closed eyelids, and the throbbing in her stomach was intensified further by the sensation of his strong arms around her, the length of his body pressing into hers, by his male scent and heat.
It was a lover’s kiss, and it scared her. Her own response scared her. Breathing hard, she twisted her head to free her mouth. “Stop,” she moaned.
“Maris, honey…” He didn’t want to stop. Where that explosive passion had come from, he would never know, but Maris had suddenly become the most desirable woman he’d ever known.
“Please.” Extricating herself from his arms, she took a backward step and then had to hang on to the back of a chair to remain upright and steady. “This isn’t me, Luke. I don’t do this sort of thing.” Her voice was shaky and thin.
He looked at her strangely. “What do I say to that? You kissed me back, Maris.”
“I know, but you took me by surprise.”
Luke took a forward step. “What’s wrong with you and me sharing a kiss?”
It was not a subject to debate with him, not when she still felt his kiss on her mouth and her legs would barely hold her up. “Intimacy is not a part of our arrangement,” she croaked, trying to sound calm and in control and failing abysmally.
Luke looked at her for the longest time. “But what if intimacy is what we want?”
Her eyes jerked upward to see his. “Do you always get what you want?”
“No, but I always try. Don’t you, Maris? Don’t you at least try to get what you want? What you need?”
“That’s enough.” Her legs felt a little stronger, and she left the chair and began moving toward the door. “Don’t make any more passes, Luke. I want and need those horses broken, a whole lot more than I want what you just offered.”
“There’s no reason why you can’t have both,” he said softly.
She paused at the door to look at him. “You’re wrong. There is a reason, and it’s very important to me. I never did and never will have an affair.” She opened the door. “Especially with a man whom I know in advance is only going to be around for a few months.” Showing him her back, she stepped outside, and an enormous surge of relief hit her, because Keith and Blackie were coming toward her and the house. Keith’s presence would deter Luke’s determination to persuade her into thinking his way.
“Where’s Luke?” Keith called.
“Right here,” Luke said in a voice that caused Maris’s back to stiffen. Without even addressing her, he had let her know that he didn’t agree with her attitude against kisses and affairs.
Luke walked past both her and Keith. “I’m going to bed. Good night.”
Keith looked at Maris with a perplexed expression. “What’s wrong with Luke?”
Maris took a breath and lied through her teeth. “I couldn’t begin to guess. Call it a mood.” She formed a smile for Keith. “I think I’ll go to bed, too. Good night, Keith.”
“Well, heck,” Keith mumbled. “It’s still light out and everyone’s going to bed.”
“If you turn on the TV, please keep the volume down. ’Night, Keith.” Maris went back into the house and directly to her bedroom.
She wasn’t over the shakes yet, but she was beginning to wonder if anything would ever be normal again until after Luke Rivers left the No Bull.


Five

Luke waded through the weeds behind the barn, going from vehicle to vehicle to look them over, then inspected numerous electric and gasoline motors all but concealed by huge clumps of dandelions and overgrown wild grasses. He paused at the riding lawn mower and finally stopped his wandering near the row of old refrigerators, shaking his head in amazement, wondering why a man would collect and save so much junk. Maris had been right to ask if he’d known Ray at all; obviously he hadn’t.
All morning while working with the horses, the junk strewn behind the barn had kept popping into his mind. What was junk to one person was pure gold to another. Take that Corvette, for example. Rusting away behind the barn it was worthless. But to Jim Humphrey the car was a collector’s find. And if Jim found the car to his liking and bought it, it would no longer be worthless to Maris but cash in her pocket.
What if some of these other things could also be turned into cash? That was the question hounding Luke this morning, although the cold shoulder Maris had given him at breakfast was hardly an incentive to approaching her with any new ideas. He shouldn’t have kissed her. Now she acted as though he was just lying in wait for another opportunity to grab her, which simply wasn’t true. He understood the word no as well as Maris did and would abide by her wishes, even though he knew damned well that she had kissed him back and enjoyed it every bit as much as he had.
But…that was behind him. Behind them. Maris would soon realize it wasn’t going to be repeated, and then she would relax around him again. In the meantime, he would act as though nothing had occurred in her kitchen last night, and he would begin by going up to the house right now and talking to her about the veritable gold mine in back of the barn. Starting on his way, Luke had to chuckle. “Gold mine” was a terrible exaggeration, when the truth was that she might pick up a few bucks by selling some of that junk. But his impression of her financial straits was that even a few bucks would be welcome.
Maris had told Keith to finish repairing the section of fence he’d been working on for several days now, so Luke hadn’t seen the boy since breakfast. He hadn’t seen Maris, either, but then, he’d been so engrossed in whatever horse he’d been working with in the corral, he hadn’t been watching for her. She hadn’t, however, come near the corral.
He strode across the compound from barn to house and rapped on the screen door, as the inner door was wide open. “Maris?”
Maris was in the kitchen, making sandwiches for lunch. She’d been out helping Keith with the fence repairs, and had returned to the house only a few minutes ago. Wiping her hands on a section of paper towel, she went to the screen door. “Lunch will be ready in a few minutes.”
“Great, but that’s not why I’m here. I need to talk to you about something.”
“Oh. Well, come on in.” Maris backed away from the door and returned to the counter, with its array of bread, cold meat and condiments. She had vowed to remain aloof of Luke’s personal charms, but she had to allow communication on anything concerning the horses. “What is it?”
Luke was standing near the refrigerator, as that location provided a side view of what she was doing. “I just took another look at the stuff behind the barn and I think some of it could be sold.”
Maris sliced a sandwich in half. “Other than the Corvette, that stuff is pure junk. Why would anyone want it?”
“Some of it could be fixed up, Maris. Cleaned up, at least. That riding mower is missing its battery and its tires are flat, but maybe those are the only things wrong with it. If we could get it in shape and slap a coat of paint on it…”
Maris turned. “Do you have the time to do it?” It wasn’t said kindly. If they were still counting on that September 30 deadline, which she was wholeheartedly doing, then every minute of Luke’s time was already scheduled.
Luke’s face hardened. “I’ll find the time. Keith could help and so could you.”
“Me!” Maris emitted a sardonic laugh. “I’m hardly a mechanic. Besides, with tending the herd and keeping this place from falling apart, I’ve got enough to do.”
“Well, you can damned well find the time to wield a paintbrush and use a little soap and water!”
“Don’t you dare get angry with me because I didn’t jump for joy at your suggestion!” Maris drew a calming breath. She didn’t want to argue with Luke; they were skating on thin ice as it was. “I’m sorry. Let’s not fight about something so silly. I appreciate your calling your friend about the Corvette but—”
Luke folded his arms and interrupted. “Maybe you’re not as broke as you let on. Appears to me that a person who’s as short of money as you’ve led me to believe would jump at the chance to make a few bucks.”
Maris’s eyes widened. “I have not misled you, and I’m not a liar. But trying to sell that junk would be a waste of time.”
“Come out there with me.”
“Why?”
“Maris, don’t be so damned obstinate. I’m trying to help you out here.”
Her mind was cluttered with problems, and Luke was one of them. Why, even now when he was angering her by pushing her into doing something she thought utterly senseless, was she so aware of his good looks? And remembering how she’d felt in his arms?
With her jaw clenched, she draped a clean towel over the food on the counter. “Fine,” she snapped. “I’ll go with you.”
They made the trek in silence, but Maris’s temper had cooled considerably by the time they had rounded the barn and reached the junkyard. Luke began talking. “There are—I counted them—fifteen motors of various sizes and types lying in these weeds. There are tools, electric saws, a lathe, woodworking equipment and on and on. You can see the old cars, trucks and tractors for yourself, and I have no intention of trying to put any of them in running order. Other than the riding lawn mower, which I think needs only minor repairs.”
“There is also a room filled with junk,” Maris said wearily, far from convinced that anything out here—other than the Corvette—was worth two cents.
“A room? Where?”
“Through that door.”
It was just another door to get into the barn, Luke had figured. “Is it locked?”
“Is anything on the ranch locked?”
Shooting her an irate look—she sure wasn’t being very cooperative—Luke made his way through the weeds to the door and pulled it open. He stepped in and then stared in utter amazement. Picture frames, paintings, old clocks, tables, chairs, bedsteads, boxes and boxes of hand tools, stacks of galvanized pails, golf clubs, skis, tennis rackets—he had never seen so much stuff crammed into one small room before. Everything was coated with a thick layer of dust, but it had been protected from the weather and he could see that the wood tables and chairs, for instance, weren’t warped and misshapen.
“Maris,” he said slowly. “You could hold a yard sale to end all yard sales.”
Ray’s obsession with junk had annoyed and irked Maris so intensely for so long that she found it difficult now to alter her attitude. “Who would want it?” she scoffed, looking directly at an ugly lamp without a shade. “Would you want that thing in your house?”
Luke followed the direction of her gaze and had to laugh. “No, I wouldn’t want that thing in my house. But someone else might fall in love with it.”
“Yeah, right,” she drawled. But one of the old clocks had drawn her attention. It was a grimy, dull-black color, but it had an ivory face and had the configuration of an ancient Greek building. Winding her way through the litter, she reached the clock and touched it. Then she tried to pick it up, and found that she could hardly budge it. “This thing weighs a ton!” she exclaimed.
Luke came over to peer at it. “Looks like it’s made out of marble.”
Maris turned to survey the hundreds of objects crowded into the room. “Do you really think people would buy some of this junk? Wait! I know the person to ask, Winona Cobb. You had to pass her place on your way here, the Stop ‘n’ Swap? You must have seen it. Her front yard is littered with old sinks and hubcaps, and there are animals running everywhere. Winona is as eccentric as they come, but if anyone’s an expert on junk around here, it’s her.”
“I don’t think you need advice from anyone about holding a yard sale, Maris. Haven’t you ever stopped at a garage or yard sale and seen the kind of stuff people are selling?” Luke gestured at the clutter. “You’ve got great junk, Maris.”
The remark tickled Maris’s funny bone. “Great junk?” she choked out as she started laughing.
Luke smiled broadly, enjoying the sight and sound of Maris laughing. When she had calmed down, he said, “Let’s do it, Maris. Let’s throw a yard sale that’ll set Whitehorn back on its heels. You’ll make a small fortune, I guarantee it.”
Maris was beginning to warm to the idea. “It would take a lot of work. Everything in here needs a good cleaning.”
“Keith and I could haul it outside and you could use the hose on most of it.”
“We’d have to set it up in the front yard.” Maris laughed wryly. “The No Bull would look like Winona’s place.”
“Only for a few days. Anything that doesn’t sell we can haul to the dump.”
It was really beginning to sink in. What didn’t sell would be hauled to the dump. She would be rid of it, once and for all.
“The big pieces out back couldn’t be moved to the front yard, though,” Luke told her. “But Keith and I could chop down the weeds and clean up the area so people could check out the items for sale.”
This time Maris was the one who folded her arms. “And who’s going to be working with the horses while you’re chopping weeds and hauling around furniture?”
“The horses come first,” Luke said firmly. “Damn, Maris, I can do more than one thing at a time. Can’t you? Can’t anyone who really sets his mind to it?”
Maris’s wheels were turning. A good two-thirds of the things in this room were light enough for her to carry outside for cleaning all by herself. Keith could chop down the weeds out back, and then she could put him to work helping her with the yard sale. Luke wouldn’t have to do all that much on it and the horses wouldn’t be neglected, which, of course, was a much more important undertaking than getting rid of this junk.
But the thought of the ranch being junk-free, finally, was elating. Someday she wanted white painted fencing around the close-in pastures instead of barbed wire, and someday she wanted every single building painted the same color. She’d been thinking—for a long time—of a soft blue-gray color with white trim.
“Someday” was still a long way off, but getting rid of this junk was an extremely satisfying first step to attaining her dream.
A smile lit her face. “You’re absolutely right. I’ll do it!”
“We’ll do it.”
Maris started out of the musty room. “Keith and I will do most of it. I want you to…”
Luke grabbed her arm, halting her flight. “Are you telling me to stay out of it?”
Surprised, she lifted her eyes to his. “It was your idea and I appreciate it, but you said yourself that the horses come first.”
“And they will. But I can also help clean up this stuff.”
Why was he so insistent on doing more than he’d bargained for? He was still holding her arm, they were still looking into each other’s eyes, and it suddenly occurred to Maris to wonder if he wasn’t doubling his work load because of her.
She flushed. What had happened in her kitchen last night was in Luke’s eyes, and Lord help her, she wanted to move closer to him, to walk into his arms and have him hold her, and kiss her, and touch her.
Luke knew exactly what she was thinking. “There’s something happening with us, Maris. We can pretend it isn’t, we can act as though we’re nothing more than boss and employee, but we both know that’s not true.”
She dampened her suddenly dry lips. “I…told you how I feel about an…” She avoided the word affair. “Don’t push me into something that can only hurt me after you’re gone. This has never happened to me before. I knew only one man, I’ve slept with only one man, and he was my husband. Do you think I could sleep with you and then forget it after you drive away?”
Her words, so candid, so frank, startled Luke. “Ray was the only man? Ever?”
Oh, dear God. How could she have said such a thing to him? Profoundly embarrassed, Maris glanced away.
Luke looked at her turned face with its high color for a moment, then released her arm. “I told myself I wasn’t going to try anything else with you. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” It was a monumental effort to speak so calmly, when what he wanted to do was dust down one of those old tables and lay her on it. He could almost see himself peeling down her jeans and opening his own, almost feel himself inside of her, loving her, kissing her sensual mouth and beautiful throat. The intensity of his desire for Maris was overwhelming and impossible to comprehend.
They walked out of the room not looking at each other, both shaken, both trying very hard to appear nonchalant and undisturbed.
“Well,” Maris said with false brightness, “I’d better get back to the house and finish up lunch. It’ll be ready in about ten minutes. Keith is probably on his way in.”
“Go ahead. I’ll be up in a few minutes.” As Maris disappeared around the corner of the barn, he mumbled, “Run away, little girl, and keep on running, ’cause the big bad wolf is right on your heels.” Then his own words disgusted him, and he parked his hips against one of the old tractor wheels to berate himself.
But he was so hard he ached, and no amount of self-reproach was going to cool him off. Damn! Cursing under his breath, he hurried around to the front of the barn, went inside, took the stairs to the loft two at a time, threw off his clothes, gave his stubborn, erect member a poisonous look, turned the shower on to Cold and stepped under the icy spray.
 
Maris was becoming enthused about the yard sale idea. It would take at least two weeks to get everything ready, she figured. Along with cleaning each item, there were signs to make and distribute. Advertising the event in the newspaper was crucial to the success of the venture, but the ad shouldn’t come out until the week just prior to the weekend of the sale. First things first, Maris thought determinedly, and the first chores, of course, were the sorting and cleaning.
That very afternoon she began by carrying out the stack of galvanized pails—three and four at a time—washed the dust out of them with the garden hose and turned them upside down to dry. During lunch she had told Keith of her plans, and he had immediately and eagerly offered to get involved. “Go back and finish the fence repairs,” she had told him. “That job is nearly done and we have to keep our priorities in order. What Luke is doing comes before anything else. When he wants either of us to start riding those horses, that’s what we’ll do.”
Luke had been rather grim lipped and silent throughout the meal. Not because of the horses and not because of the yard sale. But his own damned system was in some sort of rebellious mode and it was all because of Maris. He wasn’t blaming her. It was himself, his own suddenly overactive libido that had him symbolically climbing the walls. He told himself to stop being such a damn fool. Women were a dime a dozen. He could walk into almost any tavern and find several of them sitting on bar stools or at tables with that expectant, inviting expression in their eyes. Of course, not every woman who went to a tavern without an escort was looking for a man. In his experience, however, the percentages were definitely in his favor.
But it wasn’t a woman he hadn’t even met yet that had his blood racing; it was Maris. Maris Wyler, rancher and the widow of his old pal Ray. Maris, with her sun-streaked hair and lean, sensual body. And Maris wasn’t cooperating. She wanted to cooperate, he knew, or thought he knew. But Maris had high morals and strict standards, and she was right about him leaving the minute those horses were sold, so he couldn’t blame her for saying no. Understanding Maris’s attitude didn’t alter his own, however.
After lunch, Luke had gone into the pasture and roped a nervous piebald gelding. He alternated further sessions with Mother and the other horses already in the training process with new trainees. The piebald wasn’t being taken in by Luke’s gift of apples, nor did he let Luke get close enough to rub him down with the feed sack.
The sun was high in the sky and hot. The piebald danced around the corral like a puppet on a string, and Luke patiently kept after him until his shirt was wet with sweat. Maris was hauling out straight-backed wooden chairs from the storage room, and she just happened to be setting one down on the grass, when she looked over to the corral and saw Luke tossing his shirt.
She stood up straighter and stared, drawing in a slow, uneven breath. With the leather gloves on his hands, his faded jeans, his boots and no shirt, he was the most gorgeous specimen of mankind she had ever seen. Intent on the piebald, Luke wasn’t aware of Maris watching. He deftly roped the horse’s back leg with one loop, then the animal’s opposite front leg with another. The ropes were pulled taut and tied to posts in the corral fencing. Blowing and snorting, the piebald tossed his head in fury, but he was unable to rear or run, and Luke walked over to the water spigot at the trough and got himself a drink. That was when he spotted Maris.
In one smooth, fluid movement, he hopped over the corral fence and walked over to her. “That one’s got a temper. He’ll cool down after a while.”
“You tied him down.”
“Have to with some of them.” Luke eyed the chairs. “Aren’t these too heavy for you to be hauling around?”
Maris was trying not to look at his naked chest, but it wasn’t possible to look at Luke at all without seeing it, especially when it was such a large chest. The impressive muscles of his shoulders, arms and chest rippled when he moved, and his skin was tan and looked as smooth as satin.
“They’re not too heavy,” Maris murmured, slightly breathlessly. “You’re very good with a rope.”
The left corner of Luke’s lips turned up in an acknowledging half smile. “I’ve had a lot of experience. I wish you’d let me or Keith carry the heavy stuff.”
“These chairs aren’t too heavy for me. I’ll let you know when something is. How long do you think it will take for that horse to calm down?”
Luke shrugged. “Not long. I’m going to put a saddle on Mother while I’m waiting.”
“She’s ready for riding?”
“No, but she’s ready for a saddle. I’ll leave it on her for two or three hours. She has to get used to the weight of a saddle on her back and the stirrups bumping her during movement.”
Maris was beginning to understand that Luke had a pattern in his training of the horses. She smiled over it. “You work like an assembly line.”
That little half grin flashed again. “Guess you could say that. I’m pretty satisfied with the way things are going. ’Course, I’ve saved the worst of the lot for last. When Mother’s ready for riding it’ll go a little easier. As I told you before, I intend to move Bozo and the other stallions out of the herd. They’ll all be much calmer then.”
“The stallions disrupt the others?” In spite of her determination to avoid looking directly at Luke’s chest, she spotted a two-inch scar near his left nipple.
“The stallions are constantly aroused and keeping the herd, especially the mares, stirred up.”
“Like when a bull is turned into the cows’ pasture,” Maris murmured absently, her thoughts on that scar.
“Did you used to have a bull?”
Putting Luke’s manly chest with its two-inch scar out of her mind, Maris sighed. “He was sold with most of our other cattle. That’s when Ray bought these horses.”
Luke frowned. “Was he going to hire someone to do the breaking for him?”
She merely shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, sounding a little broken herself. The subject was defeating, one of the trials she had lived through with Ray without ever understanding why he did what he did.
Bending over for the garden hose, she turned the spray on the chair. “Some of these things are going to need scrubbing with soap and water,” she remarked. “Anything wood will have to have a coat of furniture polish, as well.”
Luke was almost sorry he’d suggested the yard sale. Already he could tell that Maris was going to make too much of it. Everything for sale didn’t have to look as though it had just come off of a showroom floor.
He watched her for a moment, then began walking off, heading for the barn for a rope and a saddle to take out to Mother’s pasture. “See you later.”
“Yeah, see you later,” Maris said under her breath. But she looked up to get another glimpse of Luke’s remarkable torso. A small groan rose in her throat. No man should look the way he did without a shirt.
 
Maris was busily scrubbing a filthy table with a sponge and a bucket of warm, soapy water, when a car drove into the compound. A strange car. “Maybe that’s your friend coming to see the Corvette,” she called to Luke.
The roan in the corral was behaving much better than the piebald, and Luke had been rubbing the animal down with the blanket. He turned to see the car and then grinned when Jim Humphrey got out. “That’s him,” he called to Maris. “Come and meet him.”
Maris dropped the sponge into the bucket and dried her hands on one of the old towels she’d brought out from the house, along with a basket of cleaning supplies.
The three of them met about midway between Jim’s car and the corral. “Hey, Rivers, you look half-broken yourself,” Jim exclaimed with a big grin. He glanced at Maris. “Hello, ma’am. Are you the reason this big galoot seems to be finally settling down?”
Maris’s face turned beet-red. Luke quickly came to the rescue. “This lady is Maris Wyler, Jim, the owner of this place. I’m working for her.”
Jim grabbed Maris’s hand and energetically shook it. “Glad to meetcha, Maris. Then you must be the proud owner of that Corvette Luke called me about.”
Despite Jim’s hasty and certainly uncalled-for assessment of the situation, Maris couldn’t dislike him. He was a jolly-looking man with a cherubic face and a constant smile. She couldn’t help noticing the enormous diamond on his pinky ring, or his casual but unmistakably expensive clothing. Obviously, if Jim Humphrey liked the Corvette, he could afford to buy it.
“It’s out behind the barn, Mr. Humphrey. Would you like to see it right away, or perhaps you’d rather come into the house and have something cold to drink first?”
“Corvette first, cold drink later,” Jim boomed with a hearty laugh. “And for Pete’s sake, call me ‘Jim.’”
Maris smiled. “If you wish. Luke, would you show Jim the car? There’s something I need to do in the house.” It wasn’t true. There was nothing she needed to do in the house, but she was suddenly nervous about the car, and Luke could probably handle it much better than she could.
The two men walked off, talking and laughing. Apparently they were old friends and glad to see each other. Maris did go into the house, first so she wouldn’t look like a liar, and second because she was too flustered to return to her sponge and bucket of soapy water. Jittery, she moved from one window in the house to the next. What if Jim liked the car and actually bought it? How much would he pay for it? Would he make an immediate decision or ask for time to consider it?
Oh, damn, maybe she should have gone with them. At least then she would know what they were saying about the car.
To do something besides worry and fret, Maris made a pitcher of lemonade, using fresh lemons. It was almost an hour before she saw Luke and Jim coming around the barn, and by then she was totally frazzled. Springing to life, she fixed a tray with the pitcher of lemonade and three glasses containing ice cubes. Before the two men had reached the tiny patio at the back of the house, Maris had the tray sitting on the round table and she was smiling, as any sane and sensible person would be doing.
“Is that lemonade I see in that pitcher?” Jim asked jovially.
“It certainly is,” Maris replied. She filled the three glasses and passed them around. They drank and looked at one another and smiled at one another and everything seemed just peachy. “Well,” said Maris. “Would you like to sit down?”
“For a minute,” Jim replied.
They all sat around the table. “Wonderful lemonade. It’s not from a mix, I’ll bet,” Jim said.
“No, I used fresh lemons.”
“I can always tell the difference,” Jim said with unmistakable pride in his apparently trustworthy palate. “Well, young woman, I can tell you right now that I want that car. All we have to do now is settle on a price.”
Relief washed through Maris, immediately followed by panic. “Uh…price, yes. Well…” She looked to Luke for help, but he was sipping his lemonade and ignoring her silent plea. To his way of thinking, it was Maris’s car and she should do the dickering. Of course, if old Jim should offer too little for the ’Vette, he might step in and help Maris out.
“I’ll tell you about your car, Maris,” Jim said matter-of-factly. “The body can be repaired without too much expense, but Corvette wheels are costly and it has no tires. The standard engine in that model was a 300-bhp V8, but your ’Vette has the engine I’d hoped to see in it. It has the L-71 Tri-carb, which makes it a 435-bhp. Plus, it has the four-speed manual transmission. Put it all together, and we’re talking power, young woman, power and speed.”
Maris smiled weakly, grasping none of it. “I’m sure it would be a very pretty car…if repaired, of course.”
“Pretty!” Jim guffawed so loudly, Maris jumped. “A Corvette is an object of rare beauty, Maris.” He talked on and on, using phrases like “independent suspension” and “cubic inches” and then talking about wheelbase measurements and front/rear weight distribution.
Finally Jim ran down and stopped lauding the merits of his favorite automobile. His expression became serious. “The thing we don’t know is how much work the engine needs, Maris. How long have you owned it?”
“Um…about two years.”
“And it was running then?”
“Oh, no,” Maris replied. “It never ran while we owned it. My husband traded—”
Luke hastily interrupted. “That’s all beside the point, Jim. Maris never drove the car and I really don’t think she knows very much about it. Isn’t that true, Maris?”
“Very true.” Thank God Luke had finally spoken. Why on earth had he been sitting there all this time without saying something?
“Well…” Jim looked off into the distance, apparently pondering the matter. “I’m prepared to pay three thousand for the car.”
Maris’s mouth dropped open. She had never even come near a figure that high. One thousand had been a hope, but certainly not three.
“It’s worth more than that, Jim,” Luke said with a male-to-male laugh. “You know it, I know it.”
“Thirty-five hundred,” Jim said, adding, “there could be damage to the undercarriage, Luke. Without putting it on a lift, there’s no way of knowing.”
“Five thousand,” Luke said calmly.
“Five!” Jim laughed. “You’re dreaming, Luke.”
Luke sat there as cool as could be. “When that car is refurbished, it’ll be worth twenty-five thousand, maybe more. That’s something else we both know.” It was a bluff. Luke knew that classic automobiles carried a high value, but he’d pulled that figure of twenty-five thousand out of the air.
“Yeah, but how much will it take to refurbish it? I’ll go four thousand, and that’s being damned generous, Luke.”
“Forty-five hundred and we’ve got a deal,” Luke returned.
Maris’s startled gaze was going back and forth between the two men. They were actually thrilled to be sitting here dealing on the price of her car! She would have accepted the three thousand and been glad to take it. But she could see that Jim had expected some debate on the price and would probably have been disappointed not to get it.
Silently sighing, she sat back in her chair. Men and women were completely different creatures. Was it any wonder they didn’t get along? Or that they rarely understood one another?
Jim stood up and offered his hand. “Deal!”
Luke nudged Maris. “He’s talking to you, Maris.”
“Oh!” Hastily she got to her feet and shook hands with Jim Humphrey. “Thank you.” Forty-five hundred dollars for what she’d considered to be just another piece of junk behind the barn. She could hardly believe it.


Six

That night before going to bed, Maris looked again at the five-hundred-dollar check Jim Humphrey had given her. “You’ll get the balance when I pick up the car, Maris. Probably in a week or two.”
So she still didn’t have a large sum of money in her possession, but things were definitely looking up. If the yard sale was a success and then the horse auction, she could start running the ranch the way it used to function. From old accounting records and photograph albums, Maris had proof that the Circle W had once been a thriving, profitable operation. Her dreams went further than those old records and photos, though. It wasn’t that she yearned for wealth, but she did want financial security. Living in beautiful surroundings would be wonderful, too. When she was married to Ray, she’d never known one minute to the next what to expect. She’d make plans for the ranch, only to have him pull the rug out from under her. Now that she was on her own and getting out of debt things would be different.
Maris put away the check, opened a window for fresh air, turned off the light and crawled into bed. Her body was tired. Other than sitting down for meals and to talk to Jim Humphrey, she had been on her feet and working at one job or another all day. She lay there thinking of all that was going on—the preparations for the yard sale, Luke’s work with the horses, the unexpected windfall of Jim Humphrey buying that old Corvette.
A frown creased her forehead as a startling thought struck her: everything happening on the ranch was Luke’s doing! Because of that IOU, Luke had come up with the idea of him breaking her horses and holding a big whoop-de-do—his word—auction; Luke was the one who’d recognized the value of the Corvette and then just happened to have a friend who collected older-model ’Vettes; and last, it was Luke who had suggested the yard sale.
Rather than feeling grateful that Luke had such a versatile imagination, Maris felt slightly wounded that every good idea to make money for the ranch had come from him. Where had her imagination been hiding? Why hadn’t she seen the potential of Ray’s junk?
Agitated and suddenly not tired at all, Maris threw back the blankets and got out of bed. Finding her robe and slippers without a light, she put them on and walked through the dark house to the kitchen, where she stood at the window and stared out at the compound to ponder Luke’s involvement not only with the ranch but with her. The man had nothing of his own other than a pickup truck, and no one could ever accuse Luke Rivers of being dense or dull-witted. He recognized opportunity and didn’t hesitate to act upon it, and wasn’t a widow with a nice little ranch that could be a whole lot nicer a perfect opportunity for an unscrupulous man to better his lot in life?
A dull ache began in Maris’s chest. Was that why he’d kissed her? Did he think her so lonely and vulnerable, so in need of a man, that she would be easy to woo into submission and ultimately some kind of partnership that would give him control of her ranch?
But he was looking forward to leaving at the end of September, a voice in Maris’s head reminded. Anxious to return to rodeo.
Another voice argued, That could all be an act to put you off guard.
Was it an act? Was Luke unscrupulous? Was she a fool?
Her business arrangement with Luke regarding the horses didn’t make her a fool, Maris decided. Neither did grasping his idea for the yard sale. And certainly she appreciated his assistance in selling the Corvette.
But most definitely there was some of the fool lurking within her when she admired, with weak knees and a palpitating heart, his physique without a shirt, or responded with soft, pliant lips to his kisses.
As she stared out into the darkness, her gaze lingered on the ground area lighted by the lamp at the top of a tall pole near the barn. Her chin lifted in a show of defiance, though there was no one to see it. There would be no more kisses between her and Luke, no more girlishly breathless glances at him while he worked with the horses. She would not be taken in by an unscrupulous man, however much he turned on the charm.
Maris narrowed her eyes. Someone—it had to be Luke, as Keith had gone to bed several hours ago—was down by the barn. She squinted to see what he was carrying and couldn’t quite make it out. Why on earth was he still up, and what was he doing?
Without further speculation, Maris sped from the kitchen and through the door into the night. Her slippers fell softly on the grass of the backyard lawn and then on the hard-packed dirt between the lawn and barn. Luke had gone inside and turned on a light. She found him in the tack room.
Thinking that Maris had retired because of the dark house, he looked at her with surprise. “Anything wrong?”
Her gaze darted, as though searching for something out of place, or missing. “What are you doing out here so late?”
“Putting away the saddles I used on Mother and Zelda this afternoon. Why?”
His dedication annoyed her, probably because of her doubts about his scruples a few minutes ago. “You don’t have to work all night, you know,” she said tartly.
Luke held up a hand. “Wait a minute. You couldn’t possibly be angry because I’m doing my job, so why don’t you just come right out and say what’s got your tail in a knot?”
Maris’s head lifted until she was looking down her nose at him. “I don’t think you need to use that tone of voice with me.”
“You can use any uppity tone you please but I can’t speak my mind? Forget that notion, Maris.” He brushed past her. “It’s late and I’m beat. Good night.”
She stared, openmouthed because he would be so rude, as he headed for the tack room door, and felt fury solidifying in her belly. “Sometimes I think you forget which one of us owns this ranch and which one merely works on it.” She hurled the words at his retreating back.
Luke came to an abrupt halt and then slowly turned around. “What’s that supposed to mean? Why don’t you cut the crap and tell me why you’re out here at eleven o’clock at night trying to pick a fight?” He took a step toward her. “Is that what you want, Maris, a no-holds-barred fight? Maybe I’ve been doing something that’s been rubbing you wrong. Or maybe I haven’t been doing something you want done real bad.”
She was suddenly wishing she hadn’t come out here at all, let alone yelled at him. “I didn’t mean to pick a fight,” she said as haughtily as she could manage. “I saw you carrying something, and I merely wondered what you were doing out here so late.”
“Yeah, right. When I told you what I was doing, what did you do?”
“I…” She tried hard to remember. “I didn’t do anything!”
Luke took another forward step. “You told me in a smart-assed way that I didn’t have to work all night. You were ticked when you walked in here, and since you were nice as pie during dinner, something happened to change your mood. What was it?”
The dark glower in Luke’s eyes was intimidating. His unbuttoned shirt and beltless jeans were intimidating. Maris’s eyes widened. “You were in bed and then remembered that you’d left the saddles on the horses!”
“So?”
“So, nothing. I’m sorry I bothered you.” This time Maris brushed past him. He was only half-dressed, the same as her, even though her robe was ankle-length and tightly closed by a sash. Maybe she did want to pick a fight with him, but this was neither the time nor the place to do it.
Luke neatly hooked a finger into the sash at the back of her waist and yanked her backward. His arms closed around her. Maris gasped. “Just stop it! I didn’t come out here for this!”
He was breathing into her hair, causing her scalp to tingle. “I think this is exactly what you came out here for. I think you were lying in your bed all alone and picturing me out here alone in my bed. It’s a terrible waste, isn’t it, you in one bed, me in another?” His voice had grown husky. “Damn, Maris, we could make some mighty sweet music together.”
Her traitorous mind painted the image he’d suggested. Sweet music. Her eyes closed as the throbbing between her legs began again. Her aching breasts reminded her of the many unhappy, lonely nights she’d spent as a woman tied to a man who hadn’t considered her pleasure since the first year of their marriage. The first few months, to be more accurate.
But what made Luke any different? Hadn’t she and Lori, her best friend, talked endlessly about that very subject? And wasn’t Lori’s attitude virtually the same as her own—that a happy, romantic marriage was just a fruitless fantasy?
Besides, Luke wasn’t offering marriage. He was offering her his bed and a night of sweet music.
She went limp and spoke listlessly. “Let go of me.”
Her abrupt change of mood startled Luke into obeying. But he was breathing erratically and his body was uncomfortably geared up for that “sweet music.”
“Go on. Get out of here,” he said wearily. He couldn’t resist a parting shot, however. As Maris hurried through the door, he yelled, “The next time you come looking for a fight—or something—in the middle of the night, count on getting it!”
Maris ran from the barn and kept on running all the way to the house.
 
“Keith, would you mind doing the grocery shopping for me this week? I don’t want to stop working on the things for the yard sale.” The telephone rang. Maris went to pick it up and said, “Hello, would you hold for a moment, please?” Then she held her hand over the phone’s mouthpiece to finish up with Keith. “The grocery list and money are on the counter. Your paycheck is there, too.”
Grinning, Keith walked over to the counter and gathered up the money, the grocery list and his paycheck. Earning his own money was the greatest feeling he’d ever had. “Thanks, Maris. See ya later.” He went out the door whistling through his teeth.
Maris returned to her caller. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”
“It’s just me, Maris.”
“Lori! Hi, how are you?” Maris sat down. “It’s been ages since we talked.”
“I’m fine…busy, as usual. How are you?”
Lori Parker Bains was a nurse and a midwife. She was an absolute doll with her gorgeous blond hair and big blue eyes, but her looks had never gone to her head and she had been Maris’s best friend since childhood. Lori had married her high school sweetheart, Travis Bains, but it hadn’t lasted, so, in a way, she and Maris were in almost the same boat as far as their manless lives went.
Maris took a breath. “I’ve been busy, too. There’s a lot going on right now.”
“You needn’t say another word. I’ve heard all about the hunk you’ve got working out there. The word around town is that he looks like Mel Gibson.”
“The movie star? Good Lord, where did you hear that?”
“From the gals at the Hip Hop. Incidentally, John Tully is taking all the credit for sending him out to your place to ask for a job. Seems very proud of himself for having been so helpful.”
Maris groaned. “Oh, God. Do you mean to tell me the whole town is talking about Luke working out here?”
“Afraid so, kiddo. Is it true? Does he look like Mel Gibson?”
“Of course he doesn’t look like Mel Gibson. I’ve never heard of anything so ridiculous. He’s nice-looking, but he’s certainly not movie-star material.” If she were Pinocchio, her nose would be four inches longer, Maris thought disgustedly. Luke might not look precisely like Mel Gibson, but he was every bit as handsome.
“Methinks the lady doth protest a little too much,” Lori quipped in her ear with a laugh.
“Come and meet him for yourself,” Maris retorted.
“At the very first opportunity, my friend.”
They talked for about fifteen minutes, about other topics than Luke Rivers, then signed off with promises to see each other very soon.
Maris sat there more than a little disgruntled. Damned gossips. Why was everyone else’s business so interesting to some people? Didn’t they have enough to do keeping their own lives on course? Or were they so bored with their own routines and ruts that they became titillated over a widow hiring a man to break her horses? Of course, Luke really was unusually good-looking….
Slapping her palms on the table, Maris pushed herself to her feet. She was tired of the topic, and if one person—other than Lori, of course—dared to mention Luke Rivers to her with a smug twinkle in his or her eye, she would let him have it with both barrels.
 
Luke was riding Mother. Maris stood with the soapy sponge in her hand and surprise on her face. He was in the secondary pasture, putting the mare through a variety of paces—a walk, a gallop, a trot. Mother tossed her head every so often, but obeyed Luke’s commands. Dropping the sponge into the bucket of water, Maris deserted the old sideboard she’d been scrubbing down and hurried over to the fence to watch.
The grace and ease of Luke’s performance awed Maris. He was a wonderful rider, using both the reins and his legs to guide the mare. Around and around the pasture they went, then, without warning, Luke would head the mare for the fence, draw back on the reins and call “Whoa!” The mare stopped, of course, not wanting to tangle with barbed wire. But Maris could see that the animal was learning what the word whoa meant.
Maris stayed at the fence for some time, but when she realized that Luke wasn’t merely taking a short ride, she returned to the sideboard. Before reaching into the bucket for the sponge, she brushed back a stray lock of hair on her forehead with the back of her hand. At the same time she spotted an approaching vehicle. Smiling, she started walking to the parking area to greet Jessica Larson McCallum. Only last week Jessica had married Sterling McCallum, and if two people were ever more mismatched, Maris hadn’t met them.
But the newly wed Jessica had a glow these days that was pure magic, which couldn’t help denting Maris’s theory that men and women simply were not compatible.
“Hello, Jessica,” she called ahead.
“Maris, how are you?” Jessica called back while getting out of her pickup truck.
“It’s nice seeing you. Come inside and we’ll have a glass of iced tea.”
“Thank you. I could use a cool drink.”
Jessica was tall and slender and quite pretty. In sending her a sidelong glance on their way to the house, Maris decided that Jessica was very pretty. Had falling in love added depth to her looks?
They entered the house through the kitchen door. “How is Sterling?” Maris asked.
“Wonderful, beautiful, loving, lovable…” Jessica stopped to laugh. “I could go on and on and bore you to tears.”
“You’re happy.”
“Ecstatic, Maris. And baby Jennifer…well, words escape me when it comes to Jenny. But—” smiling teasingly, she pulled out her wallet “—I just happen to have a few pictures of her.”
The baby had been left on the Kincaids’ doorstep in April. No one could understand why they had been chosen, though everyone seemed to agree that boring, Milquetoast Dugin Kincaid was hardly the type of man to be roaming around the countryside, fathering children. Certainly Jeremiah Kincaid, Dugin’s father, although still a vigorous man with an eye for pretty women, had been too old for those kinds of shenanigans. Of course, Maris thought, looks can be deceiving. It was more likely though that whoever left the baby chose the Kincaids simply because they were the wealthiest folks in town.
After the baby had gone into the social-services system Sterling McCallum had tried to find her mother, or anyone related for that matter, without success. Jessica, who was the head of social services, had gotten so involved with the child she’d arranged to become Jennifer’s foster mother after marrying Sterling. Now, if everything worked out, Jessica, Sterling and Jennifer were going to be a happy family.
Looking at the photos, Maris’s eyes filled with tears. She would never have such a beautiful little family, but maybe she could adopt a child on her own. Adoption was probably the only way she would ever have a baby of her own. “Oh, Jessica, she’s the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen,” Maris said, all but bawling with emotion.
Jessica was blinking back a few tears of her own. “Sterling and I think so.”
Maris handed back the wallet and went to the refrigerator for the pitcher of iced tea.
“How’s Keith doing, Maris?”
Jessica was the social worker who had brought Keith to the Wyler ranch. Jessica had called soon after Ray had died and explained his situation, and Maris’s heart had immediately gone out to the troubled, abused boy. She’d needed no time at all to consider helping Keith Colson; instead she’d told Jessica to bring him at once.
Maris brought the tea and two tumblers containing ice cubes to the table. “Keith is doing great, Jessica, and that’s—” she grinned “—no bull.” The two women laughed over Maris’s little pun. “Seriously,” Maris continued, seating herself at the table with Jessica, “he’s a great kid.” Her gaze met Jessica’s. “I wish he were my son.”
Jessica sighed softly. Maris had a good heart. Most people who suffered a sudden loss, as she had with Ray, wouldn’t have been able to take a boy like Keith into their home and treat him so kindly.
“I know you’re grieving, Maris, but time heals all sorrows. Most of us have lost someone important. It just takes time to get over it. Not that you’ll ever forget Ray, but in time your pain will diminish.”
“Grieving?” A moment of embarrassment pinkened Maris’s cheeks. She liked Jessica, but didn’t know her very well, certainly not the way she knew Lori, so there were some subjects she couldn’t talk about with ease. And maybe she should be grieving. Maybe she should be wallowing in self-pity because her husband had died. “Uh…yes,” she said lamely.
“Is Keith working somewhere on the ranch right now?” Jessica inquired. “I’d like to say hello.”
Keith was a much more comfortable topic. “He went to town today.” Maris smiled. “Armed with my grocery list for the week.”
“And the cash to purchase the food?”
“I would trust Keith with anything on the ranch, Jessica.” Maris leaned forward. “I would swear on a Bible that he will never get into trouble again.”
“If that’s true, it’s your doing.” Jessica reached out and touched Maris’s hand. “Thank you. I just knew that all Keith needed was a chance, Maris. You’ve given it to him, and I truly believe that what goes around comes around. For your own kindness, you’ll be rewarded in some way. You’ll see.” Jessica began gathering up her purse. “I’ll be running along. Tell Keith hello for me. I’ll drop in again when I’m out this way.”
“Anytime, Jessica.”
It wasn’t until Maris was back outside and scrubbing the sideboard that she realized Jessica hadn’t mentioned Luke. Apparently there were some people in the area who didn’t listen to gossip, thank goodness.
 
While Keith carried in the groceries, Maris began putting them away. When everything was unloaded, Keith laid some money on the counter. “That’s your change.”
“Thanks, Keith.” Placing canned goods on a shelf, Maris said, “Jessica stopped by to say hello.” Instantly a wary glint appeared in Keith’s eyes. “I told her you were doing great, so please don’t worry about your future. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you want.”
Keith looked down at his boots. “Uh…even after school starts?”
Maris went to the boy and took his hand. “Keith, I told you before that you can finish your schooling from here. Jessica told you the same thing. This is your home now.” She smiled. “What on earth would I do without you? You’re the only family I have.”
Keith rarely mentioned his own family, especially his abusive father, and Maris never pushed him into talking about his past. But sometimes, like now, Keith’s youthful dark eyes contained more pain than she cared to see in anyone’s eyes.
“Enough of that,” she said lightly, giving Keith’s hand a playful shake. “I’ve got a new job for you. Luke has been riding Mother and Curly today. What I want you to do is to ignore everything else and help Luke with the horses.”
“No kidding?” Keith’s lapse into sadness completely vanished. “Can I start right now?” he asked eagerly.
Maris started putting food away again. “Go out and talk to Luke about it. I really haven’t had the chance, what with one thing and another all day. But you heard him say those horses were going to need a lot of riding once he got them to a certain stage.”
“Uh…Maris, I bought you a little gift.”
Maris had noticed the bulge in his shirt pocket, but really hadn’t given it any thought. Now Keith reached into the pocket and brought out a small object wrapped in pink tissue paper. “It ain’t much,” he mumbled sheepishly, holding out the tiny package. “But it sort of reminded me of you…when I saw it.”
With her heart melting, Maris accepted the package. So she wouldn’t cry, she forced a little laugh. “They always say the best presents come in small packages.” Gently she removed the tissue wrapping and saw a delicate, heart-shaped porcelain trinket. “Oh, it’s beautiful, Keith.”
“It’s a little box,” he explained. “The top comes off.”
The “top” was decorated with miniature red roses and green leaves. Never had a gift touched Maris more. But why would this fragile, lovely little object remind Keith of her?
“The woman at the store told me that ladies keep things in little boxes like this.” He frowned. “But it sure wouldn’t hold anything very big, would it?”
It was already holding something for Maris that was more valuable than diamonds—Keith’s affection. “I’ll find something to put in it, never fear, and I intend keeping it on the top of my dresser so I can see it every day. Thank you.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and then saw the pleased surprise on his face. “I’ll treasure it always. Run along now and talk to Luke.”
The boy bounded from the house and let the screen door bang behind him. Maris smiled wistfully and looked at the tiny box in her hand. “It really is beautiful,” she whispered. No one had ever given her anything quite like it before. She was not a porcelain-and-miniature-roses sort of woman.
At least she had never thought of herself that way.
 
Luke noticed Keith hanging on the corral fence. The horse he was working with at the present was a handsome animal. It had the configuration of a quarter horse with the distinct black-and-white spotted markings on its rump and loins of the Appaloosa. This was the first horse of Maris’s herd that really excited Luke. He’d already named him Rocky, and he liked the way the animal moved, even though Rocky wasn’t exactly receptive to Luke’s advances.
Giving both Rocky and himself a breather, Luke walked over to the spigot, turned it on and splashed water over his head, arms and bare chest. “Hot today,” he called to Keith.
“Yeah, real hot,” Keith agreed.
After shaking the water out of his eyes, Luke ambled over to the fence. “So, how’s it going in town?”
Keith shrugged. “Same as always.”
“Do your friends live in town?”
“Uh…yeah, most of them.” It was a tough question to answer, because his previous friends weren’t going to be his friends when school started and he had to start mingling with his peers again. That was okay with him. He liked living like normal folks, and he wasn’t going to screw up and do something to ruin what he had on the No Bull. Which meant finding new friends, kids who didn’t get their kicks from stealing and vandalizing other people’s property.
“Maris said I should talk to you about helping with the horses. She said you were riding Mother and Curly today. Are they ready for riding now, Luke?”
“Mother is. You can start riding her in the morning. I’ll ride Curly a little more before turning him over to you.” Luke grinned. “Glad to have you on the team, Keith, but I can almost guarantee you’re going to get tired of riding before we’re through with the herd.”
“I won’t, Luke. I know I won’t.” Keith gazed admiringly at the horse in the corral. “He’s kind of special-looking, ain’t he? How come he’s got those spots on his rump?”
“Those spots are called a blanket, Keith. He’s an Appaloosa, and someone bred him to get that exact effect in his coloring. Breeding Appaloosas isn’t a simple matter. Mating an Appaloosa stud with an Appaloosa mare doesn’t guarantee an Appaloosa foal.”
“No kidding? That’s kind of odd, ain’t it?”
Luke ran his fingers through his wet hair, smoothing it back from his forehead. “It’s just a trick of nature, I guess.”
“Did you grow up on a ranch?”
Luke nodded. “In Texas.”
Keith looked at the handsome animal standing on the other side of the corral. “You sure were lucky, Luke. I really like living on a ranch.”
Luke was studying the boy. “Then you lived in town before this summer?”
“I’ve been here since May—just after Ray died.”
“I see.” There was a story behind Keith’s connection to Maris and the ranch, Luke decided. For one thing, no one ever mentioned his family, or if he even had one. In fact, Maris had been very closemouthed about Keith right from the first.
“Are you related to Maris?” Luke quietly asked.
“No, but I wish I was. Hey, he’s pawing the ground. Is he getting mad, Luke?”
Luke looked back at the Appaloosa and grinned. “He’d rather be out in the pasture. Well, I’d better get back to work. Me and Rocky are going to be friends, though he doesn’t know it yet.”
“You named him Rocky? Cool,” Keith commented with an approving grin. “Is it okay if I stay out here and watch you work?”
“Yeah, it’s fine. Just don’t yell or make any sudden movements, okay? And keep Blackie on your side of the fence.”
“Okay.”
 
At supper that evening Keith talked on and on about Luke and Rocky. “You should’ve seen how Luke calmed him down, Maris. He rubbed him all over with an old sack, then with a blanket. Rocky loved it.”
“I’ve seen the process,” Maris said with a glance at Luke, who instantly sent her a grin that she saw as masculine smugness. Obviously he was basking in Keith’s enthusiastic admiration and the whole situation worried her. Luke Rivers, after all, was not the best role model for a boy like Keith.
That was something she should have considered before this, she realized uneasily. Keith was all but bursting with elation because he was going to be helping Luke with the horses, and she couldn’t very well reverse herself on that decision now.
She made another decision. After dinner was over she would talk to Luke and ask him to avoid telling Keith stories about his wild-and-woolly good times on the rodeo circuit. Maris actually shuddered at the thought of that sort of camaraderie developing between the two of them. She would be crushed if Keith followed in Ray’s and Luke’s footsteps, particularly since it would be her fault for exposing the boy to a man of Luke’s feckless nature.
Immediately after dinner, she firmly resolved that whatever it took, she was going to talk to Luke alone. This was not going to be a conversation for Keith to overhear.


Seven

“Luke, would you teach me how to use a rope the way you do?”
Still seated at the dinner table, though everyone had finished eating, Maris let her gaze drift from boy to man. Keith was no longer shy with Luke and was, in fact, developing a bad case of hero-worship. Maris opened her mouth to intervene, but Luke answered before she could suggest that learning to use a rope really wasn’t a very high-priority item.
“Be glad to, Keith. How about a lesson right now?”
Keith’s excitement had him up and heading for the door at once, and Maris’s heart sank. Luke, grinning at the boy’s enthusiasm, stood up to follow.
“Luke,” Maris said in a low voice. “I need to talk to you.”
Luke’s entire expression changed, his face taking on a predatory cast. “Anytime, babe. Just say the word.”
Maris’s eyes flashed angrily. “I said talk!”
“Luke? Are you coming?” Keith called from just outside the door, obviously anxious to get started with his roping lesson.
“I’m coming.” Almost lazily Luke moved around the table, stopping very close to Maris’s chair to lean over and whisper, “What’s it going to be this time, honey, another fight or something with a little spice to it?”
She lifted her eyes to send him a venomous look. “It’s happens to be something very important, and I do not appreciate your crude jokes.”
Laughing deep in his throat, Luke went through the back door to join Keith. Maris continued to sit at the table, while anger wreaked havoc on her nervous system. How dared he call her “babe” and “honey”? If only she didn’t need his proficiency with the horses so badly. For a few seconds she indulged in a gratifying mental image of herself telling him what a careless, negligent, pleasure-seeking jerk he was, and then to get his gear together and get the hell off of her ranch.
Reality began overriding her anger. Luke wasn’t careless or negligent when it came to the horses, and their training was moving along at a rapid pace. With Mother and Sugar and Zelda and all the other animals he’d been working with, he showed endless patience and an unquestionable expertise. She couldn’t do something so stupid as to lose her temper and destroy the best thing she had going for the ranch, regardless of his insolent reminders that he would gladly take her to bed.
Besides, there’d been a teasing note in his whispery voice when he’d leaned over her. She probably presented a comical challenge to a man like him, which wasn’t a particularly flattering idea to Maris. Yet what other amusement was there for Luke on the No Bull but to bait her and then watch her feathers ruffle? And dumb her, she bristled on cue. No wonder he’d walked out laughing.
The table full of dirty dishes suddenly seeped into her senses. Sighing dramatically, she got up to do the dishes.
But come hell or high water, embarrassment or even another argument, she was going to have that talk with Luke before she went to bed tonight. Keith had made remarkable headway since coming to the ranch, and Luke Rivers was not going to undermine that progress by painting outlandish scenes of romance and adventure on the rodeo circuit for the impressionable teenager.
Maris was just finishing up with the dishes, when the telephone rang. Wiping her hands on a dish towel, she picked up the phone. “No Bull Ranch. This is Maris.”
“You’re not really serious about changing the name of your ranch, are you, Maris?”
“It’s already been done, Judd. Hi, how are you?”
“But I thought you were just kidding around with that new sign.”
“The Circle W was the Wylers’ ranch, Judd. The No Bull is mine.”
“Now that doesn’t make any sense at all, Maris, not when it’s the same darned ranch.”
“It’s not ‘the same darned ranch,’ Judd, but it’ll be a while before it’s obvious to anyone but myself.”
“Maris, are you all right?” She could hear concern in Judd’s somber voice. “You’re talking kind of funny. Is everything all right out there?”
Worrying Judd Hensley was the last thing she wanted to do. She was fond of him and appreciated his attention. “Judd, I’m fine and so is everything else.”
“Well…the reason I called was to ask you out for supper on Friday night. Melissa’s advertising an all-you-can-eat fish fry at the Hip Hop, and I thought you might enjoy it.”
“I would, but…” Maris bit down on her bottom lip. With all that was going on right now, did she want to leave the ranch for an evening? “Judd…would you mind terribly if I begged off? I’m working very hard to get a yard sale organized, and frankly, I’m completely exhausted at the end of the day.”
“A yard sale, you say? What’re you planning to sell?”
“Every piece of junk on the place.”
“Those things that Ray had stored out behind the barn?”
“Yes.” Recently she’d been thinking of certain articles in the house that she’d be glad to see the last of, as well. Ray’s gun collection for one. She hated guns, and there were eight rifles and almost as many handguns in a locked gun cabinet in her living room. Cabinet and all were going to be added to her growing list of sale items.
“Well…I’m disappointed about Friday night, but we’ll do it another time. By the way, how’s your hired man working out?”
“Luke is a wizard with horses, Judd. He’s working out very well.” Maris had been wondering if Judd would get around to mentioning Luke.
“Uh, Maris, I’ve been hearing some rumors about—”
“Don’t say it, Judd,” she interjected sharply. “I despise gossip, especially when it’s totally groundless.”
Judd was silent a moment. “Sorry I brought it up. I’ll call again, or drop by, Maris.”
“Do that, Judd.”
After goodbyes, Maris put down the phone. So, even Judd had heard the gossip about Luke doing more than just working for her. Someone was mighty busy spreading lies, or perhaps no more than amused hints and sly innuendo. Maris had never been the subject of this sort of gossip before, and she didn’t much care for the feeling it gave her.
But what could she do about it? It would die down after Luke left. Until then she would just have to grin and bear it.
 
Maris was becoming impatient. The sun had slipped down below the mountains, it was nearly dark and Luke and Keith were still tossing loops at fence posts. They were getting along famously, she saw from a window, talking and laughing together, whooping when Keith actually succeeded in roping a post. She didn’t want to go out there with some heavy-handed comment about needing to speak to Luke in private, but it was getting late and she was not going to go to bed without having that crucial conversation with Luke.
From the window it appeared to Maris that Keith was having the time of his life, which raised some extremely disturbing ambiguities within her. She wanted Keith to have fun—he’d had little enough of that before coming to the ranch—but she didn’t want him having fun with a man of Luke Rivers’s ilk. Though she could tell they were talking at intervals, she couldn’t make out their words, and what if Luke was boasting about wine, women and song on the rodeo circuit? Wouldn’t tales of that sort influence a young man, maybe start him thinking that rodeo would be a great way to go?
With intense relief, she finally saw Keith handing his coiled rope to Luke and starting for the house. The yard light, which was on a sensor responsive to darkness, flashed on and provided enough light for Maris to see Luke going into the barn.
Keith came in through the kitchen door. “Hi.” He went directly to the refrigerator and took out a gallon of milk. “Roping sure is fun, Maris. You should’ve come down and watched. Luke said I did real well for a beginner.” After pouring himself a tall glass of milk, Keith grabbed a handful of cookies and sat at the table to eat his snack.
Maris leaned her hips against the sink counter. “You like Luke, don’t you?”
“Yeah, he’s an all-right guy.”
“Does he talk very much about himself?”
Keith looked up. “Why would he do that? Don’t you like him, Maris?”
She drew a slow and uneasy breath. “I like him just fine. I was just curious about…well, about what the two of you might have discussed.”
Keith grinned. “We talked about roping. He’s an expert, Maris. He can do all kinds of tricks with ropes.”
“I’m sure he can.”
Gulping the last of his milk, Keith got up and rinsed his glass at the sink, the way Maris had requested he do when he’d first come to the ranch. “I’m hitting the sack, Maris. Luke said I could start riding Mother first thing in the morning.”
“Good night, Keith. See you in the morning.” Maris wanted to kick herself. There was no way she could tell Keith that she’d changed her mind about him working with Luke and the horses, not when Keith’s excitement was almost tangible.
Maris pushed away from the counter. That talk with Luke was imminent.
Luke had just stepped out of the shower, when he heard someone knocking on the door of his loft quarters. “Just a minute,” he yelled from the tiny bathroom. Wrapping a towel around his hips, he crossed the living room and pulled open the door.
His near nudity shocked Maris into momentary speechlessness. Then she stammered, “Uh…put some clothes on. I’ll wait out here.” Shivering with an internal chill, she folded her arms around herself in the barren loft and tried not to listen to the sounds in Luke’s room. His bare feet made a soft slapping noise on the wood floor. A door opened—the closet?—and then she heard the rustle of clothing. Her heart seemed to be beating unusually fast. Her mouth felt dry. She would have to ask him for a glass of water.
The look on Maris’s face when he’d opened that door, wearing a towel, made Luke chuckle while he yanked on a pair of clean jeans. But he returned to her with a straight face. “Come on in. Mi casa es su casa.”
“Indeed it is.” Maris swept past him into the room. Damn him! All he’d put on was jeans, and he hadn’t even closed the button at his waist. She suspected that he already considered her a prude, so she wouldn’t mention more clothing if her life depended on it.
“Have a seat,” Luke drawled.
There were two places to sit in there, one straight-backed chair and the bed. Maris chose the chair. Luke sat on the edge of the bed, leaning forward with his forearms resting on his thighs. “Must be something mighty important eating at you to bring you into my lair,” he said with deliberate and mocking somberness.
“I’m not here to bandy words with you, Luke, so please cut the macho lines, okay?”
He changed positions, leaning back on his elbows, half sitting, half reclining. His spread thighs seemed to be pointing directly at her, a flagrant display of manly assets that could only have been more clearly defined without the jeans.
Maris got up, moved the chair to another location—one without such an arresting view—and sat down again. “I want to talk to you about Keith.”
“About Keith?” Luke’s teasing came to an abrupt halt and he sat up. “What about Keith?”
Her mouth was dryer still. Telling, or even asking, Luke how to behave on any level wasn’t a pleasant prospect. “Could I have a glass of water?”
He looked at her peculiarly, then pushed to his feet. “Yeah, sure.” Disappearing into the bathroom for a moment, he returned with a paper cup of water.
“Thank you.” Maris drank it down, every drop.
“What about Keith, Maris?” Luke repeated.
It couldn’t be put off any longer. She lifted her chin. “I don’t want you filling his head with romantic nonsense about rodeo life. It’s not romantic, and it’s not even very civilized, and…”
“Hold on a minute.” Luke’s expression had become as hard as granite. “In the first damned place, you don’t know what you’re talking about. How many rodeos did you compete in? How many did you even attend? But that’s not the point. You have your opinion of rodeo and I have mine. What is the point is why you would think I would discuss it with Keith, and second, if it did happen to come up in conversation when we’re together, what makes you think I would romanticize the subject? Rodeo is hard work and tough competition. Most of the men and women competing for the prize money love the sport and work damn hard to prove themselves. Where do you get the nerve to call it uncivilized, when you don’t even understand it?”
Maris smirked. “I understand it perfectly.”
“No, babe, you don’t,” Luke said sardonically. “You’re against rodeo because Ray loved it, and that’s the long and the short of it.”
Maris leapt to her feet. “You smug bastard. Just a regular Mr. Know-it-all, aren’t you? Well, let me tell you something. If Ray had stayed home and taken care of this ranch instead of traipsing all over the country to chase prize money—which he never won—and women—which I’m sure he found by the droves—this ranch wouldn’t be nearly bankrupt. And you have the gall to stand there and tell me not to blame rodeo?”
“He wasn’t gone all the time, Maris. What did he do when he was home? Even with rodeo a big part of his life, this ranch shouldn’t be bankrupt.”
It was the God’s truth, the stunning truth, and Maris’s fury wilted right before Luke’s eyes.
“He drank,” she said listlessly. “I ran the ranch, or tried to, and with him spending every cent coming in, I couldn’t keep it afloat.” Her eyes flashed with renewed anger at the pity she saw in Luke’s. “None of that is any of your business. I will always despise rodeo and nothing you can say or do will ever change my mind. I meant what I said about Keith. He’s a good kid and he’s going to make something of himself. I don’t want him influenced by a bunch of fairy tales about how wonderful bumming around the country to break his neck in some rodeo arena is.”
Arguing with Maris over the pros and cons of rodeo life was a no-win proposition. Luke sucked in a long, slow breath. “Who is he, Maris? How come he’s living here with you? Where’s his own family?”
Maris hesitated. “If I tell you about his background, will you keep it to yourself? What I mean is, unless Keith himself mentions it, will you act as though you know nothing about it?”
“He’s been in trouble with the law, hasn’t he?” Luke said quietly.
“Do you promise?”
“Yes, I promise. I’ll never mention it to Keith. What happened?”
Maris walked to a window and looked out at the black night. This side of the barn was opposite to the yard light, and there really was nothing to see, other than her own reflection in the windowpane.
“He lived with his father and grandmother. Terrance, his father, is an alcoholic. He beat not only Keith, but his own elderly mother. No one knew it. Keith started getting into trouble at school, then he got caught shoplifting. Sterling McCallum and Jessica got involved in the case. They suspected something terribly wrong in the Colson home, but Keith would never admit to anything. Finally, I guess he just couldn’t take any more abuse. He got hold of an unloaded gun and tried to hold up Bill Murray’s car lot. It was a cry for help. Every time he got in trouble, he eventually got sent back to his father. The poor kid decided that going to jail would be better than living with Terrance. It was Sterling and Jessica who saved him from juvenile detention. Sterling, actually. He called me and told me the story. I needed some help on the place—” Maris turned around to face Luke “—but that wasn’t the reason I agreed to Keith’s coming here. I can’t bear the thought of youngsters being abused, and I wanted him to have a chance at a decent life. It’s been working, Luke. You must be able to see for yourself what a great kid Keith is.”
Forgetting everything but her vehement concern for Keith, Maris went to Luke and laid her hand on his arm. “I don’t want him to become enchanted with some unstable vocation like rodeo. I want him to get an education and to do something with his life. He’s so young—young enough to be my own son—and I’ve become very attached to him.”
“He’s what, sixteen? To be your son, you would have had to have him when you were a kid.”
“I’m thirty-two, Luke.” She was looking into his eyes. “That’s not important. Keith’s future is. Will you downplay your obsession with rodeo if he should ask about it? He likes you. He admires you. But I don’t want him to be like you,” she said, finishing in a tortured whisper.
Never had anyone said something that hurt Luke more than what Maris had just said: I don’t want him to be like you.
He tried to put it out of his mind. “So where’s Terrance Colson now?”
Suddenly realizing that she’d been hanging on to Luke’s arm, Maris backed away from him. “He’s in jail. Keith’s grandmother moved away. I don’t think there’s any other family. Luke, will you cooperate with me on this?”
Without a dram of expression on his face, he nodded. “You have my word.”
This time she didn’t question the value of his word but believed him wholeheartedly. Something she’d said had reached him, thank God. “Many, many thanks,” she said with all the gratitude she felt inside, making her voice slightly unsteady. “I won’t forget this, Luke.”
Luke ran all ten of his fingers through his damp hair. “I have a feeling that neither will I, Maris.” I don’t want him to be like you. “Would you like me to walk you to the house? It’s awfully dark out tonight.”
Maris shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m not afraid of the dark, and the yard’s pretty well lit once I get beyond the barn. Good night, Luke.”
She slipped out, closing the door behind her. He sank to the bed and sat there staring down at his own two bare feet. He was thirty-five years old and owned nothing but a six-year-old pickup truck and an IOU for three thousand bucks. A cynical smile tipped one corner of his lips. Maybe Maris wasn’t wrong about rodeo, after all.
 
There was a bustle on the ranch in the ensuing days, which elated Maris. Keith and Luke worked nonstop with the horses, and often she heard their laughter ringing throughout the compound. She rode out every morning to tend the cattle, then spent the rest of the day on the yard sale. There were only a few more items left to clean and make ready.
During lunch one day she mentioned the weeds behind the barn. “They have to be chopped down,” she said, looking at both Keith and Luke.
“We’ll do it right after lunch,” Luke assured her.
“Great. Thanks. I made up a bunch of posters announcing the sale, and I’m going to bring them into town this afternoon to display in store windows. I’ve also put an ad in the newspaper. I can hardly believe the sale is going to be this weekend.” She bit down on her lip, worried suddenly. “What if no one comes to it? What if no one cares that I’m having a yard sale?”
“They’ll come,” Luke said.
“They will, Maris,” Keith earnestly agreed.
Of course people will come, Maris told herself repeatedly during the drive to town. She smiled grimly. Maybe some would come just to get a look at her hired man.
With her stack of posters, Maris started making the rounds of Whitehorn’s commercial establishments. No one refused her request to exhibit her signs in their windows, and she got to talk to a lot of old friends, many of whom promised to come and see what she had for sale this weekend.
John Tully, the drugstore owner, beamed from ear to ear when she showed him the poster. “A yard sale, eh? Well, I could use a new yard. Maybe I’ll buy yours.” He laughed as though he’d just invented wit, and Maris, out of friendship, laughed with him at the tired old joke.
John put the poster in a prominent spot in his best window. “How’s that?”
“That’s great, John. Thanks. Well, I have a few more of these to distribute, so I’d better be running along.”
John followed her to the door. “How’s that fellow Rivers working out?”
“Just fine, John.” Maris put her hand on the door to open it.
“I sent him out to your place, you know. We met in the Hip Hop one morning and he asked if I knew of any available jobs in the area. Naturally, the minute he said he wanted ranch work, I thought of you trying to run your place with just a boy for help.”
“That was kind of you, John.”
John kept smiling. “Guess it turned out better than I thought.”
“Better how, John?”
“Well, with the two of you becoming…um…friends…”
Maris heaved a discouraged sigh. “Don’t believe everything you hear, John. Incidentally, do you happen to recall who told you that Luke and I were becoming…um…friends?”
“Well, let me see, Maris.” The druggist scratched his balding head. “Uh…seems like it was Lily Wheeler.”
“Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?” Maris drawled sarcastically. Before John Tully could come up with a reply, Maris was going out the door. “Bye, John. Thanks for the use of your window.”
Lily Mae Wheeler. Maris fumed all the way back to the ranch. That woman would try the patience of a saint. She knew everything about everybody in town and within a fifty-mile radius thereafter, and if you happened to run into her on the street, you couldn’t shut her up no matter what you did. Lily could talk faster than anyone Maris had ever known, and obviously the woman didn’t need much oxygen, because she rarely ever slowed down for a breath of air.
But how on earth Lily Wheeler had gotten wind of Luke working on the No Bull, Maris would never know. But then, how did Lily get most of her information? The woman just naturally attracted news, even plain, everyday and rather dull news such as a stranger in town landing a job on a ranch thirty miles from town.
Judd should hire Lily to unearth the murderer of Floyd Oakley, Maris thought wryly. She must have plenty to say on that subject.


Eight

Maris had advertised the yard sale to begin at nine in the morning and end at four in the afternoon. At ten minutes after eight on Saturday morning a car arrived. Maris was walking among her sale items, removing sheets that she’d been using to protect some of the better pieces from nighttime dampness, and she looked at the car with surprise.
Winona Cobb got out and called a cheery, “Hello, Maris.”
Winona was at least seventy, but seemed to have more energy than people half her age. She was short and stout, a round little butterball of a woman with iron gray hair and a chipper smile. Today she was wearing a purple tunic and her usual jewelry—a large amethyst crystal pendant and assorted bracelets. Maris had always considered Winona to be a true eccentric. Along with the junk she collected, which she sold, swapped or merely stacked in untidy piles inside her small shop or in her front yard, she kept animals—dogs, cats, chickens and goats. And bees, lots of bees. She sold the honey they produced, and it was very good honey. Winona had a way with the insects and they never stung her—even though she never wore protective clothing. People called her a “bee charmer.” But Maris wasn’t especially fond of bees buzzing around her head and she never stopped at Winona’s place anymore. Ray used to stop often. Ray had not only stopped, he had swapped and even bought. Winona was apt to recognize some of her own junk in today’s sale, Maris thought with droll amusement.
Oh, yes, there was one more side to Winona Cobb, Maris recalled as she resigned herself to the woman jumping the gun on the opening of the sale and walked out to greet her: reputedly, Winona had psychic powers. Sometimes she had visions that came upon her like sort of a fit, or spell. Winona also told fortunes; if you asked nicely and she was in the mood, although Maris had never availed herself of Winona’s services.
“Hello, Winona.” She was already looking around, quite avidly, Maris noted.
“Where’d you get all this stuff?” Winona asked.
“From a room in the barn,” Maris replied evenly.
Winona gave her a sharp-eyed, almost suspicious look. “How’d it get in the barn?”
Maris had to physically choke back laughter. “Ray put it there.”
Winona grunted. “Never knew he had so much goods. How come you’re selling it?” Her gaze landed on the old marble clock, which Luke had carried outside for Maris to clean, then carried it again when she asked him to place it on the sideboard. “What’s that?”
“An antique clock. It’s genuine black onyx, Winona, and the face is real gold and ivory.” Those were facts, not fancy. The clock, once cleaned and quite beautiful, had raised Maris’s curiosity enough that she had made a trip to Whitehorn’s library to research old clocks. She had found a photograph in a book that depicted a clock very similar to hers. Circa, late 1800s. Value, $400-$500. The book was a year old, so it was quite likely that the value of her clock was even higher than quoted.
But this was only a yard sale, after all, and she had put a price of two hundred dollars on it.
Winona looked at the tag and sniffed. “No one’s gonna give you two hundred for an old clock, Maris.”
Maris smiled. “Then I’ll keep it. I rather like it.”
By eight-thirty, Winona had checked each and every item in Maris’s yard, even the old trucks and cars behind the barn. “What about that Corvette?” she asked.
“It’s sold, Winona. See the Sold sign on it?”
“Oh, yeah, I see it now.” She turned to Maris. “Where’s that hired hand I’ve heard so much about?”
Inwardly Maris stiffened; outwardly she smiled coolly. “He’s here somewhere. Both he and Keith will be helping with the sale.” Actually, what they were doing before the sale began was attempting to separate the stallions from the other horses still remaining in the main pasture.
Keith was riding Mother and Luke was riding Rocky. Both animals were reasonably well behaved now, and Luke had successfully roped the two younger stallions and led them to the cattle pasture, which was the most distant fenced field from the buildings.
Bozo, the big red stallion was a whole different ball game, however. Over and over again he cleverly dodged the rope and ran off kicking up his hind legs and snorting. “He’s a sly devil,” Luke called to Keith, though the comment was accompanied by a rather pleased smile. The stallion’s spirit reminded him of Pancho’s. No one but Luke had ever ridden Pancho, and Luke suspected that Bozo, too, would be a one-rider horse. Before he could even begin the training process, however, he had to catch him.
Winona’s keen eyes caught sight of the two men on horseback, though the pasture was some distance from the barn. “What’re they doing?” she asked Maris. “That smaller fellow is Keith Colson, isn’t he?”
Before Maris could say more than “Yes,” Winona was on her way to the pasture. Maris breathed an exasperated sigh. Obviously the woman was determined to get a closer look at Luke.
But what did it matter? Maris thought. She had nothing to hide. Luke was a hired hand and the twenty-five dollars she handed him at the end of each week was proof of their platonic relationship. He always looked at the money with sardonic amusement and she always pretended to not notice. But the cash he’d received thus far must all be in his wallet, as he hadn’t left the ranch even once since he’d begun working with the horses.
Winona stopped at the fence; Maris did the same. “Keith looks well,” the older woman commented. Her piercing gaze moved to Maris. “You like him, don’t you?”
“Yes. Very much.”
Winona looked off across the pasture again. “Terry Colson was born mean, you know. It wasn’t just his drinking that caused him to beat his son and mother.”
“You knew him?”
“I lived here all my life, Maris. I know everyone.”
“Yes, I expect you do,” Maris said with a smile.
“Except for that lanky fellow on the Appaloosa.”
Maris was watching Luke, admitting to herself the splendid way he rode and looked, admiring even the hat on his head and the boots on his feet. Feeling Winona’s eyes boring into her, a flush crept into her cheeks.
“You like him, too, don’t you?” Winona said.
Maris’s face got redder. “I…he…”
“Oh, for pity’s sake, don’t be embarrassed about it. Do you think anyone expects a young woman like yourself to live alone for the rest of her life?” Winona began walking off. “I’ve seen enough. Thanks for letting me look around.”
Maris hurried to catch up. “Did you see anything you wanted to buy?”
“Nope. Just wanted to find out what it was you were selling.” Winona climbed into her car. “Drop by and say hello sometime.”
Maris nodded. “I will.” She meant it. It wouldn’t hurt her one darned bit to dodge the bees and the goats to say hello to a neighbor. “Bye, Winona.”
In the pasture Luke admitted defeat with Bozo…for the time being. Coiling up his rope he spoke to Keith. “We’d better unsaddle now. It’s almost nine.”
They rode toward the gate. “Do you really think people will come to the sale?” Keith questioned.
“They’ll come,” Luke said confidently. He grinned at his younger companion. “We’ll be ready for them, right?”
“Right,” Keith agreed. He’d been assigned to handle the cash box, and was mighty proud about Maris’s putting so much trust in him. He looked at Luke and couldn’t imagine anything better than the two people he liked most becoming more than just friends. “Maris is real pretty, don’t you think?”
Luke laughed. “Yeah, she is. What’re trying to do, boy, match us up?”
Keith’s face got red, but he grinned. “Seems like a good idea to me.” Whooping then, he nudged Mother into a gallop.
As Luke kept Rocky at a walk, his laughter faded. Keith might think it was a good idea, and it set all right with him, too. But Maris was another story. Her opinion of rodeo riders sure wasn’t one to encourage a man.
 
The number of people, who seemed to arrive in droves, stunned Maris. For hours she went from one group to another, discussing the various merchandise, and selling it!
Melissa Avery fell in love with the sideboard. “I have the perfect spot for it in the Hip Hop.” She also bought most of the mismatched chairs and tables. “I’m planning on expanding the café,” she told Maris.
John Tully bought the clock, after arguing Maris down to one hundred fifty dollars. A young couple purchased the bedstead and two dressers. A rancher bought the entire stack of galvanized pails and the riding lawn mower.
And so it went throughout the day. One man, who owned a gas station and dealt in used vehicles on the side, bought all the old, broken-down cars and trucks—other than the Corvette, of course—from behind the barn. After that transaction was made, Luke toted the miscellaneous motors around to the front of the building, as there was no longer a reason for him to hang around the larger equipment.
The hand tools went, the coat tree with the brass fittings, much of the glassware and, finally, one by one, Ray’s gun collection.
By four Maris was exhausted. There were still some things unsold, and most of the larger items that were sold hadn’t yet been picked up. But the cash box was overflowing, and when the last car drove off, Keith brought it to Maris with a totally amazed expression.
“There must be thousands of dollars in here, Maris.”
Maris’s weary spirit suddenly revived. “Let’s count it.” She and Keith started for the house. Maris stopped and turned. “You, too, Luke. Come on.”
“No, you two go ahead. I’m going to take a shower.”
Concealing her disappointment that he didn’t want to be included in the most exciting part of the day, she nodded and proceeded to the house. She and Keith sat at the kitchen table.
“I don’t believe this,” she said while sorting the cash from the checks, then stacking the cash by denomination. “Keith, look. There are six one-hundred-dollar bills.” They counted the cash and added up the checks, and Maris sat back, weak with incredulity. “Three thousand five hundred and sixty three dollars. And that’s not counting the change.” There was a small mountain of coins. “I’m looking at it with my own eyes and I still don’t believe it.”
Keith chuckled gleefully. “Hundreds of people came, Maris.”
“Everyone from the whole area, I think.”
“There’s not much left out there for tomorrow.”
“I know, but my signs said Saturday and Sunday, so we’ll have to be here. Keith, this calls for a celebration.” She picked up two of the twenties. “Would you do me a huge favor and go to town? I want three of the biggest, best steaks you can find. We’ll cook them on the charcoal grill. How does that sound?”
Keith’s eyes lit up. “Terrific! Sure, I’ll go.” He took the money from Maris’s hand.
“And stop at the bakery and pick out something really special for dessert.”
“A pie?”
“Or a cake or…whatever looks good to you. Okay?”
“Gotcha. I won’t be long.”
“Drive carefully,” Maris called as Keith dashed out. She sat back again, sighing and shaking her head at the stacks of cash on the table. The sale was a lifesaver. She could catch up on the mortgage payments and certainly all the small bills that had been coming in the mail with Past Due stickers could be paid in full. Plus, she reminded herself, she would be receiving the balance due from Jim Humphrey on the sale of the Corvette. Oh, what a wonderful feeling it was to have the money to get herself back in the black.
Then she thought of Luke and that IOU. The means to pay him the full amount was sitting right in front of her. Her heart skipped a beat. If she paid him off, would he leave the ranch and her stranded with a herd of partially broken horses?
Oh, he wouldn’t, she mentally argued. Surely he wouldn’t.
But dared she take that risk? He had agreed to receiving payment from the sale of horses, and that was the arrangement she must hold him to.
Not nearly as excited as she’d been, Maris gathered up the money and brought it to her bedroom, where she put it in a shoe box in her closet. The coins remained on the table, and she returned to the kitchen to scoop them into a plastic bowl. Later, when she had the time, she would sort and count them. For now, she stuck the bowl in a cupboard.
Then she went outside to organize what items were left for tomorrow’s sale. She was busily moving things around, when Luke walked up.
“Need some help?”
“Sure, thanks. I thought it would be best to close the gaps.”
She was placing everything that wasn’t already sold in one small area of the yard. Luke pitched in and the job was completed in about ten minutes. Maris stopped and looked thoughtfully at the goods. “There sure isn’t much left.”
“It was a success, all right.” Luke had showered, shaved and put on clean jeans and shirt. The sale had been a success because they had worked their fannies off today. In fact, on this ranch they all worked their fannies off every day. He had never worked harder or put in longer hours in his life, and the funny thing, he realized while studying Maris studying the remnants of today’s sale, was that he wasn’t resentful, annoyed or unhappy about it. For some unimaginable reason he was unusually content, and Lord knows he’d never been content with ordinary labor. So…what was going on with him, pray tell?
“Well,” Maris declared briskly, placing her hands on her hips to look at Luke. “You’re all cleaned up and I’m a mess. I’ve got to do something about that. Listen, I sent Keith to town to buy some steaks. I think a little celebration is in order after today’s big success, don’t you?”
“Uh…” He’d been planning on going to town himself. For weeks now he hadn’t even started his pickup, let alone gone anywhere. It was Saturday night and he’d been thinking of a few beers and maybe looking for a place with a live band. While showering, he’d toyed with the idea of asking Maris to go along, but had decided she would only say no. Now here she was, talking about a celebration dinner, and it wasn’t as easy for him to say no as it was for her. “Sure, sounds great,” he told her, thinking that he could go to town after dinner.
“Good. I’m going in now.” Maris started away. “Oh. If you wouldn’t mind digging out the barbecue grill—it’s in the toolshed.”
“Wouldn’t mind at all. I’ll get it.”
“Thanks.” He hadn’t asked how much money she had taken in today, Maris thought gratefully as she went into the house and directly to her bedroom and bath to clean up. She paused at her closet to look over her modest wardrobe. Regardless of her fervent hope that Luke wouldn’t suggest she pay him now instead of after the horse auction, she felt rather festive and didn’t want merely to pull on a pair of clean jeans for the evening. Something pretty, she thought, while moving hangers around to check the garments. Something feminine. It had been ages since she’d bought any new clothes, but anything other than jeans would look new to Luke.
Frowning, she stopped to chide herself. She wasn’t dressing up for Luke, was she? Did she want him to see her feminine side? Lord knows there’d been nothing feminine about her since he’d shown up.
Still, he’d kissed her. Maris’s heart beat faster at the memory. He was a handsome, exciting, sexy man, whatever he did for a living or how short a time he’d be in the vicinity, and she was almost constantly aware of him. Common sense to the contrary, she was attracted to Luke and couldn’t help believing that he was attracted to her.
But where could it go? Dismissing the whole discomfiting topic with a toss of her head, Maris pulled out a faded denim skirt and a yellow blouse. The outfit would satisfy her desire for something other than jeans, but it couldn’t possibly give Luke any ideas about her “dressing up” for him.
They ate outside at Maris’s small patio table. The food was great, the heat of the day had passed and the evening air was soft and silky. But all was not right. During the meal Maris had noticed that Keith seemed distracted and nervous, which wasn’t like him. Upon returning from town with the steaks and a delicious-looking chocolate-and-raspberry torte, he had disappeared to shower and clean up. He’d returned to the kitchen wearing his best jeans and shirt and Maris had smiled teasingly. “My, you look handsome.”
A slow flush had colored his cheeks, but he’d grinned and gone outside to sit with Luke, who was watching the steaks on the grill so Maris could finish the green salad she’d started earlier. Blackie, who was never very far away from Keith, lay nearby, her head on her front paws.
The food was wonderful, and they ate it with gusto and enjoyment. But Keith’s unusual mood worried Maris. Since coming to the ranch, the boy had had his silent moments, which she’d considered only normal, given his background. But this was different. She wanted to ask if anything was wrong, but hesitated to do so in front of Luke, as it might embarrass Keith.
They were just finishing up with dessert, when Keith suddenly blurted, “Maris, could I use the truck tonight?”
Maris slowly put down her fork. This was a first, and obviously what had been on Keith’s mind throughout the meal. She wanted to handle it sensibly. “To do what, Keith?”
His face was crimson and he was staring down at his plate. “I…asked a girl to see a movie with me tonight.” He lifted his eyes. “She’s a real nice girl, Maris. I…sort of liked her in school last year, but we never really spoke…very much. She was at the store when I was picking out the steaks. Anyway…we got to talking and I asked her to go to the movie with me, and she said yes.”
An enormous relief flooded Maris’s system. She’d been worried about dark, terrible things concerning Keith, not about something as innocent and natural as this. She glanced at Luke, who she could see was maintaining a completely impassive expression, though there was a spark of masculine amusement in his eyes. Maris looked at Keith again. Anxiety was written all over his handsome boy-man face. He’d gone way out on a limb, making a date with a girl, when he didn’t know if he would have transportation. No wonder he’d been nervous.
“Yes,” Maris said quietly. “You may use the truck, Keith.”
He jumped to his feet, no boy-man now but all boy, excited and eager to be off. “Thanks, Maris. Thanks a lot. I have to go right now or I’ll be late.” He started away, then stopped. “I won’t be home late. Um…no later than midnight, okay?”
Maris smiled. “Okay.” Her gaze followed Keith to the truck, which was immediately started and then gone. Blackie whimpered. “It’s all right, Blackie,” Maris said soothingly. “Keith will be back.”
“You’re a nice woman, Maris,” Luke said softly.
The comment startled her. “But who likes nice women, right?” she quipped as she took the steak bone from her plate and brought it to Blackie. The little dog instantly settled down with her treat.
“Nice men?” Luke drawled.
They were alone. With Keith gone, she and Luke were completely alone and the sun was going down. This, too, was a first. She could get very flustered right now, Maris realized. She could clear the table, and flutter from patio to kitchen and look very silly dashing about, simply because she was alone with a man who had kissed her and the sun was going down.
She took her chair again, calmly, coolly. “I’m not sure I’ve ever known any nice men.”
“Present company excluded, of course.”
That smooth-as-honey tone didn’t fool Maris. Beneath it, he was laughing at her. But he was not going to rattle her, she vowed. “Our criteria for what constitutes ‘nice’ probably differs, don’t you think?”
He shrugged, casually, adorably. Damn him, thought Maris, and damn myself, too. Why was she noticing every tiny detail of his appearance? The minute crinkles at the corners of his eyes, for instance. And the way his shoulders filled his white shirt.
“It appears to me that our criteria for anything differs,” he replied. “’Course, that could be because you’re female and I’m male. Men and women don’t think alike.”
“That should be my line,” Maris said dryly.
He grinned. “Why’s that?”
“Because it’s something women know and men don’t. Usually,” she added. “How come you know it?”
“My mother told me,” he said solemnly.
Maris stared, then laughed. “You’re pulling my leg, right?”
“I never joke about my mother.”
Was he yanking her chain, or what? “Is your mother living?”
“Alive and thriving in Texas.”
“And your father?”
“He died ten years ago. Ma sold the ranch and moved to town. I see her about once a year.” Behind the conversation Luke was thinking of his plans for the evening—heading for Whitehorn and a few beers. But this was an opportunity if he’d ever stumbled across one. Just once he’d like to see Maris Wyler relaxed and enjoying herself. Maybe tonight was the night. “What about your folks?” he questioned.
Maris sighed softly. “Gone, both of them. And I was an only child. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
Luke hooked his arm over the back corner of his chair. “Nope. It’s just me and Ma.”
“If you see her only once a year, I hope you call her often,” Maris said, then wished she hadn’t. “Sorry. I’m sure you’re not looking for advice from me.”
“It’s okay. I know I don’t call her enough.”
“Feel free to use my phone, Luke. Anytime.”
He nodded. “I’ll take you up on that. Maybe tomorrow. Maris, would you like to go somewhere?”
Her eyes widened. “Go where?”
“I don’t know. For a ride, maybe?”
“Um…” Oh, Lord, what should she say? A ride in Luke’s truck was hardly a romantic outing, and yet, why had he suggested it?
“Hey, I’ve got a really great idea,” Luke exclaimed. “You haven’t ridden any of the horses yet. How about us taking a ride right now?”
“But it’s getting dark.” Despite her common-sense objection, the idea was appealing. “Which horse would I be riding?”
“Mother. I’ll take Rocky.”
He was fond of Rocky, Maris knew. Maybe the Appaloosa would be the horse he picked to take with him when he left at the end of September. Disturbed by that image, she became very still.
“Come on, say you’ll go,” Luke said.
“I…have to clear the table and…and do the dishes.”
Luke got up and began stacking plates. “Clearing away will take three minutes. I’ll help you with the dishes when we get back.”
Uneasily Maris pushed herself to her feet. “That wouldn’t be necessary, but Luke…I don’t know. It’s almost dark.”
“A great time of day for a ride.” He headed for the house with most of the dirty dishes.
Maris gathered up the rest and followed. He was insisting and she really would like to do it. But was a moonlit ride on a velvety night a wise move for her to make with Luke?
Then she thought of the consequences of a firm refusal. Luke would either take that ride alone or go to his quarters in the loft of the barn. It was such a beautiful evening, and she would spend it in her kitchen, washing dishes, and then go to bed. With Keith gone, the house would be empty and lonely. Very, very lonely.
“All right,” she said as she placed her load of dirty dishes in the sink on top of those that Luke had carried in. “Let’s go.”
Luke’s pleased grin was a yard wide. “Great! Let’s do it to it!”
Together they walked back outside, laughing at his silly remark. Maris closed the door behind them.
 
The moment Maris mounted the mare Luke realized she might have ridden quite a lot before, but she wasn’t completely comfortable on a strange horse.
Maris’s mind was elsewhere. “I should have changed into jeans,” she said, arranging her skirt around her legs.
“You look great in a dress,” Luke said quietly. He was standing next to Maris and the mare, making sure Maris was well seated, worrying some about her riding a strange, newly broken horse in the dark. He put the reins in her hands. “Hold them evenly, a little loosely. Mother responds well to a light touch.”
“All right.” Maris recognized the giddiness in her system. The moon was coming up, full and huge. Doing something like this, impulsive and unplanned, was completely alien to her present life-style. She had become rather staid, she knew, but there’d been a time when she had laughed easily and blossomed under a handsome man’s attention. That was what she was feeling tonight, a blooming, an unusual radiance, and more than a little daring. Maybe her rare mood was because her financial worries were easing, or because the moon was full and bright.
Then again, it could be because of being alone with Luke.
“Are you set?” he asked. “Do you feel comfortable in the saddle?”
“I’m fine.” She laughed for no reason, merely because it felt good to laugh. “Come on. Get on Rocky and let’s go.”
Frowning slightly, Luke left her side to mount the Appaloosa. “Maybe we should just ride around the pasture.”
“No way,” Maris exclaimed. She was ready for adventure and picturing the miles of open land beyond the fences. “The night is heavenly. Let’s ride and ride and ride,” she said with a dreamy sigh.
Luke’s pulse rate took a noticeable jump in speed. Maris was beautiful in the moonlight, and her mood was one he’d never witnessed before. The husky tone of her voice and her carefree gestures told him that anything could happen tonight.
Anything.


Nine

The landscape was beautifully eerie in the moonlight. Trees and bushes, sparse in number, cast long, dark shadows upon grass and ground that appeared silvery and spectral. The air was still and unusually warm for a Montana night.
Luke tended the gates and they left the fences behind and headed into open country. Blackie was following, staying about ten feet behind. Maris looked back at the dog. “With Keith gone, Blackie has apparently attached herself to us,” she remarked to Luke.
Luke glanced back. “Seems so.” His gaze lingered on Maris. “How’re you doing?”
“Luke Rivers, are you worried about Mother or me?” she asked teasingly.
“Mother can take care of herself.”
“And I can’t?”
“You’re not used to riding a strange horse.”
“Well, I like riding and I’m doing just fine. And I rode plenty of strange horses before Ray traded them for that Corvette.” Maris wished she hadn’t mentioned Ray. She didn’t want to talk about Ray tonight, but with Luke’s next words, she knew they were going to.
“Did Ray ever ride with you?”
“Occasionally. But Ray was usually busy with one thing or another.”
There was a trace of bitterness in Maris’s voice, which piqued Luke’s curiosity. “Where’d you two meet? I know Ray grew up right here, but what about you? Have you always lived in the Whitehorn area?”
Maris took a breath, not completely comfortable with Luke’s questions. “I came here as…a bride. I grew up in another small town, Demming, Montana. Have you heard of it?”
“Can’t say that I have. So you met Ray in Demming?”
“No, in Bozeman. I was in college…” She sensed Luke’s sudden, sharp look. “In my final year. I was planning to teach at the elementary level.” She had met Ray Wyler through friends, and had fallen so hard her teaching plans had almost immediately taken second place.
Luke was frowning, all but scowling, recalling his own lack of education. He’d been so enthralled with rodeo that he’d barely made it through high school. His folks had wanted him to attend Texas A&M and had offered to pay for everything—tuition, housing, books, even spending money—and he’d refused and gone off to join the rodeo circuit, leaving behind his high school diploma and the ashes of his parents’ hopes.
For the first time ever he doubted his wisdom in that decision, wondering, in fact, if there’d been any wisdom involved. He could have gotten an education, then roamed the globe, chasing rodeo, if that was what he still wanted. But today, tonight, riding along with Maris Wyler, he would be able to say, “My school was Texas A&M.” It would surprise and maybe please her. Instead he had nothing to say on the subject of education.
His voice became a little gruffer. “You met Ray in Bozeman, married him and moved to the ranch. Did all of that take place in rapid succession?”
Maris was looking straight ahead. “We got married the day after I received my diploma.”
Luke uneasily shifted his weight in the saddle. “You must’ve loved him.”
“It was a long time ago, Luke. Let’s talk about something else.” She had loved Ray madly, and had come to the ranch brimming with starry-eyed dreams for their future. Remembering their first happy weeks together, their first months, was painful, and she didn’t want to dwell on that or what had come after.
“But you did love him,” Luke persisted, not ready to drop the subject.
Maris drew in and then released a long breath, finally allowing a terse “Yes.”
“What happened?”
“What makes you think something happened?”
“Maris, I was with the two of you in Casper, remember?” There was no love between them that night in Casper, Luke would swear. A man who loved his wife—and he’d been around plenty of guys who did—didn’t play around with other women right in front of her. Ray had been a total jerk that night, a drunken, loudmouth fool who hadn’t seemed to care one damned bit that Maris was sitting at a table and seeing everything he did.
“I really don’t want to remember that night. It’s no kindness to remind me of it, Luke.”
“It proved that something happened to kill the feelings the two of you had for each other when you got married,” Luke said stubbornly.
Maris shot him a fierce look. “Which really isn’t any of your business, is it?”
“Technically, no. But I have this great big lump of curiosity in my gut, Maris.” He nudged Rocky a little closer to Maris’s horse. “Tell me about it. Please.”
Maris gave a short, bitter laugh. “Tell you about my marriage just to satisfy your curiosity? Really, Luke—”
He broke in, brusquely. “You have to know why I’m curious.” Just then Blackie darted in front of Mother’s front hooves. The mare spooked and reared. Maris let out a yelp of confusion. Luke could see her losing the reins and falling backward. He leaned far to the right, snaked out an arm and caught her by the waist. “Hang on to me,” he yelled. Maris clutched at his shirt with one hand and the other went up around his neck. It happened so fast. One second she was peacefully riding Mother, the next she was draped across Luke’s lap and the mare was hightailing it for parts unknown.
Luke pulled Rocky to an abrupt halt. “Are you all right?”
“Just shaken up,” Maris said hoarsely. “What happened?”
“Blackie ran under Mother’s hooves. Scared her.”
Maris shivered. “Not as much as she scared me.” Luke was holding the reins with one hand and Maris with the other. His solid body and arms felt like sanctuary, and asking to be put down on the ground never entered her mind. “Thanks,” she whispered raggedly. “You’re very quick.”
“Quick in some things, slow in others,” he said with his lips sunk into her hair, which had the most arousing scent he’d ever encountered. His reply was a reference to his dull-witted refusal to go to college when he’d had the chance, though it was also a hint of how he would like to make love to her. “You’re not comfortable,” he said huskily. “Put your left leg over the saddle horn. We’ll head back.”
“Maybe I should ride behind you.” It was a sensible suggestion, arising from the recognition of the intimacy of their embrace. It was an embrace, make no mistake. His body cradled hers, and with her legs separated by the saddle horn she felt extremely vulnerable.
“Are you afraid of me, Maris?”
“No, of course not, but…”
Luke’s lips thinned slightly. “Maybe you should be. We’re getting closer to making love every hour that we spend together, and you have to know it as well as I do.” He clucked his tongue and got Rocky moving. “Say something, Maris.”
Her heart was beating like a jackhammer. “I…I’m not sure what to say. Do you really believe that?”
“Wholeheartedly,” Luke said, grim lipped.
“Have I said or done anything to give you that idea?”
“Yeah, you have. You’ve smelled sweet and looked beautiful. You’ve smiled and worked hard and treated Keith kindly. You’ve cooked my meals and washed my clothes. You’ve worried in front of me and worried even harder when you thought no one was looking. You don’t have the remotest understanding of how pretty you are, and you’ll turn sometimes, unexpectedly, and dazzle me with the beauty of your face and smile. And when I kissed you, you kissed me back. Yeah, you’ve said and done a lot to give me that idea.”
Maris gulped and whispered, “Not intentionally, Luke.”
“You’ve watched me working with the horses, Maris.”
“Only because I was interested in your methods.”
“You do most of your watching when I’m working without a shirt.” He transferred the reins from his right hand to his left, which was the arm supporting her back. Then he stopped Rocky and tipped Maris’s chin with his fingertips to look into her eyes. “I want you, lady, and you want me.”
She couldn’t move, merely sat there in his arms, on his lap, absorbing his maleness and declaration of intent. “I don’t know how to deal with you, Luke,” she whispered.
“Yes, you do.” His mouth brushed hers once, gently, then settled into a serious kiss. She felt hunger in that kiss, from him and within herself. Her own happiness, for which she had once held such high hopes, was only an old memory and seemed so far away as to have involved a woman other than herself. This was real and happening now. A man’s strong arms around her. His mouth moving on hers, molding it, urging it to open for his tongue. His scent, the feel of him.
Luke lifted his head. “See? You know exactly how to deal with me.” Before she could even think of a reply, let alone say it, he kissed her again. Somewhere within the maelstrom of wildly beating hearts, which she could hear, and labored breathing, another unique and sensual sound, and kisses, another and another, she was vaguely aware of Rocky moving, heading for home.
Regardless of the solidity and strength of the man holding her, Maris was becoming too dizzy to put much trust in her perch. She clutched at Luke’s arm and turned her head to break their kiss. “Please…let me get down. I have to get down, Luke.”
He readily grasped why she had made the request. Making love on the back of a moving horse was utterly ludicrous. Especially when the horse had been completely green no more than two weeks ago and still wasn’t all that certain about people climbing all over his back. Rocky was skittish and prancing sideways instead of honing in on a straight line for the ranch.
“Whoa,” Luke commanded the horse while pulling on the reins. “We’ll both get down and walk back. It’s not that far. I’m going to dismount first so I can help you down. Hang on to the saddle horn for a second.” Swinging his left leg over the horse’s rump, Luke slid to the ground. Because he wasn’t completely positive of Rocky’s reaction to all of this unfamiliar maneuvering, Luke tied the reins around a small tree before assisting Maris.
He returned to Rocky’s right side, reached up and laid his hands on Maris’s waist. “Put your hands on my shoulders,” he instructed.
She obeyed and he lifted her down from the saddle. Only he didn’t immediately set her feet on the ground. Instead, he brought her up against himself and let her slide down very slowly. A small gasp escaped Maris. The friction of clothing against clothing and body against body created a rippling thrill that took her breath.
The “Don’t, Luke” she whispered came from her sane and sensible side; something else inside of her prevented her from physically moving away from him. The reactions of her own body to Luke Rivers were startling, and yet she understood them. She had lived without a man’s love and affection for so long that her system was bound to respond to so much male chemistry, wise or not.
“Maris,” he whispered, drawing her closer still, seeking her lips. His kiss was hot and heavy, and she found herself leaning into him and kissing him in the same hungrily demanding way. His hands moved on her back, from shoulders to hips and up again. Her breasts were chafed, almost harshly, by the pressure of his chest, and there was no ignoring the power of his arousal moving suggestively against her abdomen.
She knew she should break this up and didn’t seem to have the strength to do it. Maybe the full moon was making her a little crazy, she thought. Certainly kissing a rootless man and reveling in the delectable sensations dancing and darting within her own body was an extreme departure from her usual behavior.
But it felt so good and she felt so alive, so glad to be alive, and she raised on tiptoes to nestle against him. Luke’s response was a deep-throated growl of pleasure. He pulled the bottom of her blouse from the waistband of her skirt and growled again when his hands glided over the smooth, hot skin of her back. A deft flicking of his fingers unhooked her bra, then he stepped away from her only enough to permit his hand to squeeze between them.
His hand on her bare breast brought a gasp from Maris, but the small sound neither intruded upon nor hindered their feverish kisses. It had never been like this for Maris before, where everything within her burned with sensation and yearning. Even during the early months of her marriage, when she had doted on Ray and responded to him in bed, she had never felt so overwhelmed by desire.
But it wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be standing in the middle of a dark field under a full moon and making love with Luke Rivers. Yet even knowing with every certainty that she was inviting future heartache, she couldn’t leave his arms. Couldn’t resist one more kiss. Couldn’t stop his exploration of her body.
Instead she moaned while he caressed her breasts and aroused her nipples into hard peaks, and then let him unbutton her blouse so he could bend his head and lavish kisses to each sensitized crest. He gently tugged one into his mouth and sucked. Her fingers curled into his hair while her mind spun dizzily. “Luke…oh, Luke,” she whispered raggedly.
Straightening his back, he brought her close again and mated their mouths for a long kiss that had her clinging to his shirt for support. Lost in sexual turmoil, Maris only vaguely registered her skirt being drawn up. He caught the elastic top of her panties and slid them down her thighs, and then his hand was seeking her most private spot. She jumped when he found it.
“Relax, honey,” Luke whispered thickly, though he suspected neither of them would relax again until they had finished what they’d started tonight. No, that was wrong. The excitement between them had begun long before tonight. Their first kiss might have been the beginning, or maybe it went clear back to the day he’d come to the Wyler ranch looking for Ray to collect on that IOU.
When it began was immaterial. They were together now, single-minded and focused on the grand finale. Kissing her sensual mouth, his hand lingered between her legs. Her every reaction raised his own blood pressure another notch. Then he whispered, “Now, Maris, right now, right here.” He unzipped his jeans.
Her body was in flames and caught in a whirlpool of intense longing. But the sound of his zipper created a chink in her dazed mind. “Wait…Luke…wait,” she stammered huskily.
He lifted his head and looked at her. “Wait for what, honey?”
“I…please…this isn’t right.”
He snorted out a brief, disbelieving laugh. “What isn’t right?”
“You…and me. Like this.” Her whole body felt damp and prickly. Her clothing was half on, half off. His hand was still between her legs, and some erotic portion of herself that she hadn’t even known existed was in control of her physical side. Her brain, however, was objecting, albeit dimly and rather ineffectively, to such audacious behavior.
Luke brought his hands up to cup her face. He gazed into her eyes. “We’re adults and unattached, both of us, and we’re doing nothing wrong.”
She was embarrassed by the turn of her thoughts, but couldn’t stop herself from expressing them. “But…you only want me for tonight.”
Luke went very still. “Meaning?”
“You have to know that I don’t…What I mean is…”
“Do you want me for more than tonight? And please don’t deny the wanting. I can feel it, Maris. I can see it on your face.”
“In other words,” she said in an agonized whisper, “you would consent to an affair with me while you’re here.”
“Consent?” Luke emitted a short, clipped laugh. “Hell, yes, I’d consent. Why wouldn’t I?” His eyes narrowed on her face again. “Why wouldn’t you?”
“Is it really that simple for you?”
“It’s not simple at all.” As if to prove it, he took possession of her mouth in a kiss that wasn’t even slightly simple. Within it emotions flowed back and forth between them, sizzling emotions, complex emotions. Maris’s entire life didn’t exactly shoot through her mind, but she was suddenly bombarded with a hundred fleeting glimpses of herself before meeting Ray and after meeting Ray. Influencing every image was her present loneliness, which was probably the only reason she was in Luke’s arms this very minute. At least he wasn’t devising lies about being in love with her, or making false promises not to leave her in September.
She wasn’t in love with him, either, she remembered, and maybe it was time to stop being so rigid and straitlaced. Accept him as he is, a voice said in her head. He’s handsome and sexy and just possibly the kind of man you need right now. You certainly aren’t looking for another husband, are you?
Indeed she was not. The mere thought of legally tying herself to another man put a bad taste in her mouth. Being independent had many more pluses than minuses. Sure she had her moments of loneliness, but Luke was more than willing to remedy that particular affliction, and so what if it was only a temporary cure?
She wrapped her arms around his waist and snuggled against his hard body. Breathlessly she whispered, “Forget everything I just said, Luke. I don’t want to talk at all, not about anything.”
Holding her, Luke frowned in surprise and then smiled, just a little; he didn’t want to talk, either. Maris’s cheek was against his chest and she could hear the hard, fast beat of his heart. “We won’t talk,” she whispered. Talking would change everything. As a logical thinker, she looked for logic in moods, attitudes and actions. There was no logic in tonight’s activities and talking would only confuse her.
She tipped her head back and Luke promptly kissed her upturned lips. In seconds she felt as though there had been no interruption, no doubts at all. She wanted Luke simply because he was a powerfully attractive, sexy man, and because she desperately needed closeness and intimacy with another human being. It had never happened to her before, but she was no longer questioning its logic.
“Luke,” she whispered, and started unbuttoning his shirt. The shadowy planes of his muscular chest were finally hers to explore, and she ran her hands over his smooth, taut skin and into the triangular patch of hair between his nipples. “You’re a dangerously handsome man.” Her voice was low and not very steady.
Luke laughed softly, deep in his throat. “Are you calling me dangerous because I make you feel like a woman? That’s not danger, Maris. This is the way it should be between a man and a woman, exciting, thrilling, erotic.” He covered her hands with his own and pressed her palms to his chest. “I like you touching me.” He paused, then added, “I like everything about you.”
Her eyes lifted to lock with his. “You do?”
Without warning, Luke moved away from her. “I do.” Taking off his shirt he spread it out on the grass. On his knees, he looked at her. “Give me your skirt and blouse.”
He was making them a bed, Maris realized. Mesmerized by him, the beautiful night and her own aching body, she stepped out of her skirt and handed it to him. Her fingers undid the few remaining buttons of her blouse he hadn’t already opened, and she slid the garment from her shoulders and dropped it near the makeshift bed. Luke stopped to look at her in the moonlight. “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he said hoarsely. “Come here.”
Maris sank to her knees on her own skirt. Luke finished removing her bra, and she felt the burn of his hot gaze on her bare breasts. Then he yanked off his boots and socks, and slithered out of his jeans and undershorts. She stared and stared, entranced by the utter beauty of his maleness.
But he was doing the same with her, drinking in the sight of her body without clothes. They sat there looking at each other—then, quite suddenly, it wasn’t enough to merely look.
Luke pulled her down, placing her on her back. His kisses started out tender and gentle, but quickly became rough and hungry. He took a breath of air deep into his lungs and told himself to take it easy. At this rate, things would be over almost before they’d begun, and that wouldn’t be fair to Maris. There were all kinds of women in the world, he’d discovered through the years. Some deserved teeth-gritting patience from a man, some didn’t. Maris was in the first category. In fact, Maris Wyler was in a class all her own. He had never—never—felt this way about any other woman.
Frowning slightly, he lifted his head to see her face. Her eyes, even though dusky with shadows, held a dreamy cast. She touched his cheek. “What is it, Luke?”
He had no glib reply, no immediate answer of any sort. Recognizing special feelings for a woman was foreign to his experience. “Um…nothing important,” he mumbled, deliberately blocking out everything but the woman beneath him. She was beautiful in the moonlight, beautiful and sensual and eager to make love. Why in hell was he wasting time?
His kisses began at her forehead and moved slowly down to her nose, her lips, her throat. Her hands moved over him, lingering on the muscles of his back, then sliding down to his hips. “Touch me all over,” he whispered. “I want to feel your hands on me.”
The images behind Maris’s closed eyes were of Luke working in the corral without a shirt, his sweaty skin glistening in the sun, the leather gloves on his hands, the snug fit of his jeans. Those mental pictures were as arousing as having Luke naked in her arms. In one tiny corner of her mind lurked the knowledge that she would regret this tomorrow. But tomorrow seemed so far away. For once in her life she was going to live for the moment.
Luke’s mouth glided down to her breasts, where he gave each perfect mound equal attention. “Sweet…so sweet,” he whispered.
“It…it’s torment,” Maris moaned as he gently sucked on her nipple.
“Do you want me to stop?”
“No…no. I couldn’t bear it if you stopped now.”
“Then it’s good torment.”
“Yes, oh, yes.”
Luke’s hand slid down to the soft hair at the base of her belly, and then farther, deep into the secrets of her body. “Is this good torment, too?”
Maris groaned. “You know it is.” She couldn’t lie still. Her hips arched upward. “Luke…please…”
He knew what she was asking for in that husky, ragged tone, but he also knew that once he entered her he wouldn’t last very long. “Easy, honey,” he whispered, and lay down beside her. Nimbly he adjusted her position, placing her head in the crook of his left arm so he could kiss her mouth while he made sure she reached the pinnacle with his right hand.
Writhing beneath the incredible stroking of his fingers, Maris felt a gathering in her lower abdomen, the beginning of the end, a radiating pleasure. “Luke…oh, Luke.”
“Go with it, honey,” he whispered. “Don’t fight it.”
She could do nothing but go with it. The spiraling thrills were consuming her, so strong and overpowering she could barely breathe and had to tear her mouth from Luke’s to gasp for air. Then, moaning, she buried her face in the curve of his neck and shoulder and savored the delicious sensations rippling throughout her body.
Luke held her for a few minutes, giving her time to come down from that awesome peak. But he knew that too much time would completely deplete her desire, so at a huge release of breath from Maris, he moved on top of her. Watching her face, he slowly slid into her. Her lips parted. There was a look of bewitchment in her eyes. Luke couldn’t know it, Maris realized, but never had she felt so wanton before, so completely submerged in lovemaking.
Her hips lifted to meet his first thrust. Taking his face between her hands, she brought his head down for a breathy, passionate kiss. “You are an amazing lover,” she whispered.
Her words sent Luke’s spirit soaring. An amazing lover. Yeah, by damn, he was.
But so was she. “Maris…Maris…”
They were kissing again, their bodies moving together in perfect harmony. He slid his hands under her hips. “Put your legs around me,” he whispered thickly.
She did it, and then things got really wild. A red haze of pure lust burned behind Luke’s eyes. He couldn’t slow himself down any longer, and his thrusts into her velvety heat became faster, harder, deeper.
“Making love to you is like riding the tail of a comet,” he whispered hoarsely.
“For me, too, Luke,” she gasped. Without intent, her fingernails dug into his back. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
“No way, baby. I couldn’t stop now even if I wanted to. Even if you wanted me to.”
Maris’s moans turned to whimpers, and her whimpers became cries. “Luke…Luke…Luke!”
He went over the edge himself. “Maris…” He wanted to say more, but he was suddenly too weak to do more than collapse upon her.
It seemed an eternity before either was able to move. Maris lay under him with her eyes closed and listened to her own heart returning to its normal beat. Her skin was damp with perspiration—so was Luke’s—and suddenly the night air didn’t feel as warm as it had.
As she opened her eyes and felt the weight of Luke’s limp body clamping her to the ground, her system went into shock. Had she lost her mind tonight? She stared at the full moon and blamed it for her aberration. It was a common belief that people behaved peculiarly when the moon was full, but making love on the ground with a man who would never commit himself to anything or anyone—other than rodeo—was insane, not peculiar. Especially when they had used no protection.
“Oh, God,” she moaned.
Alarmed at the agony in her voice, Luke raised up. “What?”
“Let me up.”
“Honey, what’s wrong?”
“You need to ask? Luke, we didn’t use any protection.” She pushed on him. “Let me up.”
“Well…sure…but…” Luke moved to the ground, but he caught her hand before she could leap up and dash away. “Tell me you’re not sorry about this.”
Maris jerked her hand out of his. “If I did it would be a lie.” She grabbed a corner of her skirt and yanked. “Please get off my clothes.”
He got to his feet. “Maris…”
“I can’t talk now.” Hastily gathering her clothing, she looked around the dark landscape and spotted a large bush. While Luke watched, confused and a little queasy over her attitude, Maris disappeared behind the bush.
With a distinct lack of enthusiasm, he found his own clothes and began dressing.
He was standing next to Rocky when Maris reappeared. “The last thing I expected was immediate regret,” he said gloomily. “Why do you feel that way, Maris?”
She stopped. “Something happened to me tonight, Luke. I don’t know what it was—”
“How about needing a man?” he interjected cruelly.
She flinched, but forced herself to stand there. “I’m not blaming you.”
“You’re not. Well, for some damned reason that doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better. If you’re not blaming me, then you’re blaming yourself, and that’s just plain idiotic. Needing sex is as natural as needing food and water. Are you ashamed of being human?”
“Having sex is not the same thing as sitting down to a meal, so that argument leaves me cold. I’m walking back to the ranch. Alone. You ride Rocky home. I need to think.”
The ice in her voice unnerved and angered Luke. “Lady, you are one mixed-up human being. Ten minutes ago you couldn’t get enough of me and now you hate my guts.”
Maris’s jaw dropped. “I don’t hate you! Why would you say such a thing? I…I’m confused. Can’t you understand that? I’ve never done anything like…like what I did tonight in all my life.”
“Why didn’t you think about that before we made love?” Luke put the question harshly. Maris’s attitude hurt. Maybe she was confused, but so was he. He didn’t want her talking this way, acting this way. While making love he’d had visions of…visions of…Well, they weren’t clear, but for a fact they had included Maris.
Maris looked at him for a long moment. Then she lifted her chin. “I should have. Good night. I’m going home.” Turning, she started walking.
“Maris!” She kept going. “You can ride behind me.” She kept going. “Damn you,” he shouted, and then wondered in the echo of his own anger if he wasn’t damning himself.


Ten

Maris had a hard time falling asleep that night. Again and again she got up to prowl around the house and question her behavior with Luke. Taking momentary pleasure while ignoring the aftermath was so unlike her that the episode was deeply unsettling.
The only time she made sure she was in her room was when Keith came home. With her lights off she listened to the boy’s stealthy movements in the house, obviously an attempt not to wake her. It was a few minutes before midnight, exactly as he had promised. Her heart melted just a little for Keith. He was a dear and she loved him as a woman must love her own son.
Then she remembered how careless she and Luke had been tonight and that she could be pregnant this very minute.
A sudden abandoned joy leapt through her body. A baby. Maris had been sitting on the edge of the bed and she got up to pace, curling her arms around herself. What if it was true? What if Luke had made her pregnant tonight?
She stopped pacing to calculate dates, then frowned at the result. Her most fertile time wouldn’t be for another day or two. This was something she understood very well. Before learning of Ray’s vasectomy she had faithfully kept track of her monthly cycle, steadfast in her hope of becoming pregnant. The habit had stayed with her, albeit absentmindedly and without cause, but she was always able to pinpoint which stage her body was undergoing.
Disappointment created a furrow between her eyes. It was highly unlikely she had conceived tonight. If she and Luke had made love—by mere coincidence, of course—when her cycle was at its peak, she could have had the child she’d always yearned for.
Her mouth was suddenly cotton dry as a shocking idea struck her: seducing Luke at the right time to conceive. Luke would never know, she told herself. He was leaving right after the horse auction, and she couldn’t imagine a reason why he would ever return to Whitehorn. Ray’s death hadn’t been that long ago. She could tell everyone the baby was Ray’s. She had heard of ten-and eleven-month babies, and often, she had also heard, a first baby came late.
Oh, my God, she thought frantically. Could she actually do something so deceitful?
But Luke was probably her one and only opportunity to have a child with no one being the wiser. And it wasn’t as if he would care, even if by some improbable chance he should figure out her scheme. He was a drifter, a man who by his own admission visited his mother only once a year. He had no ties and obviously wanted none. He would undoubtedly be surprised if she instigated further lovemaking, but why would he question her motives? He would believe, as he had tonight, that she merely needed a man.
Trembling, Maris crawled into bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. Her eyes were wide and staring. Could she do it? Could she deliberately trick Luke into thinking she wanted his body once or twice more merely because she was lonely? This was Saturday night, or rather, a very early Sunday morning. Monday or Tuesday would be her fertile period. But how would she accomplish it? With Keith on the place, how could she spend time alone with Luke?
Her morals battled with her intense desire to have a baby. Again she relived that awful moment when Ray had told her about his vasectomy. He had cheated her out of something that was only every woman’s right—the right to bear children. Life had cheated her, Maris decided bitterly. If Luke was the kind of man who needed a family she wouldn’t even consider doing something so underhanded. But he was a loner, a man who actually worked at remaining rootless and unencumbered. Aside from that one personality flaw he was a perfect candidate to father a child, physically strong and healthy, reasonably intelligent and ambitious in his own way.
By morning Maris had decided that yes, she could do it, and then no, she couldn’t, so many times, she got up bleary eyed and depressed. She made pancakes for breakfast, then took a cup of coffee to her bedroom while Luke and Keith ate. The thought of food made her stomach roll, though the coffee tasted good. The truth was that she didn’t want to look Luke in the eye this morning. She didn’t want to see what had happened between them on his face, and she was sure there would be some sort of reminder in his expression.
Groaning because there was no way to avoid him once the yard sale began, Maris got ready for the day. Her skin was pale, she saw in the bathroom mirror, and she applied some blusher to her cheeks and lipstick to her lips.
When she finally braved the kitchen again, Luke and Keith were gone. A glance out the window told her where they were: working with a horse in the corral. Maris sighed. Luke was the most constant, the hardest-working man she’d ever known. Compared to Ray’s lackadaisical interest in any aspect of the ranch, Luke was a saint.
Standing at the window and squinting to watch the two men and the horse within the corral, Maris knew that she couldn’t delude and manipulate Luke into giving her a baby. How could she have even thought of something so dishonest and conniving? Some of the tension drained from her system. Feeling better at having ultimately made a sane and sensible decision, she tackled the breakfast dishes. When the kitchen was tidy, she went outside to await any visitors to her yard sale, though she really didn’t expect a repeat of yesterday’s onslaught.
The first car that arrived was familiar. Smiling, Maris walked out to greet Lori Parker Bains. “Lori, hi.” She gave her friend a hug. “Gosh, it’s good to see you.”
Lori was carrying a small box. “I made a batch of fudge last night. I brought you some.”
“Homemade fudge? I haven’t made fudge in years. Thanks.”
Lori frowned. “Maris, are you feeling well? You look a little peaked.”
And that was when the first lie came out of Maris’s mouth, without warning, without intent. “I…I’ve been a little queasy in the morning for the past few weeks.” Maris could hardly believe she’d said that, and to her best friend, to boot. She felt embarrassed, and her face burned.
“Every morning?” Lori asked with a serious edge to her voice. “Maris, queasiness in the morning is a symptom of pregnancy. Do you suppose…?”
Maris felt about two inches high. Lori was the one person in Whitehorn who knew how much Maris had always wanted a child. However, Lori was a nurse and a midwife, and if anyone had the training and talent to see through Maris’s lie, it was her.
“I doubt it very much,” Maris said firmly, wishing to God she hadn’t told that abominable lie. Why had she lied? Hadn’t she decided not more than a half hour ago in the kitchen that she wasn’t going to trick Luke into anything?
“Beside a queasy stomach, how else have you been feeling? Are your breasts tender?”
Maris’s breasts were very tender this morning, but only because of the extremely ardent attention Luke had given them last night. “Uh, sort of,” she mumbled.
Lori was beaming. “And what about getting up in the night? Are you using the commode a little more than usual?”
“No.” She absolutely could not tell one more lie to her best friend. “It’s nothing, Lori, really. Just forget I said anything, okay?”
“Forget it? Maris, if you are pregnant it’s very important to begin prenatal care as early as possible. Your baby will benefit by it and so will you.”
Maris felt as though her stomach had dropped somewhere down by her knees. Never had she rued an impulse more than she did this one. “It’s nothing, Lori. I swear it.” She forced a bright smile. “Did you come to look over my sale items? There isn’t much left. It was a little crazy here yesterday and most of the good stuff was sold.”
Lori was not distracted by Maris’s change of subject. “Promise me one thing, at least. If you don’t want to see a doctor right away, buy one of those home pregnancy tests.” She named a brand. “It’s really quite reliable, Maris.”
Buy a home pregnancy test in Whitehorn’s one drugstore? Maris’s heart sank. John Tully would have a field day spreading that news around town.
“I’ll think about it.”
“Maris, you have to do more than think about it,” Lori said in her most professional voice. “Look, I know what you’re thinking. There’s only one place in Whitehorn that carries that product, and you would just as soon keep your condition private until you know for sure. How about if I buy the test and bring it by sometime tomorrow?”
“That…would be nice,” Maris said weakly. Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Luke walking across the yard, which presented a golden opportunity to desert the topic of pregnancy. “There’s Luke Rivers. Would you like to meet him?”
Lori turned to see Maris’s hired man. “Wow,” she whispered. “Maris, he’s gorgeous. I would love to meet him.”
“Luke,” Maris called. When he looked her way, she beckoned him with her hand.
He began ambling toward the two women. Earlier this morning Maris hadn’t even looked at him, and he had to question why she was friendly again.
“Hi,” he said when he’d reached Maris and her companion.
“Lori Bains, Luke Rivers.”
Smiling, Lori offered her hand. “Nice meeting you, Luke. I’ve been hearing your name quite a lot around town.”
“Is that right?” Luke shook Lori’s hand and grinned. “Why would anyone be mentioning my name?”
Lori shrugged prettily and Maris felt an uncharacteristic pang of envy. She could never look the way Lori did, not if she spent the rest of her life trying every cosmetic on the market and even resorting to plastic surgery. Lori’s blond hair challenged the sun’s bright light, and Lori’s smile could grace a toothpaste ad.
“Well, you’re new to the area, for one thing,” Lori replied. “And you’re single and good-looking.” She smiled teasingly. “People just like to talk, Luke, especially in a small town.”
“Guess that’s true.” Luke thought that Lori was one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen. She was also very friendly and, he suspected, a warm and compassionate person.
But it was Maris who was making his skin tingle, not Lori Bains. He gave Maris a melting look. “How are you this morning?”
Maris turned three shades of red. “Fine…just fine.” As she had feared, every detail of last night’s misadventure was in his eyes. “Uh, Lori wanted to meet you.”
His gaze returned to Ms. Bains. “Well, it was good meeting you, Lori. I’m sure we’ll see each other again before I leave.”
“Oh? How long will you be here?”
“Until the end of September.” Luke looked at Maris. “That’s still our agreement, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Maris said quietly, wondering why he would ask her that. Nothing they had said last night or at any other time could possibly be construed as a deviation of their agreement.
“Well, I’d better get back to work.” Nodding at Lori, he walked away.
Both women watched him for a few moments. Lori spoke first. “Luke is in love with you, Maris.”
Maris’s eyes widened in shock. “Don’t be silly! Luke can hardly wait to get out of here.”
“Do you mean to tell me that you don’t feel something from him?” Lori looked exceedingly doubtful. “Hasn’t he said or done anything to let you know he’s interested? He is, Maris, believe me. I saw the way he looked at you.”
“Your imagination is running wild, Lori. He didn’t look at me any differently than he looked at you.”
“Hogwash. Well, I can’t make you like him, but I do. Not for any romantic reason,” Lori added. “But he seems like a darned nice guy to me.”
Maris was more depressed than ever. Not only had she told that abysmal lie to her best friend about feeling queasy every morning—apparently to pave the way, she thought disgustedly, just in case she changed her mind again about using Luke—she’d felt the heat of Luke’s gaze and knew that he was thinking of further intimacy between them.
But as for him being in love with her, that was utterly ridiculous. She was glad to see another car arriving. “Look around if you want, Lori. I’ll go say hello to the Jensons.”
 
Sheriff Judd Hensley drove in around two that afternoon. He was out of uniform and in his own car, obviously enjoying a day off. There were so few things left to sell that Luke and Keith had gone back to work with the horses and Maris was tending the sale by herself.
Judd walked up. “Hello, Maris.”
“Hello, Judd.”
Judd was looking around. “Appears that I should have come by yesterday. I heard that people were buying your stuff like crazy. Seems to be the truth.”
“The sale was a huge success,” Maris agreed. “I never dreamed so many people would show up. As you can see, there are only a few odds and ends left.”
Judd’s steady gaze rested on her. “How are you doing?”
“Just fine, Judd. Please don’t worry about me.”
Judd jerked his head toward the corral. “I see you’ve still got Luke Rivers working for you.”
“And doing a very good job,” Maris replied evenly. She drummed up a smile. “The next event for the No Bull Ranch is going to be a horse auction at the end of September. I’ll be putting out signs and notices in the newspaper to advertise the sale in a few weeks.”
“An auction, eh? Sounds like a good idea, Maris.” Judd paused briefly. “What happens after that?”
Maris drew a breath. “Then Luke will be leaving and I’ll be back in the cattle business.”
“He’ll be leaving?”
“He’s only here to break my horses, Judd. I told you that.”
“Yeah, guess you did.” Judd paused. “How about having supper out with me tonight?”
Supper out with anyone was the last thing Maris wanted for tonight, but maybe spending time with another man besides Luke would put her back on course. “Sure, why not?”
Judd shaped one of his rare smiles. “I’ll pick you up around six, all right?”
“I’ll be ready.”
After Judd left, Maris went to the patio and sat down. She’d hardly had a chance to catch her breath yesterday, but people had merely dribbled in today. Judd could very well be her last customer, she decided, and then turned her thoughts to what she could prepare for Keith’s and Luke’s supper.
She bit down on her lip, suspecting that Luke wasn’t going to like her going out with Judd tonight. But last night’s foolishness didn’t give Luke any say in what she did or did not do. Last night had been a mistake. What in God’s name had caused her to behave so brazenly? Loneliness was no excuse for completely losing herself in a man’s arms.
Then, sitting there in the quiet, she thought again of a baby, and of the names she had chosen shortly after her wedding day. Her first son would have been named Robert Ray Wyler, after his father. Her first daughter would have been named Samantha Ray Wyler, also after her father. It would be wise, of course, to keep the “Ray” in either name, should she become pregnant.
Maris shuddered. Why was she still thinking that way? She wasn’t going to do it, so why couldn’t she eradicate the idea from her mind?
Blackie wandered over and lay down beside Maris’s chair. “Blackie, my friend,” she said quietly. “A dog’s life is very simple compared to a human’s. Be glad you’re a scruffy little mutt, okay?” Patting Blackie’s head, Maris got to her feet and started for the house.
Luke saw Maris going in. “Just keep him moving in a circle like you’re doing, Keith.” The bay gelding was on a long lead, and Luke had shown Keith how to swing a rope with one hand while hanging on to the lead with the other. It was another step in the training process, teaching the horse to obey a human’s commands and not to fear a rope. “I’m going up to the house to talk to Maris about something. I won’t be long.” Taking hold of a corral post Luke vaulted over the fence.
“Sure thing,” Keith agreed. “I’ll keep him moving.”
Luke jogged to the house and walked in. “Maris?”
She was in the kitchen, putting together a casserole of rice, vegetables and chicken, which would be baking in a slow oven until suppertime. Luke’s coming in without Keith put her on guard. “What is it?”
“I think we should talk about last night.”
Maris turned her back on him, giving the casserole her full attention. “There’s nothing to talk about.”
“Nothing?” Luke went to stand beside her at the counter and crooked his head around to see her face. “You’re calling what happened last night nothing?”
“No, it’s just that I don’t see any good reason to talk about it.”
“You don’t. Well, supposing I do?”
“Don’t pressure me, Luke.”
“Stop puttering and look at me.”
“I’m not puttering. I’m making dinner. Yours and Keith’s. I won’t be here.”
Luke narrowed his eyes on her. “Where will you be?”
“I’m having dinner with Judd.”
The bottom fell out of Luke’s stomach. “You’re going out with Judd? Why?”
Maris sent him a quick, nervous glance. “Because he asked me. He’s a good friend, Luke.”
“How good a friend, Maris?” Luke’s voice was lethally quiet.
“Not the way you’re thinking. He’s a friend. Do you understand the definition of the word?”
“Don’t patronize me, Maris. I might not have gone to college like you did, but I’m not stupid.”
She realized that she had hurt him, and she turned to face him. “I never meant to imply you were. But last night shouldn’t have happened.” Oh, Lord, he was handsome. Just looking at him made her spine tingle. He was sweaty and smelled musky and male. His heavy dark hair was damp and drooping down his forehead. There was a fierce, defensive pride in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, deeply shaken by what she was feeling for him. “It just…shouldn’t have happened.”
Luke kept looking at her. His past relationships had been sweet but brief and he’d never wanted them any other way. Maris was different. He was different because of her. He didn’t want her going out with Judd Hensley or any other man.
But nothing came out of his mouth.
“Luke? Do you understand?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I understand.” Whirling, he strode from the kitchen, gave the screen door an unnecessarily hefty shove, causing it to bang loudly behind him, and headed for the corral.
Clenching her hand into a fist, Maris brought it up to press against her lips. Which one of them was hurting more, she wondered with tears dribbling down her cheeks, her or Luke?
A second later she wiped them away with a kitchen towel. Another car was arriving. Pasting a smile on her face, she went outside. Her smile became genuine when she saw Jessica. “Hi.”
“Hi, Maris.” Jessica got out and opened the back door of her car. “I have Jennifer with me.” Jessica began unbuckling the safety straps of the baby’s car seat as she thought to herself. She missed her truck, but having the car was much more practical with Jennifer.
Maris felt a burst of joy at sight of the baby. “Oh, Jessica, she’s so beautiful.”
“Yes, isn’t she?” Jessica said proudly. Lifting the sleeping child from the car seat, Jessica held her daughter so Maris could look at her. “She’s so special to Sterling and me, Maris.”
“That’s how it should be with a baby,” Maris said softly, her gaze riveted on the child’s adorable little face.
Jessica spotted Luke and Keith in the corral. “I need to speak to Keith, Maris.” She smiled. “Would you like to hold Jennifer while I do it?”
“I’d love to hold her.” Jessica passed the baby to Maris’s arms. “Oh, she’s wonderful,” she whispered emotionally. “I’ll sit on the patio with her.”
“I shouldn’t be very long with Keith,” Jessica said, then started walking toward the corral.
Maris resumed her chair on the patio and stared in awe at the sleeping child on her lap. She touched Jennifer’s tiny fingers and then undid the lower portion of her lightweight cotton blanket to look at her little feet. The baby’s warmth and powdery scent penetrated Maris’s clothing and skin to wind around her soul.
She wanted a baby of her own. Every cell of her body ached from the wanting, and it wasn’t wrong, she told herself. Wanting a child was natural and right. She wasn’t warped or crazy to yearn for motherhood. Nature intended for the female of every species to procreate.
Luke looked up to see a woman standing at the corral fence. “Hi,” he called.
“Hello.”
Keith turned. “Mrs. McCallum!”
“Hello, Keith. Could you leave your work for a few minutes to talk to me?”
Keith’s face was red, but he remembered his manners. “Mrs. McCallum, this is Luke Rivers.”
Luke nodded a greeting. “Nice meeting you, ma’am. Keith, you go on and talk to Mrs. McCallum.”
Keith considered vaulting the corral fence the way Luke did, but he figured he’d better try it for the first time when no one was around, and he went through the gate. “Anything wrong, Mrs. McCallum?”
Jessica began walking, leading him away from the corral. “I’m not here to deliver bad news, Keith,” she said calmly. “At least, I don’t consider my message bad news. You’ll have to make up your own mind on that score.” They stopped under a large elm tree. She looked Keith in the eye. “Keith, your father would like you to visit him.” There was a sudden sharp withdrawal in the boy’s eyes. “You don’t have to do it. You never have to see him again if you don’t want to. But you should know what’s been happening with him in prison. He has joined Alcoholics Anonymous and has voluntarily requested emotional therapy. The prison psychologist sent me a report that indicates definite progress in Terrance’s attitude and outlook.”
Jessica touched Keith’s arm. “I’m not advising you one way or the other on this, Keith. I’m merely passing on Terrance’s request.” The boy was silent for so long, looking off into the distance, that Jessica spoke again. “You don’t have to make up your mind this minute, Keith. Maybe you’d like to think about it for a while.”
“Why does he want to see me?”
Jessica looked at the boy. “I don’t know. Perhaps he’s thinking about making amends. You’re his only child and he’s getting old, Keith. Without alcohol pickling his brain, maybe he’s sorry for what he did to you.”
“He’ll start drinking again when he gets out of jail,” Keith mumbled.
“That’s possible. It’s also possible that he will never touch liquor again.” Again Jessica touched Keith’s arm. “It’s your decision, Keith. No one can make it for you, nor should they. I’m going now. Call me after you’ve given it some thought.”
Jessica began walking toward the patio. “Mrs. McCallum?” Keith called.
“Yes?” Jessica stopped and turned.
“Uh…I’ll go and see him. Can I go tomorrow?”
“If I can arrange for your transportation that soon, I don’t see why not. I’ll call you as soon as I know, all right?”
Keith nodded. “Thanks.”
Jessica smiled. “You’re quite welcome. Incidentally, you seem to enjoy working with horses.”
“Luke’s teaching me a lot.”
“I’m pleased to hear it. Goodbye for now, Keith.”
“Bye.”
Jessica continued on to Maris’s patio. “Well, are you tired of holding Jennifer?”
Maris lifted her eyes to baby Jennifer’s mother. “I could never get tired of holding a baby, Jessica. I’m not completely certain—I haven’t seen a doctor yet—but I think…I think I might be pregnant.” Maris licked her suddenly dry lips. “Please don’t mention it to anyone. I don’t want it to get around until I know for sure.”
Jessica’s eyes misted over. “Oh, Maris, how wonderful for you. Don’t worry, I won’t say a word to anyone.”
Maris remained on the patio after Jessica had driven away, though she had turned her chair to face the corral and Luke. Her arms still felt the imprint of baby Jennifer’s firm little body and there was a lingering scent of baby powder on her clothes. Her face bore a look of determination, even though her stomach roiled with guilt. She was going to get pregnant, and that man out there in the corral was going to be the baby’s father.
That decision was final.


Eleven

Maris tried very hard to be an attentive dinner companion to Judd that evening, but her mind was at the ranch with Luke and not on the busy Hip Hop Café or the excellent stir-fry dish she had ordered.
“Something’s bothering you, Maris,” Judd said after he’d had to repeat himself several times to get a response from her. “Would you like to talk about it?”
“I’m sorry, Judd.” Reaching across the table, Maris patted his hand. “I don’t know where my mind is these days.”
“You’re not over Ray’s death yet,” Judd said with a somber expression. He was also thinking of himself, of the death of his son and of his divorce. It had been seven years and he still wasn’t over those two tragic events. Maris was a courageous woman, but Ray’s death had to have hit her hard. “How could you be?” Judd stated logically. “It’s only been a few months.”
Two and a half months to be exact, Maris thought. Who would be stupid enough to believe she’d been pregnant when Ray died?
But who, Maris decided next, would be rude enough to mention dates to her face? There would be talk, of course, and more than likely Luke’s name would come up. He lived on the ranch with Maris for several months, you know. If you ask me, Luke Rivers is the father of that baby.
It wouldn’t matter, Maris thought with sudden fierce resolve. She would have her baby, and the gossips could speculate from then until doomsday and they would never know for sure.
“I’m pretty much over Ray’s death,” she told Judd, speaking calmly and certainly honestly. There’d been a time when losing Ray would have nearly killed her, but those days were long gone and she didn’t like thinking about them.
It was getting dark when they left the Hip Hop. “How about a drive somewhere?” Judd asked. “You don’t have to hurry home, do you?”
“No, I suppose not.” Maris hoped her reluctance didn’t show. After they were in Judd’s car and driving along, she thought about Judd’s invitation that afternoon and why she’d felt so obliged to accept. He’d been kind and considerate since the night he had come to the ranch to tell her about Ray’s death. She recalled every word:
“Judd!” Maris had answered the doorbell, and was surprised to see the sheriff on her front porch. It was late, or early, depending on one’s point of view: 2:30 a.m.
“May I come in?”
“Well…yes, of course.” Nervous suddenly, Maris pinched the lapels of her robe together. The sheriff didn’t make calls in the middle of the night without cause and Ray wasn’t home yet. Silently she led Judd to her living room.
“Sit down, Maris,” he said gently.
She sank to the sofa. “Something happened to Ray, didn’t it? Is he all right?”
Judd sat next to her, compassion in his dark eyes. “Ray’s dead, Maris.”
Shock bolted through her system, all but immobilizing her. “Dead?”
Judd reached for her hand. “It was a highway accident. He drove into a cement pier at an underpass.”
Maris swallowed because her throat felt so tight and sticky. “Was anyone else hurt?”
“No one. He was alone and no other vehicles were involved.”
Maris leveled a demanding look on the sheriff. “Tell me the truth. Was he drunk?”
“I don’t have the coroner’s report yet, but I was there and my own opinion is that yes, he was very drunk.”
“Dead drunk,” Maris said with intense bitterness. It was a macabre pun and not funny. Tugging her hand out of Judd’s, she raised it and her other to cover her face. Her eyes burned, but there were no tears. Her heart ached for Ray’s wasted life, but there was no real sorrow. It was as though she had known for a long time that something like this was going to happen.
She felt Judd’s hand on her shoulder. “Maris, is there anyone you would like me to call to come out here and be with you?”
She dropped her hands and spoke dully. “I’ll be all right, Judd.”
Ever since, Judd had checked on her regularly. He wasn’t really courting her, she felt, nor did she think that he was falling in love with her. She turned her head to look at him. It was too bad they weren’t falling in love. Judd was steady as a rock, and wasn’t that the very quality she would hope for in a man, should she ever marry again? Instead, she was getting much too involved with Luke, who was a lot more like Ray than Judd could ever be.
Judd realized he was being stared at and sent her a glance. “What?”
Maris smiled. “I was just thinking. You’re a nice man, Judd.”
He chuckled cynically. “Not everyone would agree with you on that point.”
“Maybe not, but it’s still the truth.” Judd took his duties as sheriff very seriously, and there were people in the area—especially those of Terrance Colson’s ilk—who had nothing good to say about Judd.
But Maris saw beneath his reticent, stern exterior. He was a proud, solitary man and she suspected that he viewed her as bearing the same traits. Judd’s own marriage had ended in divorce after he and his wife had lost their eight-year-old son in a tragic accident. Judd was no stranger to loss or loneliness. Maris was lonely, too, but her loneliness hadn’t begun with Ray’s demise. Only one person, Lori Bains, knew that Maris’s unhappiness had started within the first six months of her marriage.
Maris sighed. Everyone had to live with his or her own past, but the water under her bridge was murky and dark with shattered dreams and ideals. It was up to her to bring some sunshine into her life; she was the only one who could do it.
Judd drove out to the Laughing Horse Indian Reservation, turned around and took some side roads back to town. They talked about impersonal topics, the library’s current fund drive to increase its reference material, the new houses being constructed on the outskirts of Whitehorn and local politics. Maris had held up her end of the conversation, but she was glad to see the lights of Whitehorn. It surprised her when Judd drove past the turn onto Highway 17, which led to her ranch.
He sent her a small smile. “Let’s have some dessert before calling it a night.”
What could she do but agree? “All right.”
Judd stopped at a fast-food restaurant that featured ice-cream specialties. “A banana split sounds about right to me,” he commented as they got out of the car.
Maris ordered a chocolate soda and Judd ordered a banana split with extra caramel sauce. The rich desserts were delivered to their table. Judd picked up his spoon and began eating. After a few bites he said, rather casually, “Maris, I hope you know I would never deliberately say anything to you that would hurt your feelings.”
She gave him a questioning look. “Yes, I know. What’s on your mind, Judd?”
Judd spooned another bite of ice cream and banana into his mouth, chewed briefly and swallowed before answering. “There’s talk around town about you and Luke Rivers.”
Maris sat back. “That’s not news, Judd. I would have been a lot more surprised to hear you say that no one ever mentions it.”
“Well, for my part, I’ll be glad to see the last of Rivers.”
“Why is that?”
“Just a feeling that he could be trouble, Maris.”
Instantly defensive, Maris leaned forward. “Let me tell you about Luke Rivers, Judd. He’s up before dawn every morning and only stops working for meals. He hasn’t taken any time off since the day he started working for me. If Ray had possessed even one-tenth of Luke’s drive, our ranch would have prospered. Luke is kind to Keith and…”
“Kind to you?” Judd said softly.
Maris drew a breath. “We get along, but there’s nothing…” The lie got stuck in her throat. “I despise gossip, and I’m surprised you’re listening to it.”
“If there’s no truth to it, it shouldn’t bother you.”
“You must believe it or you wouldn’t have mentioned it.”
“That’s not true, Maris. I only wanted you to know about it.”
“So I could do what, Judd? Get all fired up and kick Luke off the ranch?” Disgustedly Maris pushed aside her unfinished soda. “I’m not going to tell him to leave. I need him to break those horses and he’s doing a darned good job of it. If the lily-white citizens of Whitehorn weren’t talking about me, they’d be talking about someone else. Maybe I’m doing someone I don’t even know a big favor.”
“Don’t be bitter, Maris.”
She laughed and it was indeed a bitter sound. “May we go now? I’m tired and would like to go home.”
 
Judd tried to make amends during the drive from town to Maris’s ranch. She replied to everything he said, but her tone of voice remained unrelentingly cool. Finally Judd came right out and apologized. “I’m sorry I even brought it up, Maris.”
“So am I, Judd,” she said wearily. No one could possibly grasp her situation. If she explained everything from her current financial picture to the sham her marriage really had been, they would understand, but even when things had been unbearable with Ray she’d kept her private life private. Occasionally she had unloaded on Lori, but even Lori didn’t know it all.
Other than one small light illuminating the kitchen window, the ranch was dark when they arrived. Obviously Keith and Luke had gone to bed, which she’d expected, as it was after ten. Judd walked her to the back door. “We’re still friends, aren’t we, Maris?”
“Yes, we’re still friends, Judd. I hope we always will be. Thank you for dinner. Good night.”
“Good night. I’ll drop by in a few days.”
“Do that.”
Judd walked off. Instead of going in, Maris stood with her hand on the doorknob and listened to his car driving away. She glanced behind her to the dark barn and thought of Luke in bed, undoubtedly sound asleep. There were faint noises in the night—the movements of the horses, the chirps of crickets in the grass, the rustling of leaves in a nearby tree.
She didn’t want to go in to her lonely bed. Her heart began fluttering wildly, because what she wanted to do was brazen and brash. But, standing there in the dark, she knew she was going to do it.
Feeling breathless and keyed up, she went to her car for the flashlight she kept under the seat. Getting to the barn in the dark wouldn’t be a problem, but once inside the pitch-black structure she would need a light. She left her purse in the car, then sped across the compound to the barn. Quietly opening one of its smaller doors, she stepped inside. The inky blackness was as she’d anticipated and she switched on the flashlight.
For a moment her courage deserted her, and she shook in her shoes while pondering how much she had changed since meeting Luke. Until Luke, Ray had been her one and only lover. Her high school and college boyfriends had never moved her enough to get past her strict morality. Ray had sweet-talked her into bed on their third date, but only because she had been so in love with him. She had been a stupid, gullible, naive girl to fall for Ray’s line of patter, although even now, in retrospect, she believed that he had loved her for a while. Their problems had begun when she’d happily settled into marriage and he couldn’t. Settling into anything for any length of time just wasn’t in his nature, she had ultimately learned.
A creaking noise in the old barn startled Maris back into the present. Nervously she shone the flashlight on the ladder to the loft. She wasn’t here only because she wanted a baby, she realized. Luke had brought an excitement into her life she couldn’t have imagined before experiencing it. His leaving in September was going to create a void that would take a lot of time to accept, but until then he was here and why should she deny herself the pleasure of being in his arms?
Quietly she crept up the ladder, then tiptoed across the wood floor to the door of the loft bedroom with her heart beating like a tom-tom. Maris slowly turned the knob and pushed the door open. Even without the flashlight she could make out Luke’s form in bed. He was on his left side, facing the window, which put his back to the door and her. His even, shallow breathing told her he was deep in sleep, and she wondered if she should just walk around the bed and awaken him, or if there was a better way.
That “better way” took shape in her mind. Before she could lose her nerve she laid the flashlight on a chair and started undressing. She did it quickly, piling her things on top of the flashlight and leaving her shoes on the floor. Naked and barefoot, she moved silently to the bed, cautiously lifted the blankets and then very slowly sat down. Her weight jiggled the bed slightly, but Luke never moved. Taking a very deep but very quiet breath, Maris stretched out and drew the blankets over herself.
Then she lay there with her heart pounding. It was a large bed and Luke was several feet away. She could probably stay here all night without his knowing it until he woke up in the morning.
But she hadn’t taken this daring, brazen step just to sleep on one side of the bed while Luke slept on the other. She began inching over, thinking that it was a wonder the hammering of her heart didn’t awaken Luke, as loud as it was in her own ears. The closer she got to him the more she felt his radiating warmth. It was what she needed, his heat, his passion.
She took the final slide and lay against his back, realizing with mounting excitement that he slept in the nude. Swallowing the choking sensation in her throat, she turned to her side and slid her arm across his waist, nestling her body against his. Her insides began the meltdown she had known would happen, and she started pressing kisses to his back and shoulders while the hand that was over him began caressing his chest and belly. He made an odd little sound, but Maris could tell he hadn’t yet awakened.
Her hand went lower, and when she was holding his manhood and it was getting hard and full in her grasp, she could no longer breathe silently. His hips began moving, thrusting himself against her hand, and his breathing wasn’t even and shallow as it had been before.
He came awake suddenly, startling Maris, raising up and turning over to pin her to the bed. He said nothing, but he found her lips in the dark and kissed her roughly, almost savagely. There were no other preliminaries before he kneed her legs apart and thrust into her, hard and fiercely. It was wild and crazy and the most erotic experience of Maris’s life. She writhed beneath him, moaning and whimpering, urging him on, arching to meet his tempestuous lunges.
Then the feverish pleasure began for Maris, the delicious spasms in her lower belly. She cried out. “Luke…Luke…” He finished only seconds later and collapsed upon her, weak and drained.
She lay with her eyes closed. It had happened so fast. Never could she have visualized her body performing with such haste.
Luke lifted his head and uttered one harsh word: “Why?”
Nervous suddenly, Maris swallowed. “Dare I be flip and ask why not?”
“You refused to talk about us today, then you come crawling into my bed tonight. Tell me why, Maris.”
He wasn’t speaking kindly. There was anger in his voice, and resentment. “You liked it, didn’t you?” she said.
“Hell, yes, I liked it. Any man would like it, but I still want to know why.” Luke was trying to make out her features in the dark. “What happened? Did your boyfriend get you all worked up and then leave you hanging?”
Maris gasped. “I told you Judd and I were only friends. Why won’t you believe that?”
“Because it sounds like a damned fairy tale,” Luke muttered, moving to the side of the bed to sit up. He grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on the nightstand and tossed them to Maris. “You’re a sexy woman, and maybe I can’t see old Judd keeping his pants zipped for a whole evening with you.”
“For your information, Judd has never even tried to kiss me!”
“Then maybe he doesn’t like women.” Moving quickly, Luke lay on top of her again, surprising Maris to a startled gasp.
“That is a reprehensible remark and this is a ridiculous conversation. Get off of me so I can get up.”
Luke studied her shadowed face. “No, I don’t think so. You started this, baby, but I’m going to finish it.”
“You already finished it!”
He chuckled softly, deep in his throat. “That was only round one, Maris. Round two is just coming up.”
She could feel what was “coming up,” quite distinctly. “Luke, it’s getting very late. I…I could come back tomorrow night.” And the night after that, as well, she thought. Three nights in a row during her fertile time would almost guarantee pregnancy.
And then an awful thought struck her. Luke was very careless about using protection. Maybe he, too, had had a vasectomy! Her body went limp. That was it, she thought morosely, the reason he made love without protection.
“Wonderful idea,” he whispered, bringing his mouth down to hers. “Tomorrow night and every night after that.”
Until you leave, Maris thought dully. Damn! She’d been naive again, gullible, dreaming her own silly little dreams, just as she’d done with Ray.
But then Luke’s kisses began seeping into her senses. He had the most incredible mouth, with lips that were both soft and firm, and a unique way of angling his head for a perfect union. The taste of him had her head spinning. His weight merely snuggled the configuration of his body into hers, and in mere seconds she was kissing him back and straining against his feverish skin with her hands locked together behind his head.
They kissed and cuddled and touched each other. Luke’s hands were everywhere, caressing her breasts, her thighs, her belly. She ran her fingertips over his muscular build, absorbing and reveling in his maleness. A disturbing thought crept through the pink haze of desire clouding her mind: she cared for him, maybe even loved him. No, no, a voice in her head cried. That wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t ready to fall in love, and certainly not with a man of Luke’s transitory nature. Yet, spellbound by their intimacy, she couldn’t force herself to break away from his arms, his kisses, his hard, sexy body.
A second shock followed on the heels of that one. Luke abruptly raised his head and huskily whispered, “I’ve been really lax about protection, Maris. We don’t want you getting pregnant, do we? We won’t take any more chances. Don’t move, honey. Let me get something out of my wallet. I’ll only be a second.”
The bed was so large that he had to break all contact with her to reach his wallet on the nightstand. Sudden shock had Maris stiff and chilled. He hadn’t had a vasectomy. He was perfectly capable of making her pregnant, but now he was going to eliminate that possibility by using a condom. And fool that she was, she was falling in love with him, while to him she was merely a convenient and very easy lover!
Seared with humiliation, she scooted to the edge of the bed and got off of it. Luke turned. “What are you doing?”
Maris stumbled to where she’d left her clothes and began feeling around for her underwear. “I…I have to go.”
Frowning, Luke snapped on the bedside lamp, nearly blinding Maris for a minute. Blinking against the sudden infusion of light, she turned her back, quickly drew on her panties and reached for her bra. She could feel Luke’s stare and sensed his perplexity.
“Maris…” There was a note of confusion in his voice. “I don’t get it. What happened?”
“Nothing happened, except I realized just how late it really is,” she lied. This whole affair—the most appropriate name for their relationship—needed rethinking. She wasn’t going to get pregnant if he used protection, but what bothered her more was recognizing how emotionally involved she was becoming with Luke. He was going to leave at the end of September, and if she continued sleeping with him, making love with him, she was going to be in for some heavy-duty heartache.
Luke got up and yanked on a pair of jeans. “If this doesn’t take the damned cake, nothing does,” he muttered angrily.
Maris was hurrying into her dress, her blue-and-white checked shirtwaist that she’d worn for her dinner date with Judd. “You have no right to be angry with me,” she told Luke. “Nor any reason.”
“Lady, I didn’t come sneaking into your bed. You came to me!” He rounded the foot of the bed and stopped right in front of Maris. “Just what the hell is going on with you? You want me, you don’t want me. How do you think that makes me feel?”
“Blame it on hormones,” Maris mumbled, making sure her dress was buttoned and tidy.
“Extremely changeable hormones, apparently,” Luke said dryly. “Where do we go from here, Maris?”
She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Where do we go? Where do you want us to go, Luke?”
“Well, I sure didn’t want everything to just stop cold like it did.”
“An evasive answer, if I ever heard one.” Buckling her belt around her waist was her final step in dressing, other than slipping into her shoes.
“Maris, you’re a hell of a lot more evasive than I could ever be,” Luke said darkly.
She couldn’t rebut such a blatant truth. Luke had promised her nothing and she was fully cognizant of his obsession with rodeo and his plans to return to the circuit as soon as possible. As for her role in this fiasco, she had been plotting and praying for pregnancy, using him and his body to accomplish her goal.
The whole damned plot was backfiring, which was probably no more than she deserved. Regardless, falling in love seemed to be an awfully high price to pay for a few days of fantasy.
Well, that was over. Any more fooling around with Luke would cause her nothing but future misery. Already just thinking of the day that he would drive away created an ache she damn well didn’t need.
Seeing that she was ready to go, Luke moved closer and put his hands on her shoulders to probe the depths of her eyes. “Be honest with me, Maris. Please. Tell me what you’re thinking, what you’re feeling.”
She certainly couldn’t tell him that she was falling in love with him, nor could she confess her foolish hopes of becoming pregnant.
Her gaze remained steady, though her knees were shaking. “You’re good in bed. I like making love with you.”
A bleakness entered Luke’s eyes. “And that’s it, all of it.”
“What else could there be?” That peculiar, slightly hurt look in his eyes made Maris’s blood run faster. “Is there more for you?”
He took a breath, releasing it slowly. He would never beg a woman, not for anything. “No.”
Maris’s spurt of hope died. “That’s what I thought.” She picked up the flashlight. “Good night.”
“Want me to walk you to the house?”
“Please don’t. If Keith should happen to wake up when I go in, I’d rather he not see us together.”
“Maris, he’s not a child. Don’t you think he knows what goes on between men and women?”
“That’s beside the point. I want Keith’s respect.”
“You have Keith’s respect. Why would him adding up two and two about us change that?”
Maris went to the door. “I won’t take that risk. Good night, Luke.”
Luke followed her down the ladder, then stood at the door of the barn and watched her winding her way to the house. She was the confusingest woman he’d ever known, the most stubborn, the most irritating.
The most exciting. “Damn,” he muttered with his lips in a thin, grim line. If she liked him in bed so much, why had she suddenly turned off on him?
Maris stole into the house on tiptoes. She almost turned off the kitchen light without looking around, but fortunately she saw the piece of paper taped to the refrigerator just as she reached for the light switch.
Walking over to it, she pulled it loose. It was a note from Keith:
Maris,
I’m going to see my dad tomorrow. Mrs. McCallum arranged for someone to pick me up at five in the morning. I’ll probably be gone all day. See you when I get back, unless you’re up in the morning before I leave.
Keith

Maris had mixed feelings about Keith visiting his father, but it wasn’t her place to judge.
Sighing heavily, she turned off the light and made her way to her bedroom in the dark. Nothing was ever easy or simple, not one blasted thing.


Twelve

Maris made sure she was up, dressed and ready to say a few words to Keith before he left the next morning. “How did this happen, Keith?” she asked gently.
Keith explained Jessica’s message, adding, “Mrs. McCallum said I didn’t have to go, but…” The boy looked down at the floor for a moment, then lifted his gaze to Maris’s. There was maturity in his eyes and a strength that Maris hadn’t seen before. “It’s something I have to do, Maris.”
She couldn’t doubt his sincerity, or the gravity of his decision. “I understand, and I’d like to say how very proud I am of you.” Unable to resist the impulse, Maris put her arms around Keith and hugged him. To her surprise, he returned the hug without embarrassment. It was a lovely moment for Maris, and she had to blink back tears.
A car horn honked outside. Immediately she put on a bright smile. “That must be your ride. Take care, Keith.”
“I will. See you tonight. Tell Luke…tell ’im I’m sorry about not being here today to help with the horses.”
“He’ll understand.”
After Keith had gone Maris put on a pot of coffee. She didn’t expect Luke to walk in quite this early, but he was suddenly filling her kitchen. “Good morning,” she said calmly, though her pulse did a great deal of fluttering.
“’Morning. Where’d Keith go so early?”
“To visit his father.” Maris related the facts behind Keith’s departure. “He said to tell you he was sorry about not being here to help you today.”
“He’s a nice kid.” Luke looked at the gurgling coffeepot. “Not quite ready yet?”
“In a few minutes. I’ll make breakfast while it’s brewing.”
Luke took his place at the table, not to rush Maris with breakfast but because he wanted to watch her, and the chairs around the table were the only things to sit on. After several silent minutes he said, “Guess we’re going to be alone on the place today.”
Maris concentrated on her pancake batter rather than look at him. “I can deal with that.”
“But maybe I can’t.”
Maris’s heart skipped a beat. “You have work to do and so do I. Keith being away should make no difference to our day.”
“Is he going to be gone all day?”
“I…don’t know,” she said.
“And you talk about me being evasive,” Luke said with a snort of derision.
Maris turned to face him. “Last night you asked me for honesty, so here it is. I’m getting in too deep with you, and if we don’t stop…uh, sleeping together, it’s going to hurt like hell when you leave.”
His gaze remained steady. “And you didn’t think about that before coming to my room last night?”
A flush heated Maris’s cheeks. Her confession could only go so far. Mentioning her hope of getting pregnant would shock him and humiliate herself. “Obviously not,” she replied, turning back to the counter.
She was right, Luke was thinking with a frown of personal discomfort. This thing with Maris wasn’t one of those brief and expendable affairs that dotted his past. Its differences weren’t readily grasped or understood, but they bothered Luke all the same. Maris bothered him. This ranch bothered him. Everything going on these days bothered him. He watched broodingly while she poured pancake batter onto the hot griddle. It would be best for both of them if he left now, before, as she’d said, they got in too deep.
“Maris, would you rather I left right away?” he asked.
Her back was to him and she bit down hard on her bottom lip. Instead of suggesting he never left, he had immediately come up with leaving sooner than planned. Hurt over his insensitivity, she said rather caustically, “You’re thinking I have the money to pay that IOU, aren’t you?”
“No, that is not what I was thinking. But I guess it’s true, isn’t it?”
Maris scooped up some pancakes with a spatula and dropped them on a plate, which she brought to the table and set down in front of him. She spoke without friendliness or warmth. “We have a business agreement, Luke. If you left now, I’d be stuck with a herd of half-broken horses.”
“I think Keith could finish the job. They wouldn’t be ready for sale by the end of September, but he knows what to do now. I’m only mentioning it for your benefit. If you don’t want me around anymore, you have the means to send me packing. And don’t forget that Jim Humphrey will be showing up with the balance due on the Corvette.”
“He seems to be taking his own sweet time about it.”
“Jim’s rarely in a hurry. He’ll be around one of these days.”
The thought of Luke loading his pickup with his gear and driving away today made Maris feel a little sick. She wasn’t ready for that yet. Beside, maybe Keith could finish breaking the horses and maybe he couldn’t. Certainly the process would take him much longer than it would Luke, especially after school started and Keith was busy with his studies.
Maris brought two cups of coffee to the table, gave one to Luke and sat down with the other. “I don’t want you leaving until after the horse auction,” she said with a granitelike look over the rim of her cup. “That doesn’t mean we have to…to…”
“Just say it, for hell’s sake,” Luke said with a flash of anger. “We made love, and don’t get all surprised and shook if we do it again.” He hadn’t even started eating, and he leaned forward, ignoring the plate of food between his elbows. “Do you know what makes one woman special to a man? I sure as hell don’t, but I do know this—I want you all the time and that’s never happened to me before. Last night makes me think you’re going through some of the same damned misery. Tell me I’m wrong.”
She took a breath. “You’re wrong.”
Luke’s expression could have curdled milk. “I guess that’s clear enough.” He got to his feet. “I’m going to work.”
“What about breakfast? You didn’t eat anything.”
“I’m not hungry.” He strode from the kitchen and out the door, every line of his body exuding fury and frustration. Maris sat looking down at the table, undergoing some of that “damned misery” Luke had mentioned. Maybe it was masculine logic for him to say he wanted her and almost at the same time suggest leaving today instead of after the horses were broken, but it was pure gibberish to her. Maybe because she was falling for the big jerk. Falling too hard, too fast. This was the last possible scenario she could have dreamed up while making that deal with Luke.
 
It occurred to Maris while she was taking care of chores around the ranch and avoiding the corral that morning that she hated worrying about what Luke really thought of her. In the first place she already knew how he felt. She’d been available and willing, and he was male. End of subject.
But deep within her the subject was far from exhausted. She had crossed a line with Luke that had always been inviolate, and why had she been so responsive to him when other men—Judd, for one—simply hadn’t interested her beyond friendship? Even before Ray’s death and she had been alone so much there had been opportunities for sexual adventures with other men, and she had always repelled any and all advances. It was as though she had lost some sense of herself where Luke was concerned, which was a mystifying deviation from personal standards and ethics that she didn’t find particularly comforting.
Then there was that foolishness about hoping to get pregnant and passing the child off as Ray’s. Maris knew she had behaved stupidly with Ray many times. In retrospect, what good had come out of her turning a blind eye to his faithlessness, his lack of respect for her and his own roots, his dishonesty, and his out and out laziness? Rather than fight with him about a problem—he’d been extremely adroit at sidestepping an ordinary discussion hinting at any flaw or fault in his behavior—Maris had simply buried her pain and kept her mouth shut.
But thinking she could use Luke to get pregnant with no one catching on really was the most absurd idea of her life, far surpassing any mistakes she had made with Ray. Obviously the day that Luke finally left the No Bull, Maris Wyler would be much better off.
The stickler in that conclusion was Maris’s own emotions. Never before had she felt what she did in Luke’s arms. Just looking at him across the compound sent feverish tingles through her body. Wishing he were a different kind of man, one who was looking for solidity and stability, was wasted energy. He was addicted to rodeo, and to living a transient, disorderly life. No woman would change him, she was certain, especially a plain countrywoman like herself.
When Luke didn’t come in for lunch, Maris brought some sandwiches and a thermos of lemonade out to the corral. “I know you’re angry with me, but you have to eat.” He was shirtless again, and his bronzed skin gleamed with perspiration. Maris tried not to notice.
He took the food from her hands. “Thanks. And I’m not angry, Maris—I’m confused. I guess I don’t understand you. Maybe what’s really got me confused is that I don’t usually try to understand women.” He held her gaze. “Does that make any sense to you?”
“Uh…no. I mean, should it?”
Releasing a long breath of resignation, Luke looked off into the distance. “Probably not. It’s just that…” His voice trailed off. “Forget it. Do you want one of these sandwiches?”
“I already ate, thanks.” Maris looked beyond Luke into the corral and saw the snow-white mare he’d been working with. “She’s a pretty horse, isn’t she?”
“I’ve been calling her Snowflake.”
“It suits her. I like it. Is she taking to the training?”
“Pretty well. She definitely has spirit.”
“You know,” Maris said speculatively, “I’d kind of like to keep one or two of the horses for myself.”
“Snowflake might be a good candidate. We’ll see how she turns out. Maris…” Luke had just swallowed a big bite of sandwich and was washing it down with a drink of lemonade. He wiped his mouth. “I’ve been wondering again where Ray might have bought these horses. They’re not just common broncs. Oh, a few of them are, but most have great conformation, indicating good bloodlines. Do you realize that if you could prove ancestry on some of these animals that their value could easily double or triple?”
Maris’s eyes widened. “How would I prove ancestry?”
“By finding out who owned the horses before Ray bought them. You said a trucking firm handled their delivery. You must have been given something, a receipt, a manifest, bills of sale, something, from the truckers.”
A frown creased Maris’s forehead. “Ray took delivery. As a matter of fact, I wasn’t here that day. I had gone to Billings for something—a dental appointment, I think.”
“But there must be some paperwork somewhere, Maris. I think you should take a look around the house and try to find it.”
Slowly Maris nodded. “And then what?”
“If you can find out who owned these horses before Ray bought them, we’ll go and talk to the person and ask him or her about the animals’ history. Might get some real good information.”
Maris frowned slightly. “I should have thought of doing that before this.”
“You’ve had a lot on your mind,” Luke reminded her.
“Yes, but…” Breathing a sigh, Maris questioned her ability to run the ranch, which she’d never done before. Raising animals had been brand-new to her when she’d married Ray and come here, but when it became apparent—very quickly—that Ray had very little interest in operating the place as it should be operated, she had gradually assumed his duties and responsibilities, until she had ended up running the whole show. Obviously she still didn’t see every opportunity and grasp every subtlety of profitable ranching. Surprising to realize was that Luke did. He’d immediately seen dollar signs in Ray’s old junk and had suggested the yard sale. It was Luke’s doing that had sold the Corvette, and now he’d come up with this, an idea that just might increase the value of the horses.
Her voice was rather disapproving when she spoke. “You’d make a good rancher.”
Luke looked at her with a restrained, unreadable expression, though without question he’d grasped Maris’s reproachful tone. “It must be in the genes.”
Resenting his overly casual, cavalier reply, Maris couldn’t stop herself from expressing her opinion. “You’re wasting your life in rodeo. You’re talented with animals and have a natural instinct for business. There isn’t anything you couldn’t do if you put your mind to it. Certainly you’re the hardest-working man I’ve ever met, and—”
“That’s enough, Maris,” Luke broke in. He’d been having some of the same thoughts that Maris had just put into words, but his mind wasn’t made up yet, not about anything, and whatever decision he arrived at concerning his future, he was the one who had to make it. He handed her the empty thermos. “Thanks for lunch. I’m going back to work.”
Walking to the house, Maris alternated between anger over Luke’s wasting his talents and regret that she’d been so quick to tell him so. She didn’t even speak to Keith in that censuring tone, believing that everyone should have the freedom and space to choose his own path in life. But Keith was sixteen years old and had plenty of time to make those choices, where Luke was old enough that he should already have done so.
He has done so, a voice in Maris’s head said loud and clear. Indeed he’d chosen his path years ago, and why would he veer from it now?
Sighing despondently, Maris went into the house. Like it or not, sensible or not, she had feelings for Luke Rivers that she wished she could eliminate with a toss of her head, or something equally as mundane. In the depths of her soul, she knew it wasn’t going to happen.
 
One of the bedrooms in Maris’s house never had contained a bed from the time she’d moved in. Ray had used it as a combination storage room and office, haphazard as his record keeping had been, and though Maris had gone through some of the boxes and thrown out things she considered useless—even while Ray was alive—the room still couldn’t be considered well organized. It was, in fact, the only room in the house that Maris didn’t keep neat and clean at all times. It was where her Christmas decorations were stored, for one thing, and numerous other cartons containing seldom-used items.
There was also a desk—a huge old thing with a dozen drawers—and two file cabinets. Maris was digging through the drawers, looking for some scrap of paper from that trucking company, when she suddenly sat back, impatient and unsettled with herself and everything else going on at the present. In fact, what she really was, she thought unhappily, was depressed—depressed because she’d gone to Luke’s bed last night, and because he was outside and she couldn’t stop thinking of him. Her future was so miserably uncertain, which added to her depression, and the thought of going through all of the boxes and files in this room made her want to bawl, another indication of the depression gripping her.
Knowing that if she sat there much longer she’d fall apart completely, she got up and left the room, closing the door behind her. She’d look for those papers, but not today. What she needed right now, desperately, was to go somewhere, to get away from the ranch and Luke and responsibility, if only for an afternoon.
After changing from her jeans and T-shirt to a pair of white slacks and a green blouse, she quickly applied a little makeup and ran a brush through her hair. Grabbing her purse, she dashed from the house and out to her pickup.
Luke saw her leaving and stood in the corral with a scowl on his face. In his mind’s eye he saw her meeting Judd Hensley again.
But last night she’d come from Hensley to him, which had to mean something. Maris wasn’t the kind of woman to keep two men on the string, so it was doubtful that she’d be meeting the sheriff again today. Luke had no prior experience with jealousy, yet he recognized the condition in his body and didn’t like it.
Sighing heavily, once again admitting utter confusion, he returned to work.
 
The simple act of driving away from the ranch gave Maris’s spirit a decided lift. She loved this wide open country, she loved its distant mountains and enormous sky. The air was so clean and clear it seemed to sparkle.
Maris switched on the radio and drove with the window open, enjoying the music and the warm breezes tossing her hair around. Though she’d left without a destination in mind, she automatically headed for Whitehorn. Everyone that she might want to see was at work, which was probably best, she thought, as she really wasn’t fit company in her present mood, though unquestionably she felt much better than she had a half-hour ago.
Still, she didn’t feel like talking, answering questions, or pretending that everything was wonderful, which would certainly be the case should she run into any of her friends. Other than Lori, that is. With Lori she could be honest and herself.
Except, Maris remembered with a pang of genuine remorse, she had deliberately lied to Lori about the possibility of her being pregnant. It was Luke’s fault, she thought with an angry twist to her lips. Everything happening lately was Luke’s fault. Damn Ray for borrowing money from Luke and not paying it back! Without that IOU, Luke never would have come to the ranch. She would never have made love with him, or never gotten that stupid idea about having his baby, or…
Cynically Maris shook her head. Everything wasn’t Luke’s fault—it was Ray’s! God, she was going off the deep end, looking for someone, anyone, to blame for her own sins. What she should be doing is giving thanks that Luke had come along. Without his help, she’d have been in such terrible financial condition by now that she might have already lost the ranch.
Reaching the outskirts of Whitehorn, Maris slowed the pickup to the speed limit and slowly cruised Center Avenue. On impulse she made a right turn on Kinsey Way and pulled into the movie theater’s parking lot, which was all but vacant, as the theater didn’t have matinees during the week.
Leaving the truck, Maris began walking. Again she had no destination in mind, but it was pleasant strolling along and peering at the courthouse, the mayor’s office and into the windows of Whitehorn’s few shops that sold clothing. It was long past the lunch hour, so as Maris approached the Hip Hop Café, she figured the odds were in her favor for not running into anyone she knew.
She went in and was glad to see only a few patrons, none of whom she recognized.
“Hi,” a waitress called. “Sit wherever you’d like, ma’am. As you can see, this isn’t exactly the rush hour.”
“Thanks,” Maris called back, and chose a table in the far corner. She ordered a piece of apple pie and a cup of coffee from the friendly waitress. The pie was delicious, and Maris was thoroughly enjoying it, when the café’s door opened and a woman came in. Maris had met Mary Jo Kincaid one time, but she doubted that Mary Jo even remembered the introduction, so it was quite a shock to see the woman suddenly spotting her and then walking over to her table showing a warm and friendly smile.
“Maris, how are you?” Mary Jo asked in her sweet way.
“Just fine, Mary Jo. How are you?”
“It just wouldn’t be possible for me to be any better, Maris. I’m so very, very happy married to Dugan. You were at our wedding, weren’t you?”
Maris’s heart sank with undeserved embarrassment. Didn’t the woman know whom she’d invited to her own wedding? “No,” she said simply, hoping Mary Jo would realize her own faux pas and drop the subject.
“Oh, that’s too bad. It was quite an affair,” Mary Jo said in a way that implied that Maris had deliberately missed Whitehorn’s event of the year. Maris frowned slightly but her own good nature prevented her from correcting Mary Jo’s mistaken impression.
The woman was hovering, obviously hoping for an invitation to join her, Maris realized uneasily. “Uh…would you like to sit down?”
“I would indeed. Thank you.” Mary Jo pulled out a chair and gracefully sank onto it, laying her expensive-looking handbag on a corner of the table. “My, this is nice. I was hoping someone would be here that I know.” She looked up at the waitress, who had just appeared. “Oh, there you are. I’ll have a small bowl of sugar-free gelatin and a pot of herbal tea, please.”
Maris searched her brain for something to talk about, recalling the little she knew about Mary Jo. Apparently she had suddenly turned up one day in Whitehorn and established herself by landing a job in the children’s library. It wasn’t long before she began dating Dugin Kincaid and then, rather quickly, they had gotten married. It was two months before their wedding that baby Jennifer had been left at the Kincaid ranch. And yes, Maris remembered now, someone had been murdered at the ranch on their wedding. Judd had told her about it, a man by the name of Floyd Oakley.
As if guessing Maris’s thoughts, Mary Jo said, “Well, even if you didn’t attend the wedding, I’m sure you heard about the unfortunate…incident. You know, that fellow that was found murdered on our property? Fred something-or-other I think was his name….”
“Floyd Oakley, you mean?” Maris corrected her.
“Yes, that was it. Poor Mr. Oakley. Never even got his share of all that free champagne, I imagine,” Mary Jo said, looking a bit embarrassed to be smiling at her own joke.
“Well, it must have been awful for you, having to deal with such a horrible situation on your wedding day.”
Mary Jo lowered her gaze to examine her manicured nails and thick, diamond-studded wedding band. “Oh, you know what they say, the show must go on.” She gave a brave little laugh. “I tried my best to keep a smile on my face, for Dugin and his daddy’s sake. Even though I was quite shaken up,” she admitted in a low, serious tone.
“I can imagine,” Maris replied, though she guessed that it took quite a bit—maybe even more than a murder on her wedding day?—to shake up this lady.
“Dugin was wonderful. He’s just my tower of strength,” Mary Jo added sweetly.
“Dugin is a very…kind man,” Maris said, searching for a reply that would be both tactful and still basically truthful.
Having known Dugin for years, she sincerely found it hard to imagine him anybody’s tower of strength. He was known to be spoiled, weak-willed and totally dominated by his father, Jeremiah. Dugin’s older brother, Wade, had been Jeremiah’s favorite. But Wade had died years ago, in Vietnam. It was said that Jeremiah would have much preferred mourning Dugin, if the tough old cowboy had been offered the choice. But maybe that bit of gossip wasn’t entirely fair to Jeremiah. Maris had always known him to be a fair man, if a bit hard at times.
Mary Jo certainly didn’t share the popular opinion of Dugin, though. It was newly wed enthusiasm that had clouded her vision, Maris thought and on those grounds she could be exempt from having a rational perspective. After all, it had taken her quite a long time to see Ray clearly, and even then it had taken her longer to fall out of love with him. She wondered if Mary Jo was indeed in love with Dugin, or just in love with his money.
“I certainly admire you, Maris,” Mary Jo said suddenly.
“You do?”
“You, a widow, running a ranch all on your own.” Mary Jo shook her head. “In my book, that takes courage and a tremendous amount of strength. Both physical and emotional, I mean.”
Maris took a sip of her coffee. “It’s just my life. I really don’t think of it as being superwoman or anything like that,” she said with a smile.
The waitress arrived with Mary Jo’s order and Maris thought it a good moment to excuse herself. “Speaking of the ranch, I’d better be heading back. Nice talking with you, Mary Jo,” Maris said, getting up from the table.
“Nice visiting with you, Maris. Let me know the next time you’re coming into town. Maybe we can have lunch.”
“Well, my visits are usually in sort of a rush. Just running in for supplies or some other emergency. But maybe we’ll bump into each other again sometime,” Maris replied. She picked up her purse and left a dollar and some change near her plate for a tip. “So long, Mary Jo.”
“Bye, Maris.” Mary Jo looked up at her with a warm smile.
Maris left the table feeling a little sorry for Mary Jo and a little guilty at brushing off her offer to get better acquainted. It wasn’t easy to be new in a town like Whitehorn, where most people knew each other for years. She had once been in the same position herself. But Maris didn’t have much time for socializing, and Mary Jo just wasn’t her type. In fact, there was something about the woman that made her downright uncomfortable, Maris decided.
Mary Jo watched as Maris paid her check at the cash register and left the café. Then her eyes fell on the money next to the empty coffee cup. Her fingers virtually tingled, instinctively about to reach for it. She made a little fist instead, then took a spoonful of her diet gelatin.
Mary Jo laughed to herself. It was hard sometimes to remember that she was now the wife of the richest man in town and hardly in need of stealing a tip from a poor little waitress. But grabbing for that loose cash came just as automatically to her poor old body as breathing. And she always did have a light hand. Light as a feather, Floyd used to say. But old Floyd had always taken too much credit for her success. Sure, he’d taught her some of the finer points. But she’d been basically a self-taught operator when they’d met. Plying her trade as a truck-stop hooker, she’d quickly learned how to double her profits by cleaning out a john’s wallet right under the poor guy’s nose—or some other unsuspecting part of his anatomy.
The trick was not to get caught. If you got caught, you had to pay. Painfully, too. It hadn’t taken her long to learn that rule either. And she’d never forget it.
But no telling how far you could go if you didn’t get caught, Mary Jo reminded herself as she sipped the last of her tea. Her diamond wedding band sparkled in the late afternoon light, catching her gaze. She held out her hand, admiring it. How far she had come. Floyd had been impressed. And to think this was only the start. Just the first step in her plan.
The waitress came by just then, interrupting her thoughts. “Anything else today, ma’am?”
“Just the check, please,” Mary Jo said.
The waitress totaled the order and tore it off her pad. “Would you like me to take that up to the cashier for you?”
Mary Jo glanced at the amount and nodded. The check came to a little under three dollars. She took out her wallet; the smallest bill she had was a ten. She pulled it out and handed it to the girl with her check.
“Here you go. And you keep the change, honey,” she said generously.
The waitress stared down at the money a moment, then back at Mary Jo. “Gee, thanks. Thanks a lot.”
“That’s all right.” Mary Jo closed her purse with a loud snap and got up from the table. “It’s my pleasure, honestly,” she added with a charming smile.
 
Luke was still working, Maris saw when she drove into the ranch compound and parked the truck. She sat there a moment, thinking about her next move with Luke. After last night was it any wonder he’d expected more from her this morning than the cool reserve she’d shown him? Then there was that lecture she’d laid on him, which had been rude and presumptuous. Her next move with Luke should be an apology.
Getting out of the pickup, Maris headed for the corral. Luke saw her coming and went over to the spigot to splash water over his sweaty face and chest. He was drying off with a towel when Maris walked up to the fence.
She got right to the point. “I owe you an apology. We both know how we each feel about rodeo versus ranching, so there’s no point in my constantly haranguing you about the choices you’ve made in your life. I’m sorry.”
“Well, now, I sure didn’t expect to hear that from you,” Luke said calmly. “But I appreciate it. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” She looked at the horse he’d been working with, a black gelding with a white blaze on its forehead. One by one he was making his way through the herd, but he had to be getting tired of the same routine, over and over. “You must have the patience of Job,” she told him. “Doing virtually the same thing every day. Isn’t it starting to wear thin?”
He looped the towel he was holding around his neck and walked over to the fence where Maris was standing. “I guess I do have patience, Maris. And it doesn’t stop with the horses, either.”
“Meaning?” Her heart was suddenly beating harder. Looking into his shimmering blue eyes was definitely raising her blood pressure.
He suddenly became bold and brash and gave her an impudent grin. “How about the two of us taking a shower together? You can wash my back and I’ll wash yours.”
Maris gulped. “You never give up, do you?”
“Not when a woman crawls into bed with me all of her own volition. Maris, we’re good together.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “I wonder if you realize just how good. If I asked about your previous sex life, would you give me a straight answer?”
“If I asked about yours, would you give me a straight answer?” she retorted.
He thought a moment. “Yes. Do you want to hear about it?”
“Every detail?”
“If that’s what you want, yes.”
Maris scoffed. “I don’t believe you.”
“Try me.”
She took a breath. “No, I don’t think so.” Turning, she walked away, heading for the house.
“Someday we’ll talk about it, Maris,” Luke called. “You’ll see.”
“Maybe when hell freezes over,” she called back over her shoulder.


Thirteen

Keith got back late that night. Maris awakened when he came in, but though she was curious—and a little worried—about his day, she remained in bed. Keith would tell her what he wanted her to know in the morning, she decided, and if he told her nothing at all, she wouldn’t push him. Seeing his father in jail had to have been a traumatic experience, but it wasn’t her place either to sympathize or offer guidance. That was for Jessica McCallum to do.
Once awake, however, Maris didn’t immediately fall back asleep. Keith went directly to his room, and in a very few minutes the house was silent again. As Maris stared into the dark, the day flicked through her mind.
Sighing, Maris turned on her side to face the window. Was she falling in love with Luke? Was she really so stupid as to fall for another man who couldn’t stay in one place for more than a few weeks without getting antsy? Hadn’t she vowed several years back that if she ever found herself single again for whatever reason, she would never get married again?
Maris’s lip curled wryly. Luke had hardly proposed marriage, so that line of thought was a little ridiculous. But a relationship went either forward or backward, and “forward” to Maris meant marriage. What it might mean to Luke was a complete mystery, other than lots of hot sex and then a cheery “So long, babe. See you one of these days.”
“God,” Maris moaned aloud. Her agony was all her own fault. She should have set Luke straight the night they took that horseback ride. Instead she’d gotten all female and giddy and responded to him as though he were her only hope for life itself. Then there was that business of her going to his room and getting into his bed. How could she have done something so moronic? Small wonder that Luke had seen today as another opportunity. If she had agreed, he probably would have kept her in bed all day.
That thought brought Maris’s body temperature to a fever pitch. She moaned again. Wanting Luke was becoming a painful, miserably uncomfortable habit, particularly when her sane and sensible side refused to comply.
Would September ever arrive? Nothing would be normal again until Luke Rivers left for good, she thought for perhaps the hundredth time in the past few weeks.
 
Keith was unusually subdued during breakfast the following morning. Maris smiled across the table at him and he managed a thin smile in return. But he wasn’t offering information about yesterday and she couldn’t bring herself to ask. He ate quickly and, grabbing his hat from the wall hook near the back door, started out. “I’ll be at the corral, Luke.”
Luke nodded. “I’ll be there in a few minutes, Keith.” When Keith was gone, Luke looked at Maris. “Do you think he’s all right?”
“I think that yesterday was difficult for him.”
“Everyone has problems.” Luke took a swallow of coffee. “Keith, you, me, everyone.”
“What problems do you have?” Maris sounded skeptical.
“You don’t think I have any?”
Maris was silent a moment. “Yes, I think you have problems, though I doubt very much that our opinions would coincide on what they are.”
Luke surprised Maris by grinning. “You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine.”
“You’re teasing,” she said shortly, getting up to begin clearing the table.
“I’ll be serious if you will,” Luke responded quietly, all signs of levity gone from his voice.
Maris turned, one eyebrow cocked. “Fine. How about if you go first?”
“Me first? Well…I think I’d rather have you go first.”
“That’s just about what I figured you’d say.” She hadn’t believed for a second that he would really talk about himself. Not about anything truly private, such as feelings, at any rate.
Luke finished off his coffee and got to his feet. Maris was heading for the sink with a stack of dishes and didn’t see him walk around the table and come up behind her. But no sooner had she deposited the dishes in the sink than his hands were on her upper arms, drawing her back against his chest. “You look mighty pretty this morning,” he said huskily, breathing into her hair.
“Luke, don’t. Please don’t.” Her voice had instantly and foolishly become hoarse. “Keith is right outside.”
“Keith is down by the corral. In fact…” Luke peered around her and out the window. “I can see him from here. He’s sitting on the top rail of the corral fence with his hind side to the house.” Forgetting the window, Luke lifted the back of Maris’ hair and pressed his lips to her neck.
The thrills began compounding in Maris’s body. “You’re making me angry,” she whispered.
“Yeah, I can tell,” he murmured, nuzzling her neck and the side of her face. His hand crept around her waist to the front of her jeans, which he deftly unsnapped and unzipped. Then that wily hand slid down into her clothing, under her jeans, under her panties, and stopped right where he wanted it to be.
“Luke, no!” Maris grabbed at his hand.
“Tell me it doesn’t feel good,” he whispered. Her gripping his hand through her jeans and panties was no deterrent to the movement of his fingers. She could feel him rubbing his aroused manhood against her behind, and the whole thing was so erotic she couldn’t find her voice to speak.
Instead she moaned, softly and deep in her throat. His fingers were pure magic, opening her, stroking her most sensitive spot. “You’re hot and wet,” he whispered. “I’m burning up. Let’s go to your room for a few minutes. That’s all it would take, honey, just a few beautiful minutes.”
A wildness swept through her. Not only was she on fire with sexual need, there was a very good chance that Luke was too worked up to remember protection.
“Do it here,” she said thickly.
“What?”
Ignoring his surprise, Maris turned quickly and opened the buckle on his belt. Excitement whipped through Luke with the impact of a tornado. He yanked down her jeans and his own. Then he lifted her to sit on the counter and buried himself inside of her hot, velvety depths. She was utterly swamped with overwhelming desire. Her fingers ran through Luke’s hair and gripped his broad shoulders.
As Luke had predicted, it took only a few beautiful minutes. Dazed and dizzy, clinging to her lover, Maris moaned as the rapturous spasms began. Luke’s cry of release was seconds behind her own.
Panting and disheveled, Luke brought her head to his chest. “Maris…damn. You’re really something.”
She jerked her head away to look outside and make sure Keith hadn’t suddenly decided to come to the house. And then, without warning, she burst into tears.
“Hey, hey, what’s this?” Luke put his arms around her.
To her complete humiliation, she couldn’t stop crying and instead sobbed uncontrollably into his shirt.
“Maris…honey…what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”
“It’s perfectly obvious, isn’t it? I…I’m totally disgusting!”
“You’re what?” Luke pushed her away to see her tear-streaked face. “Listen, I might be a little disgusting, and sure as grass is green a whole lot of other folks are definitely in that category. But not you, Maris, not you. Why would you say such a thing? Why would you even think it?”
“After what I just did, you have to ask?” She could hardly force herself to look at him.
“Making love makes you disgusting?” It was written all over Luke’s face what he thought of that sentiment. “Are you deliberately looking for a guilt trip, or does it just come natural to you?” He gave her shoulders a gentle shake. “Maris, you’re only human, the same as everyone else. Why are you so hard on yourself?”
Being assigned the same slot as “everyone else” didn’t elevate Maris’s flagging spirit, not when Luke’s life revolved around men like Ray and easy women. Maris’s shoulders slumped. That’s what she had become, easy pickings. All Luke had to do was put his hands on her and she melted into a chunk of mindless desire. Emotionally she was a mess, and the urge to cry about it was again filling her eyes with salty tears.
“I’m not being hard on myself,” she said, her voice cracking. “But there is such a thing as common decency, you know.” Pushing on Luke’s chest, she forced him to step back. “You’ve got work to do. Keith is waiting.”
“Now you’re mad at me,” Luke observed grimly.
She had slid off the counter and was scrambling to straighten her clothes. “At you, at myself, at the whole damned world!”
“That’s silly, Maris.”
“So I’m silly. Sue me!” Maris started from the kitchen. “Go to work, Luke.”
He walked out of the house, scowling and shaking his head. Why in hell did he keep going back for more of Maris’s illogical, inconsistent, irrational behavior? What made her so appealing he couldn’t keep his hands off her? She was pretty, sure, but so were a million other women.
Enough was enough. The next time he got that itch around Maris, he would ignore it if it killed him. And that was a promise.
 
Luke put Keith to riding the horses in the secondary pasture, those that had already gone through the training process. Recalling how Blackie had spooked Mother the night Maris had been riding the mare, Luke cautioned Keith to keep a sharp eye out for anything that might alarm his mount. “Ride each one for about an hour,” Luke instructed. “Make sure they’re responding to your commands.”
Luke’s own plan for the day was another go at Bozo, the big red stallion. Riding Rocky, he roped the stallion and led the balky animal into the corral. Once he was freed within the enclosure Bozo’s eyes contained a feral gleam, and anytime Luke tried to approach him, Bozo would swivel around and kick at him with his hind feet. After a good hour of trying to coax the stallion into calming down, Luke admitted defeat. There was only one way to break Bozo, and that was to ride the buck out of him. After this morning Luke was in the proper frame of mind to take on a bucking bronc. Determinedly he set about doing so.
First he called Keith from the pasture. “I need your help with this brute.” Luke roped Bozo from two directions, tying the ends of the taut ropes to opposite sections of corral fencing, virtually immobilizing the large animal. With murder in his eye, Bozo squealed, tossed his head, swished his tail and kicked out his hooves, but that was all he could do.
Taking up a saddle, watchful of those flying hooves, Luke threw it over the stallion’s back.
Keith’s eyes were as big as saucers. “What’re you doing, Luke?”
“I’m gonna ride the ornery out of this stallion,” Luke replied grimly. Bozo was prancing and doing his best to get rid of the burden on his back, but Luke managed to connect and tighten the cinch belt. It took some time, but he finally forced the bit into Bozo’s mouth. “Here’s where you come in, Keith. Once I’m in the saddle and give you the word, cut those ropes loose.”
“Cut ’em, as in using a knife?”
“Right.”
Keith grinned with sudden excitement. This was going to be some show. “I’ll wait for your word.”
Luke smoothed the leather gloves on his hands, then moved quickly, leaping onto the saddle without using the stirrup. Bozo went crazy. Luke twisted the reins around his left hand. “Cut ’im loose!” he yelled to Keith.
Unfettered and enraged, the stallion threw himself around and around in a tight circle. Luke hung on. Bozo arched his back and went straight up in the air, coming down hard on all four feet, jarring Luke so hard his teeth hurt. Bozo fishtailed, bucked, squealed and reared, but Luke held on.
“Holy smoke,” Keith mumbled in awe.
Alerted and alarmed by the noise coming from the corral, Maris came running up. “What’s going on?”
“Luke’s riding the ornery out of Bozo,” Keith explained. “I’ve never seen anything like it, Maris.”
Maris was staring at Luke and Bozo. She’d seen similar displays before, at various rodeos. Only rodeo broncs were usually goaded into anger and Bozo was crazed with genuine fury. “My God,” she whispered. One mistake and Luke would be mashed potatoes. “You damned fool,” she mumbled. Her heart was in her throat, beating hard and fast.
Keith was practically turning inside out with excitement. “Look at Luke go,” he cried.
Maris was looking and the sight within the corral made her knees weak from fear. Bozo threw himself into the fence; Luke drew up his leg just in time to avoid it being crushed by a post. The stallion went airborne again, a mighty leap that put space in between Luke’s seat and the saddle. Coming down was another jarring blow. Gritting his teeth, he pulled the reins tighter, sawing the bit against Bozo’s tender mouth.
The battle between horse and man went on and on. Maris found herself holding her breath one minute and gasping for oxygen the next.
“Bozo’s getting winded,” Keith exclaimed.
“So is Luke,” Maris retorted. “This really ticks me off.”
Keith sent her a look. “How come?”
“I’m not paying Luke enough money to get himself killed,” she snapped.
“Heck, he isn’t gonna get killed, Maris,” Keith said with every confidence. “He’s the best rider there ever was. Yeehah!” Keith yelled as Luke survived another bout of fishtailing from Bozo. “Ride ’im, Luke! Show ’im how it’s done!”
Then, suddenly, it was over. His massive chest heaving from exhaustion, Bozo stopped dead in his tracks. Luke took a long breath, then leaned forward and stroked the stallion’s neck. “Atta boy, Bozo. Good boy.” He nudged the horse with his knees. “Take a few steps, boy.” The stallion obeyed. Luke walked him around the corral, then called “Whoa” and pulled gently on the reins. Bozo stopped.
Luke looked over to grin at Keith and saw Maris. She wasn’t smiling. “Uh…were you watching?” Without answering, she whirled and walked off. Luke’s gaze met Keith’s. “She didn’t like it, huh?”
“She said she wasn’t paying you enough money to get yourself killed,” Keith confided.
Luke turned his head to watch Maris stomping off across the compound. Something within him sighed. “She was already mad at me, so I guess one more reason doesn’t matter.”
Keith looked curious. “How come she’s mad at you?”
“Uh…it was something that happened this morning.” But while Luke was walking Bozo around the corral, he knew that wasn’t the whole truth. Maris was either hot for his body or hot under the collar because of him. How could a mere man figure out that one?
 
Maris was determined to find that bill of lading, or whatever document Ray had been given when the horses were delivered. There had to be something, she knew, but where had Ray put it? Surely he wouldn’t have thrown it away, not when he’d never thrown anything out in his entire life.
It was late that afternoon when she finally found a sheaf of papers at the very bottom of a cardboard box without any sort of label. Other than those important documents, the box contained an assortment of magazines and pamphlets related to the breeding and raising of quarter horses. Quickly Maris thumbed through the papers and nodded with satisfaction. The name of the trucking firm was there, as well as bills of sale for the ninety-three horses, all signed by a Katherine Willoughby with a rural Wyoming address.
“Great,” Maris declared aloud. Now she could contact Ms. Willoughby and find out if there were any existing records of ancestry on the horses she’d sold Ray.
 
Bending over the corral spigot, Luke splashed water on his face and naked chest. He straightened and gave his head a shake to get the wet hair out of his eyes. Keith had shed his shirt, too, and when Luke moved aside, he wet himself down the same way Luke had.
“It’s gonna rain, Luke.” Keith looked up at the sky. “Not too many clouds yet, but the humidity is really climbing.”
“Feels like it,” Luke agreed. The summer heat had become oppressive this afternoon. He’d sweated more today than anytime since starting this job. So had Keith. Luke grinned at the boy. “Water’s dripping off the end of your nose, kid.”
“Yours, too,” Keith retorted. “Hey, Luke, I’ve never seen anything like that ride you took on Bozo today. Do you think I’ll ever be as good as you are with horses?”
Maris’s cutting words on that subject were suddenly in Luke’s mind: I don’t want Keith giving up everything else for rodeo, Luke. I don’t want him to be like you.
Luke walked over to pick up the feed sacks and blankets he used on the horses, which had been dropped on the ground in a heap. He began draping them over the corral fence. “Well, that depends,” he said calmly. “First, I suppose, you have to decide if that’s what you want to do with your life. Got any plans?”
“Plans? Like what kind of work I want to do after high school, you mean?”
“Yeah, plans like that. Only don’t rule out college without some really serious thought. I did, and the older I get the sorrier I am that I stopped my education with a high school diploma.”
Keith smirked openly. “How in heck would I ever go to college? That takes money, Luke.”
Luke swung another blanket over the corral fence. “It sure does, but I’ve heard there are scholarships available to good students. Have you ever looked into it?”
“I’ve heard some talk about scholarships and loans, but my grades were never that good.”
“You’re a bright kid. Shouldn’t be too tough to change that pattern,” Luke commented. He stopped with his hands on his hips. “I’m not preaching, Keith. I’m not even advising. I just don’t like the idea of you or any other kid in high school selling himself short. You can do or be anything you want. If breaking horses for a living suits you, then fine. Be the best damned handler you can be. But if in the back of your mind are some dreams that you’re afraid wouldn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell of coming true because you don’t have the bucks, then don’t settle for common labor. Go after that education, like I wish I’d done.”
Rubbing the back of his neck, Luke gave a wry little laugh. “Guess I am preaching. Sorry. I’m the last guy who should be dishing out sermons.” He walked across the corral to where he’d hung his shirt on a post.
Keith followed, his youthful forehead furrowed by a frown. “Luke, do you have a dad?”
“My dad’s dead, Keith. My mother’s living, though. Down in Texas.”
“I’m just the opposite. My mom ran off when I was just a little kid, and I think she’s dead, but my dad is…alive.”
Luke guessed what was coming and decided to play dumb about Keith’s background. “Is that so? Then this is just a summer job you have here with Maris, I guess.”
“Uh…not exactly. Didn’t she tell you about me?”
“Maris doesn’t tell me much of anything about anyone, Keith.”
“Oh. I thought you two were getting along pretty good. Guess not. I forgot you said she was mad at you.”
Luke hung his shirt around his neck. “She’ll get over it.” He paused and looked toward the house. “Or maybe she won’t,” he said softly, more to himself than to Keith. “Anyway, what would she be telling me about you, if she were so inclined?” Keith’s troubled expression hit Luke hard. The boy was hurting. “What is it, Keith?” he asked gently.
“My…my dad’s in jail,” the boy blurted out. “That’s where I went yesterday, to see him. He…he wants me to live with him again when he gets out in a few months. Luke, can people change? I mean, can they do terrible things and then change and be different? He said he’s changed. He said he stopped drinking and that he’d never hit me again. He made a bunch of promises and he…he cried. I never saw him cry before.” Keith stared down at the ground. “I didn’t know what to tell him.”
Luke’s suddenly livid brain lined up a whole slew of curses. Whether or not it was his place to give advice to Keith, he was going to do it on this subject. “Tell him to prove his promises, Keith. Tell him you’re staying here until he does. Give him a year. If he doesn’t drink for a year after he gets out of jail, then you might think about living with him again. That’s what I’d do, and I wouldn’t feel guilty about it, either.”
Keith stood there staring into Luke’s hard blue eyes for the longest time. Then the boy nodded. “Thanks, Luke. I think that’s what I needed to hear.”
“Feel free to come to me anytime you need to talk, Keith. I don’t have the smarts to answer every question you might think up, but I’ll try to be honest with my answers, okay?”
Keith smiled shyly. “Okay.”
“Let’s get back to work. I want you to take Snowflake for a ride around the pasture.”
“Snowflake it is!” Keith exclaimed, heading for the saddle he would use on the white mare. Lifting the saddle, he stopped for a parting shot. “Whatever else I might do to earn a living, Luke, I’d still like to be a good enough rider someday to stay on a bronc the way you did with Bozo today.”
Luke laughed. “Sure, kid, anything you say. Now, go catch Snowflake and give her a good workout.”
 
Supper was a quiet affair that night. Maris had decided to locate Katherine Willoughby without Luke’s help, maybe just to prove that she didn’t need him making every decision concerning the ranch, so she ate with very few comments. Keith seemed engrossed in his own thoughts, mulling over Luke’s advice, which seemed sounder the more he thought about it. And Luke was silent because he wasn’t feeling particularly friendly toward Maris and didn’t give a damn if she knew it. She was the only woman he’d ever known who could turn him inside out with a word, a look, a gesture, and he wasn’t overly pleased about it.
About three-quarters of the way through the meal Maris caught on to Luke’s sour mood. Her chin lifted as she sent him a defiant look. He sent one right back to her, even more defiant than hers had been. They glared at each other until Maris began feeling foolish and broke the staredown by looking at Keith. “More potatoes, Keith?”
“No, thanks. I’m getting stuffed.”
“More potatoes, Luke?” she asked sweetly.
“No, thanks.” Luke got up and took his plate to the sink. “Good night.” He walked out.
Maris felt awful. She had pushed him too far this morning and he wasn’t going to let her forget it. Uneasily she picked at the food on her plate until Keith was through eating. He, too, took his plate to the sink and said good-night, and all within the space of five minutes she found herself alone at the table, alone in the kitchen.
She was still sitting there fifteen minutes later, pondering and ruing her many mistakes with Luke, when she heard his pickup start up and drive away. She jumped to her feet and ran to a front window, to see the truck disappearing in a cloud of dust, heading for the highway. Her stomach suddenly tied itself into a painful knot. Where was he going? And to do what?
Those questions and a few others were still with her when she went to bed at ten o’clock and Luke hadn’t yet returned. What’s more, she had called information for Katherine Willoughby’s telephone number and learned that there was no phone, either listed or unlisted, in that name at the Wyoming address written on those bills of sale. “Is there a phone at that address in someone else’s name?” she had questioned the operator.
“I’m sorry, but I do not have that information, ma’am.”
“Is there anyone in your company who does?”
“You might try calling the business office in the morning, ma’am.”
“Thank you, I will.” Utterly depressed, Maris put down the phone. That Wyoming address was hundreds of miles away, but if there was no way to reach Katherine Willoughby by telephone, how else could she talk to her but to make that long drive?


Fourteen

After leaving the No Bull, Luke merely drove around for a while, taking roads he hadn’t been on before to see where they might lead. His curiosity about the unexplored country of the area was weak, however, and it soon petered out to indifference. When that low hit him, he drove on into Whitehorn and parked his truck on the street in front of the Sundowner Saloon. The exterior of the building was old brick, unplaned weathered boards and darkly tinted windows. The place appeared to Luke’s eyes to be a neighborhood bar, which seemed appropriate for his state of mind, as he wasn’t looking for excitement, loud music or crowds. Opening the heavy wood door, he stepped inside and looked around.
Three men sat at the bar, two together, one at the far end by himself. A table was occupied by a group of three, one man and two women. Along the wall opposite of the bar was a row of booths, and the one way back in the corner was occupied by a man and a woman. Country music, notably muted, came from the jukebox and a big-screen TV over the bar was tuned—with the sound all but turned off—to a baseball game that no one seemed to be watching. The place was quiet, dimly lit, and everyone appeared to be minding their own business. Luke went on in and slid onto a bar stool, putting space between himself and the other men at the bar.
A short, chubby, male barkeep slapped down a paper napkin in front of Luke. “What’ll it be, friend?”
“A glass of beer.”
The drink was placed on the napkin. Luke laid down one of the twenties in his wallet and the barkeep rang up the sale and delivered Luke’s change, placing it next to the napkin.
“Raining out there yet?” the man asked.
“Not yet.” Picking up his glass of beer, Luke took a swallow, then deliberately turned his head to avoid eye contact with the barkeep. He wasn’t here for conversation and wanted the man to know it. The bartender moved down the bar to the lone patron at the far end.
Staring into his glass of beer, Luke broodingly watched the tiny bubbles rising to the top of the amber liquid. Nothing felt right. His life was out of sync. Loose ends were developing by leaps and bounds and he didn’t like the feeling. He thought of Keith and the advice he’d given the boy, which he probably shouldn’t have done. On the other hand, he’d only told Keith how he felt, and that shouldn’t be a crime. At least he had tried to encourage the teenager toward further education, which should please Maris if she ever heard about it.
He sipped his beer and scowled over Maris’s image in his mind. She was not the type of woman he was normally drawn to. Maris was one of those strong-willed women who would have outfitted her own wagon in the old days and made the trek west, fighting off bachelors and would-be Lotharios every step of the way. Still, she took life much too seriously one minute and then became all woman in his arms the next. Her mood swings were impossible to understand for a simple country boy like himself, which raised some mighty disturbing questions. Why did he care? Why did he care that she made love with him willingly, eagerly, then turned on him as though he had held her down and ripped off her clothes by force? Why couldn’t he simply enjoy her friendly moods and ignore the others? After all, it wasn’t as though he were attempting to forge some sort of permanent bond between them.
In the background of Luke’s troubled thoughts he could hear the conversations of the other patrons. The two guys sitting together on his right were talking about fishing. At the table with the man and two women mixed topics were being discussed, though right at the moment the young women were discussing childbirth, while the man sat there beaming, obviously thrilled with the subject. Those three were a convivial group.
It was the couple sitting in the corner booth who began sounding a warning bell in Luke’s system. Although they weren’t screaming at each other or even speaking overly loud, they were fighting. Arguing intensely and trying to keep it quiet. He glanced over his shoulder at the duo and saw a woman of about forty, with bleached hair and layers of makeup, and a man maybe a little younger, wearing a cowboy hat and a fierce expression. With the music and the other talk in the room, Luke could make out only bits and pieces of their animosity.
“You did it. Why don’t you stop denying it?” the woman hissed.
The man’s head was turned toward her, and Luke couldn’t make out his reply, though from the set of his jaw he was angry through and through.
The saloon door opened and two men walked in. “Hey, Pete,” one called to the bartender. “Bring us a beer.” They sat in a booth.
Pete delivered the drinks and stood by the booth to chat about the impending rain. “Been a long dry spell” was Pete’s opinion. The two men agreed that the area needed a good drenching.
Luke took another swallow from his glass and tried to relax, though the tension in his body felt like a fixed condition. He was normally a pretty loose guy, so it wasn’t at all difficult to blame Maris for feeling as though his backbone had turned to granite. He wouldn’t have to put up with her on-again off-again attitudes for much longer, he reminded himself. September first was just around the corner. In a few more weeks he’d have his money, a new horse and be gone.
For some reason that thought was no longer satisfying. Monotonous long drives between rodeo sites and strange motel rooms had lost their appeal. Not that those aspects of his chosen vocation ever had been all that appealing, but neither had they really bothered him before. Picturing himself wandering from rodeo to rodeo until he was too old to compete created what felt like a lead weight in his gut. Did he have Maris to thank for that aberration, too?
Thin-lipped with annoyance, he picked up his glass for another sip of beer. Pete was behind the bar again, delivering drinks to the two fishermen. A sharp crack rang out, followed immediately by a wail from the woman in the corner booth. Startled, Luke swiveled on his stool to see the man from the booth getting up and heading for the door. The woman was crying, holding her face. Luke’s eyes narrowed. That bastard had hit her!
He got off the stool, strode toward the man and tapped him on the shoulder just as he reached the door.
The guy turned, snarling. “Whadya want?”
Luke’s expression was as cold and forbidding as a glacier. “I don’t know the circumstances and I ain’t asking, but hitting a woman for any reason makes a man lower than pond scum, mister.”
“Are you calling me pond scum?”
Luke could hear the woman sobbing in the corner booth. The two women from the table had gone over to her. “I think I said lower than pond scum,” Luke replied in a lethal tone. He sort of expected what happened next: the guy threw a punch.
A feeling of elation rushed through Luke as he sidestepped the blow. “I’d be a little careful if I were you,” he warned. “Beating up women is more your style than fighting with a man, isn’t it?”
“You son of a bitch!” the man screamed, and jerked out his arm again, clipping Luke on the jaw. Luke backed up a step, then rushed the guy with a flurry of punches that targeted his face and gut.
The men in the place jumped to their feet. Pete reached for the phone and dialed the sheriff’s office. The guy came at Luke again. More punches were thrown. Luke’s lip was cut and bleeding. The guy’s nose was gushing blood. People were shouting. A couple of the men tried to break up the fight, but one was in the wrong place at the wrong time and received a blow from Luke that had been aimed at his adversary.
“Hey, just watch it,” the newcomer yelled angrily.
Tables and chairs were knocked askew as the fight continued. Other than the three women in the corner booth, the saloon’s patrons gathered around, though staying back far enough to elude the melee.
The guy was as big as Luke and just as strong, he realized. But he was quicker on his feet and getting in a lot more punches. The exhilaration of adrenaline kept him fast and coolheaded. He connected a hard fist with the guy’s face, and the man sank to his knees.
Luke stood there rubbing his knuckles, which were bruised and hurting like hell. Moving to the bar, he picked up a cocktail napkin and dabbed at his bleeding lip. Just then the door burst open and two deputies walked in. In seconds they sized up the scene. One chair was broken, two tables were overturned and there were some shattered glasses on the floor.
“He started it,” Pete said with an accusing finger pointed at Luke.
“Benteen threw the first punch,” one of the fishermen volunteered, which was the first time Luke had heard the name of the man he’d fought and beaten to his knees.
“Doesn’t matter who started it,” a deputy said calmly. “Pete, are you pressing charges?”
“Damned right. Look what they did to my place. This is a decent place, and I ain’t putting up with drunken brawls.”
The door opened and Judd Hensley walked in. “What’s going on in here, Pete?”
Pete was only too glad to relate the story. “Jim Benteen was on his way out, almost to the door, when this guy here jumped him.”
Judd’s stern gaze went to Luke. “Luke Rivers. Now, why doesn’t this surprise me?”
“Maybe because you surprise easily,” Luke retorted grimly.
Lori Bains did a double take at Luke’s name. Sitting beside Melva in the booth, holding a napkin she’d filled with ice cubes from the drinks on the table to Melva’s bruised eye, she mumbled, “Oh-oh.” She had met here with Louise and Larry Hawkins, friends who just today had learned they were going to have a baby. Her celebration drink had been a glass of white wine. Larry’s had been beer and Louise had ordered sparkling water. But they’d been talking so excitedly about the baby, Lori simply hadn’t noticed Luke come in. Then, once the brouhaha had gotten started, she had rushed to soothe Melva rather than watch the fight, which she wouldn’t have watched anyway, as men pounding on each other sickened and disgusted her.
But Maris wasn’t going to like her hired man brawling in a public place and getting himself arrested. She sighed.
Jim Benteen staggered to his feet, saw Luke and charged into him again.
“Jesus!” Luke yelped, taking the man’s weight in the gut. The deputies rushed to pull Benteen back with warnings to cool down.
“Put the cuffs on him,” Judd commanded. He looked at Luke. “Cuff him, too. Charge them both with drunk and disorderly, and public brawling.”
“I’m not drunk,” Luke said angrily as his arms were yanked behind his back and the cuffs slapped on his wrists.
“No? Well, we’ll find that out at the station. Pete, we’ll make sure someone pays for the damage in here tonight.”
“Lock ’em both up,” Pete said disgustedly.
The deputies escorted Luke and Benteen through the door and to a police car. Judd ambled over to the booth with the women. “Melva, let me see your face.” Lori lowered the ice-filled napkin so Judd could check the damage for himself. His mouth tightened; Melva’s right eye was bruised and swollen. “Melva, are you going to file charges this time?”
The woman’s uninjured eye dripped tears. “I know I should,” she said bitterly.
“We all know that, but are you going to do it?”
“I…don’t know. I need to think about it. Lori, let me out. I wanta go home.”
“Would you like me to drive you?” Lori asked gently.
“No, I can get there myself. But thanks.”
Lori got up and Melva quickly slid from the booth, gathered her purse and made a hasty exit. Larry had come over to the booth. “Are you okay, honey?” he asked his wife.
Louise slid from her side of the booth. “I’m fine. Lori, we’re going to leave. I’ll call you, okay?”
“Yes, do that.”
Judd’s stern eyes rested on Lori. “Sit down and talk to me for a few minutes.”
“Sure, Judd.”
They sat on opposite sides of the booth. “I’d like to hear from you what happened in here tonight,” Judd said.
“I’ll tell you what I can, Judd. It all happened very fast. One second everything was quiet and peaceful, and the next…” She took a breath. “I guess Luke came in when I wasn’t looking. At any rate, I wasn’t aware of him sitting at the bar. I could tell Melva and Jim were arguing, but I really wasn’t paying them any mind. Anyway, he hauled off and hit her. There was no mistaking the sound of the blow. Melva started crying. Jim got up and started for the door. By then me and everyone else were stunned and watching. I still didn’t recognize Luke, as his back was to the room, but he tapped Jim on the shoulder and said something to him. Jim threw a punch and the fight was on. That’s really all I know, Judd. Melva won’t file charges, will she?”
“I doubt it. She never does.” Judd got to his feet. “Thanks, Lori.”
Lori was frowning. “Judd, are you going to call Maris?”
“I don’t know. Probably not. It’s late, and a night in jail won’t hurt Rivers none. Maybe he’ll call her. See ya, Lori.”
After Judd walked over to the bar to talk to Pete, Lori left the booth, got her purse from the table where she’d been sitting before the fracas and quietly left the Sundowner. Outside she drew in a breath of fresh air and walked to her car. Behind the wheel she sat there chewing on her bottom lip. Maris should be told. Maybe Luke would call her and maybe he wouldn’t. Should she, Lori, keep her nose out of it? She’d suspected the day Maris had introduced Luke that there were feelings between the two of them, though Maris had been quick to deny any such thing.
Feeling uneasy, Lori pondered the problem. She and Maris were close, but Maris always held some portion of herself in reserve. During her and Ray’s marriage there’d been times when Maris had needed to talk, times when she’d sounded off, but even when she’d been angry and hurt and at her most communicative, Lori had always sensed something held back. The truth was that Maris might resent anyone’s assuming she would care that Luke had been arrested for public brawling, even Lori.
She was still sitting there, when Judd came out of the Sundowner. To reach his car he had to pass hers. He came around to the driver’s side. Lori rolled down the window.
“I’ve been thinking, Lori. Maris should be told. Are you planning to call her?”
“That’s what I’ve been sitting here debating,” Lori admitted. “Judd, maybe she should hear it from you.”
Judd nodded. “All right. If Rivers doesn’t call her, I will. Good night, Lori.”
 
Maris awoke to rain on the roof. It sounded nice and she lay there for a few minutes just listening. Then, for some reason, she turned her head and glanced at the clock on the bedstand, which read 11:25. Almost eleven-thirty. Maris frowned. What had awakened her? Maybe Luke’s truck returning?
Climbing out of bed, she walked through the dark house to the kitchen window. Though the hard rain obscured the compound, she could see that Luke’s truck was still absent. Her nerves tautened as well as her mouth. How many nights had she worried and lost sleep because Ray wasn’t home?
Whirling, Maris returned to her bedroom and crawled under the covers. Damned if she was going to lose sleep over Luke!
 
Luke had been locked in a tiny cell with bars on three sides. He could see Jim Benteen in another cell some distance away. One of the deputies had dabbed Luke’s cut lip with antiseptic and given Benteen an ice pack for his bleeding nose. Luke had again stated, rather fiercely, that he wasn’t drunk and demanded a test to prove it.
The test proved negative, so he couldn’t be charged with drunk and disorderly, only disorderly and brawling in public. In his present frame of mind he didn’t give a damn what they charged him with. Sitting on the cot in his cell, he glared at the drab cement floor. If he ever saw a man hit a woman again he’d do the same damned thing, arrest or no arrest.
The sheriff came into the cell block, the heavy metal door clanging loudly behind him. He stopped at Benteen’s cell. “Anyone you want to call, Jim?”
“I already did,” Benteen said sullenly. “He’ll be down to bail me out.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t call Melva,” Judd said dryly.
“I’m through with that bitch,” Benteen mumbled.
“I think I’ve heard you say that before. This time I hope you mean it. You’d be doing Melva a big favor.” Judd strode the corridor down to Luke’s cell. “You’re entitled to a telephone call, Rivers.” Luke slanted him a glance but said nothing. “Did you understand what I said?”
Luke smirked. “You’re speaking English and there’s nothing wrong with my hearing. Yes, I understood what you said. So what?”
“So, is there anyone you want to call?”
“No.”
Judd studied the man in the cell for a long moment. “What about Maris?”
“What about her?” Luke’s voice was flat.
“Well, you’re working for her, damn it. Don’t you think she might wonder where you are?”
“In the middle of the night? We don’t sleep in the same bed, Sheriff,” Luke drawled sarcastically.
Judd’s skin reddened. “I never thought you did. Wait, let me rephrase that. I never thought of Maris that way.”
Luke turned his face toward the one solid wall of the cubicle until Judd realized he wasn’t going to prolong that line of conversation.
The metal door opened and a deputy entered the area. He unlocked Jim Benteen’s cell. “You’re outta here, Benteen.”
Luke watched the man stagger to his feet. “Bet he didn’t test negative,” Luke muttered.
Judd merely shook his head and followed the deputy and Ban-teen from the cell block.
Stretching out on the cot, Luke crooked an arm over his eyes to block out the bright lights. He swore he’d stay in this god-awful place for the rest of his life before he’d ever call Maris and ask for her help.
 
Maris was still awake, listening to the rain and pondering the misery of life in general, when her phone rang. Frowning, she sat up, switched on the bedstand lamp and picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“Maris, this is Judd.”
A chill went up Maris’s spine. Judd didn’t phone at midnight just to chat. “What’s wrong?”
“Has anyone else called you tonight?”
“No one. Judd, what’s going on?” A note of panic had entered Maris’s voice.
“It’s just something I figured you’d want to know. Luke Rivers has been arrested. I’ve got him here in jail.”
“In jail! What on earth for? What happened?”
“He was brawling in the Sundowner Saloon. Pete’s filing charges.”
Maris’s shoulders slumped. Brawling and drinking, no doubt. God, she hated drinking. Alcohol turned some people into fools or, worse, bullies. Sober, Ray had been reasonably amiable; drunk, he’d been belligerent, quarrelsome and mean. What if Luke was the same?
Still, the thought of leaving him in jail was abhorrent. “Judd…uh…how drunk is he?”
“He isn’t drunk, Maris.”
A dizzying relief rocketed through her. “In that case I’ll be down to bail him out.”
“Figured you’d say that,” Judd said on a sigh. “But I won’t be here, Maris. I’m beat and heading for the barn. Deputy Rawlins will be on duty. He’ll take care of the paperwork.”
“Thanks, Judd. Talk to you soon.”
 
“You’re acting like you’d rather I hadn’t gotten you out of jail,” Maris said, taking her eyes from the road to send Luke’s stony profile a resentful glance. “Did you enjoy being locked up?”
“Of course I didn’t enjoy it, but Hensley shouldn’t have called you.”
“Why not?”
Luke jerked his head around and glared at her. “Because what goes on between you and me is no one else’s business, especially his.”
“Well, your being in jail could hardly be my business unless someone told me about it, now could it?”
“I didn’t want you involved. My truck’s parked in front of the Sundowner. Take a right.”
“I know where the Sundowner is,” Maris snapped. “Why didn’t you call me?”
“I just told you. I didn’t want you involved.”
“I don’t believe you. You didn’t call because you’re angry with me. You left the house angry and you drove away angry. You were angry all day—don’t deny it—which is probably the reason you risked your damned neck riding Bozo.”
“I rode Bozo to break him, not for any other reason,” Luke retorted sharply. “Damn, women are something.”
“Meaning?” Maris sent him a glowering look.
“Meaning you’ve got me going in circles,” Luke muttered darkly. “Why in hell wouldn’t I be angry? Besides, if you’d care to remember, when we talked about my breaking the horses you laid down some pretty stiff rules.”
“What I said was no drinking or women on the ranch. Obviously you went elsewhere to do your drinking.”
“I had one lousy glass of beer, for your information.”
“But you got into a fight. Looks to me like your anger got a little out of control.”
“You have no idea what happened, so don’t go making any snap judgments, Maris.”
“Fine, I won’t. In the meantime, why don’t you fill me in?”
Luke was staring straight ahead. The wipers were slapping away the heavy rain on the windshield. “I don’t want to talk about it. There’s my truck. Pull over.”
His ungrateful attitude infuriated Maris. She had gotten out of a warm bed to drive through a dark and rainy night to help him out, and he hadn’t even said thanks. She stopped her car next to Luke’s truck. “Thank you, Maris,” she mimicked. “Why, you’re very welcome, Luke.”
Luke had his door partially open, and was ready to hop out. He stopped to look at her. “You’re right. Sorry. Thanks for coming to the rescue. See you at the ranch.”
Maris’s anger suddenly drained away. “Luke, I know you don’t understand me, but I really don’t mean to make you angry. You said that I’ve got you going in circles. You should know that I’m feeling pretty much the same about you.”
Without warning, he slid across the seat, clasped the back of her head and pressed his mouth to hers. It was a hard, rough kiss that set Maris’s heart to pounding. Her body responded immediately, and she attempted to gentle the kiss by parting her lips and seeking his tongue.
He broke away and narrowed his eyes on hers. “Why did you kiss me back?”
She swallowed. “Why did you kiss me at all?”
He muttered a curse. “You’re driving me crazy.” With that quixotic message, he slid back across the seat and got out in the rain, giving the door a hard slam behind him.
Perplexed, Maris sat there until he had gotten into his truck and started the engine. Then she slowly pulled away and headed for home.
Obviously they were driving each other “crazy,” because her heart still hadn’t settled down from that wild kiss and now she was wondering if it ever would again. God help her, she thought dismally. She had to be falling in love with Luke, and if that wasn’t asking for trouble nothing ever would be.
Luke drove about a hundred feet behind Maris’s car during the rainy miles to the ranch, his shoulders hunched forward, his features grim. He had given a part of himself to Maris Wyler that he’d never given to any other woman, and he didn’t know how to get it back. Call it heart, call it soul, he thought resentfully, angrily, but when he left the No Bull after the horse auction, he’d be leaving without it.
It was the strangest sensation he’d ever experienced, but he couldn’t think of one single way to alleviate its sting. That damned IOU had brought him more pain than any one man deserved, physical as well as emotional. Right now his split lip hurt like hell—a sane man wouldn’t have kissed a woman so hard with a split lip—and the bones in his body that he’d broken in his fall last year were aching and throbbing, probably from both the fight and the damp weather. He felt like a bag of weary, hurting old bones, and he could hardly wait to reach the ranch and crawl into bed.
They finally got there. Maris parked the truck, got out in the rain, ran over to Luke’s pickup and yanked open the door before he could. “Are you okay? I was thinking on the way home that you might need some aspirin or something.”
Nimbly Luke crawled out of the truck, keeping his numerous aches and pains to himself. “I don’t need anything, thanks.” He started for the barn.
Frowning, Maris watched him for a minute, then shivered from the cold rain penetrating her clothing and ran for the house. But instead of going directly to her room, she stood at the kitchen window and tried to see the barn through the downpour. Eventually a light came on in the loft, appearing as a ghostly beam in the dreary night.
Sighing unhappily, she left the window and went to bed.


Fifteen

It was still raining in the morning. Luke and Keith put on waterproof ponchos and went out to work with the horses, while Maris sat down and began making calls to the business offices of Wyoming’s telephone company. She got nowhere. “Sorry, ma’am, but that information is not available,” she was told repeatedly. All she wanted was to know if there was a telephone under another name at Katherine Willoughby’s old address, but apparently the telephone company considered that privileged information.
Finally, frustrated and irate, she dialed the sheriff’s office and asked for Judd. He came on the line.
“Sheriff Hensley.”
“Judd, this is Maris. Listen, I need a tremendous favor. Can you go through legal channels or contacts or however you do these things and find out if a certain address in Wyoming has a telephone? I’ve been on the phone for hours trying to get the information, but no one will give me an answer.”
“I can try, Maris. What’s the address?” She recited the data. “Might take a while. I’ll call you back when I know anything. Incidentally, Rivers has to appear before Judge Mathews on Thursday at 9:00 a.m. Did he tell you?”
“Your deputy told us both last night. Luke will be there. Judd, if Luke paid for the damage to Pete’s place and he dropped the charges, wouldn’t that be the end of it?”
“Pete’s pretty upset, Maris. I doubt if he’d drop the charges for any reason.”
“Hmm.” Maris was thinking hard. “Well, thanks, Judd. I hope you have better luck getting that information than I did.”
“What do you need it for, Maris?”
“You know the horses Ray bought? Well, I located the bills of sale and they were signed by a Katherine Willoughby with that address. I want to speak to her about the horses’ ancestry. Luke thinks there’s some good blood in the herd, and if we could prove it my horses would bring a much better price at the auction. But there’s no phone in her name and I thought it might be listed under someone else’s name.”
“I’ll do what I can, Maris. Talk to you later.”
Maris got up from her chair with a determined expression. While Judd was throwing his legal weight around on that address and telephone number, she was going to take a little drive into town.
 
Walking into the Sundowner Saloon took courage for Maris. She wasn’t accustomed to visiting taverns by herself, and seldom had even done so in the company of others. At least there were very few patrons on this rainy day, she thought gratefully while going to the bar.
A pudgy middle-aged man behind the bar came over to her. “Hello,” Maris said with a smile. “I’m looking for Pete Riddick.”
“You found him, ma’am. What can I do for you?”
Maris extended her hand over the bar. “I’m Maris Wyler.”
“Wyler? Uh…would you be Ray’s widow?” Pete shook her hand.
“Yes. Mr. Riddick, there was a fight in here last night, and one of the men involved, Luke Rivers, works for me.”
Pete’s face lost most of its friendliness. “Mrs. Wyler, I try to keep a nice, peaceable place here, the kind of place a man can bring his wife for a drink and feel comfortable.”
“I understand.” Maris glanced around. “It’s very…pleasant.” She looked for damage and couldn’t spot any. There was a row of booths along the far wall and tables and chairs separating the booths from the bar. Her gaze returned to Pete Riddick behind the bar. “Let me get right to the point, Mr. Riddick. If I paid you right now for whatever damages were incurred by that fight, would you consider dropping the charges against Luke?”
Pete cleared his throat. “You’d pay right now?”
Maris withdrew a handful of cash from her purse. “Yes, right now.”
“I have a list of the damage,” Pete said, as though issuing a warning.
“May I see it?”
“Just a second. I’ll get it.” Pete walked to the back bar and picked up a piece of paper. Returning, he handed it to Maris.
She read it quickly: Two tables…$250. Three chairs…$150. Glasses…$30.
“I’m gonna ask the judge for an extra two hundred for the trouble of having to order new things,” Pete said.
“So we’re talking about six hundred and thirty dollars,” Maris said with a wince she couldn’t completely conceal. She’d brought the last of the cash from the yard sale with her, never dreaming the cost of the damage would require nearly all of it.
But her bills were current and the bail money she had handed over to the deputy last night—two hundred and fifty dollars—would be returned if the charges were dropped. The values that Pete Riddick had placed on his things were much too high, considering that every stick of furniture in the place showed evidence of longtime usage.
She wasn’t going to argue values, however. Not when there was a chance Judge Mathews would make an example of Luke and sentence him to some jail time. The summer was waning. Labor Day was only a week away, and Maris wanted desperately to stick to her plan of a horse auction at the end of September. Luke had to be free to finish his work with the horses, and besides, she really couldn’t bear the thought of him sitting in jail and coming out with a record that would follow him ad infinitum.
To whet Mr. Riddick’s appetite for immediate payment, Maris counted out the correct sum and laid it on the bar. “The truth is, Mr. Riddick, I need Mr. Rivers at the ranch, and Judge Mathews might not be in a benevolent mood on Thursday.”
Pete rubbed his mouth, his gaze on the neat stack of cash. “Well, I don’t like causing a widow lady undue stress, Mrs. Wyler. Ray used to drop in now and again, you know.”
“Yes, I know.” Ray had “dropped in” at every saloon and tavern in the Whitehorn area on a regular basis. The Sundowner could have been the place in which he’d done his drinking the night of his fatal accident. Maris had never attempted to find out which establishment had allowed him to walk out too drunk to drive, because, in truth, she never had blamed anyone else for anything Ray had ever done. Her philosophy had always been that adult human beings were responsible for their own actions. Which she’d sort of been forgetting, she thought with an inward wince, recalling how she’d been looking for someone to blame for her own recent behavior.
“Well, what do you say, Mr. Riddick? Do we have a deal?”
Pete eyed the money again. “Would you tell Rivers that he’s not welcome in here again?”
“If that’s what you want, yes. Mr. Riddick, what really happened last night?”
“Rivers started the fight, Mrs. Wyler.”
“Do you know why?”
“All I know is that Jim Benteen was on his way out and Rivers stopped him with some remark about pond scum.” Pete shook his head in disgust. “They weren’t even sitting anywhere near each other, Mrs. Wyler. Jim was in that corner booth and Rivers was sitting at the bar, just about where you’re standing now.”
Maris tried to visualize the scene. Why on earth would Luke leave his seat and start a fight with a man he didn’t know? There wasn’t any sense to be made out of something so irrational, but then she remembered that Luke had been in a foul mood when he’d left the ranch and maybe that was all the incentive he’d needed to pick a fight.
She sighed. There was an awful lot she didn’t know about Luke, though in God’s truth she never would have thought him the type of man to engage in barroom brawls. She especially wouldn’t have thought him capable of instigating that kind of trouble.
“There were women in the place, too,” Pete said, as though the presence of the fairer sex increased Luke’s crime a hundredfold.
Maris felt as though the wind had just been knocked out of her. A woman. Of course. She should have figured that out for herself. Jealousy clawing at her insides startled her, and she suddenly wanted this over and done with. Pushing the money forward, she asked again, “Do we have a deal, Mr. Riddick?”
Pete hesitated, then reached for the cash. “Yeah, we do. I’ll call the sheriff and tell him to drop the charges.” He folded and tucked the money into his pants pocket. “Just be sure and tell Rivers to stay away from here.”
“Gladly,” Maris said coolly. “May I have a receipt?”
 
Driving into the ranch compound, Maris saw that the corral was vacant. The rain, coming down in sheets, had apparently driven Luke and Keith inside. She went into the house, calling, “Keith?” When she got no response, she figured Keith was with Luke.
The phone rang, and she picked up the kitchen extension. “No Bull Ranch. This is Maris.”
“This is Judd. Pete Riddick called and dropped the charges against Rivers.”
“He said he would.”
“How’d you talk him into it?”
“I didn’t do much talking, actually. But I did lay cash on the bar to pay for the damages.”
“Rivers didn’t gain any respect from me by sending you to do his dirty work,” Judd growled.
“Luke doesn’t even know about it.”
“He doesn’t. Well, now, seems like you’re taking mighty good care of your hired hand, Maris.”
“Judd, please. I need Luke out here, and…”
“Yeah, I think maybe you do. About that information you asked me to dig up—there’s no longer a telephone at that address you gave me, but there’s a Katherine Willoughby living in Sheridan. Got a pencil handy?”
“Right here.” A little sick at heart over Judd’s comment about her “needing” Luke—it certainly hadn’t been said in a flattering tone of voice—Maris wrote down the address and telephone number Judd recited in her ear. “Thank you, Judd. I really appreciate this.”
“You’re welcome. I’ve gotta go, Maris. Another call.” The phone went dead.
After hanging up, Maris sat there feeling rather numb. Obviously Luke and Jim Benteen had fought over a woman. Judd believed she and Luke were carrying on an affair, which they were. Sort of. And now she had to tell Luke what she’d done about getting his charges dropped, and she suddenly wasn’t so sure that she should have done anything without discussing it with him first.
Well, there really wasn’t any reason to rush out into the rain to impart the news. Grim lipped, Maris dialed Katherine Willoughby’s Sheridan number. It was answered on the third ring.
“Hello?”
“Is this Katherine Willoughby?”
“Yes, it is.” The woman’s voice was melodious and pleasant.
“My name is Maris Wyler, Ms. Willoughby. About four months ago you sold ninety-three horses to my husband, Ray Wyler. Do you recall the transaction?”
“Certainly. And please call me ‘Katherine.’”
“Thank you. Um…those horses were very green, Katherine, and I have a man breaking them. He’s quite familiar with horses and mentioned that some of them appear to have excellent conformation and might be from a good bloodline. That’s why I’m calling. Do you have any information on the herd’s ancestry?”
“Not at my fingertips, Maris. Your husband, Ray, was apprised of the situation at the time of the transaction.”
Maris took a breath. “Ray died shortly after buying the horses, Katherine. I’m sorry to have to bother you with this, but he told me nothing about the herd and I really do need any information you might have access to.”
“Oh, you poor dear. Please accept my condolences. Losing a loved one is most difficult and very trying to the spirit. Well, let me begin at the beginning. Those horses belonged to my father, who became very ill about three years ago. I moved out to the ranch to care for him, and with him being gravely ill for so long, the horses were certainly my last concern and totally ignored. That is the reason they were so completely untrained. They grew up on the range without any human contact whatsoever. Your hired man is correct in his assumption that most of the herd has good blood, and I know Dad kept excellent records regarding their lineage. However, after Dad died I sold the ranch, lock, stock and barrel, and I can’t think what I might have done with those records, or even if I kept them.”
“Ray didn’t inquire about the herd’s lineage?”
There was a lengthy silence in Maris’s ear. Finally Katherine said, “I honestly can’t remember, Maris. But it seems only sensible to assume he didn’t, or I would have given him the data. Are you certain you don’t have it?”
“Very certain, Katherine. I’ve gone through everything in the house and really only found the bills of sale a short time ago.”
“Well, I’m glad you have those, at least. Maris, give me a few days to gather my wits and think about those records. I was quite shaken over my father’s death, even though I knew it was coming. At any rate, there are blanks in my memory connected to those unhappy days and the ensuing weeks when I was selling Dad’s property. Give me your telephone number. I’ll call you one way or the other.”
Maris recited her phone number. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your cooperation in this, Katherine.”
“I think I understand, Maris. Besides, it’s information you should have…if I can just think what I might have done with those records. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye, Katherine, and thank you again.”
“You’re quite welcome, my dear. I’ll be calling.”
Maris put down the phone with excitement pumping through her system. Luke was right; her horses weren’t just run-of-the-mill range animals. If Katherine found those records and they could be presented at the auction with each horse, the value of the animals would increase greatly.
This was very good news, and Maris became anxious to tell Luke about it. Besides, he might even look upon her talking Riddick into dropping those charges as good news. Sometimes she was such a pessimist, she chided herself. Why on earth wouldn’t he be relieved over not having to appear in court?
Going to the kitchen door to brave the rain in a run for the barn, Maris stopped to frown at the wall hooks and what they contained. Keith’s poncho was hanging there, and why would he have brought it to the house, then returned to the barn without it?
She gave her head a small shake to clear it. These days everything seemed like a problem of one sort or another. But Keith running around in the rain without his poncho was hardly a major crisis.
Yanking up the hood of her own rain jacket, Maris left the house and jogged to the barn. Inside she lowered the hood and called, “Luke? Keith? Anybody here?” Luke’s pickup was parked in its usual spot, so the question was merely to let them know she was in the building.
Luke appeared at the top of the ladder. “I’m up here.”
“Figured you were.” Maris started up. “It’s really pouring out there.”
“We had to quit working.”
Maris reached the second floor. “So what’re you two doing to pass the time, playing cards or something?”
“Keith’s not here.”
“He’s not? He’s not at the house, either. Where is he?”
“Don’t get panicky. Jessica McCallum came along and took him for a ride.”
Maris heaved a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I couldn’t imagine where he might have gone on foot in this downpour.”
The loft was chilly and damp. “Come on into my room. I’ve got the electric heater going,” Luke said.
Maris followed him into his room. Luke closed the door. “You know who Jessica is, don’t you?” Maris said.
“I figured it out the first time she came around.”
“Yes, well, she must want to talk to Keith about something.” Maris loosened her jacket. “She comes out to see him every so often.”
“Have a seat,” Luke offered.
“I’m too excited to sit. Luke, I finally made contact with Katherine Willoughby.” Maris related what Katherine had told her about her father, his ranch and his horses. “So if she can locate those records, we’ll have proof of their lineage to present at the auction. Isn’t that great?”
“It’ll only be great if she finds the records, Maris.”
“Yes, but I have a very strong feeling that she’s going to find them.”
Luke grinned slightly. “Woman’s intuition?”
Maris grinned back, until she remembered what else she had to tell Luke. “Um…I went to see Pete Riddick at the Sundowner, Luke.”
His grin disappeared. “To do what?”
Deciding to present this news as though he couldn’t possibly be offended, Maris put on a big smile. “I paid him for the damages to his place and he dropped the charges against you. Isn’t that wonderful?”
“You paid him? How much?”
“Luke, the amount doesn’t matter. But now you don’t have to appear in court. The whole thing’s over. Aren’t you thrilled?” He didn’t look thrilled, she saw with a sinking sensation. “Don’t tell me you’re upset because I just possibly might have saved you from spending some time in jail, for pity’s sake!”
“I wouldn’t have gone to jail,” Luke said stonily.
“How can you be so certain?”
“Because of the circumstances.”
Maris’s lips thinned. “Oh, is two men fighting over a woman acceptable behavior these days? If it is, I certainly haven’t heard about it.”
Luke’s eyes narrowed on her in a hard look. “Who told you that?”
“No one had to tell me. Pete said there were women in the place when the fight broke out, and I can put two and two together as well as anyone else.”
Folding his arms across his chest, Luke leaned his hips against the bureau. “So you’ve got it all figured out, have you? You know something, Maris? I’m beginning to understand why Ray drank.”
Her eyes widened in shock. “How…how dare you say such a thing to me?” she said hoarsely, on the verge of tears. There was no way she could defend herself against such an unfair accusation, but as quickly as her throat had filled with tears, just as quickly the urge to cry vanished and was replaced by cold fury. “You bastard,” she said, her eyes shooting daggers. “There are a lot of things I will never put up with from a man again, and mental cruelty is one of them.”
Luke wasn’t exactly calm, either. “What the hell do you think your assumption that I fought with Benteen over a woman was, if not mental cruelty? Clean up your own act before you start judging mine, Maris.”
“Are you saying a woman was not the cause of your fight last night?” Her words dripped skepticism.
“Actually a woman was involved, but not in the way you’re thinking.” Luke pointed an angry finger at her. “I didn’t have to go to court to get tried and convicted, Maris. You did that all by your lonesome. And you’re far from perfect, lady, damned far, too far to be acting so superior. You know what your biggest problem is? You’re afraid of being human.”
“And just what is that supposed to mean?”
“You know what it means, as well as I do.”
“You’re referring to our…our…”
Luke raked his hair into a mess. “For crying out loud, say it like it is. We didn’t commit murder, Maris. We made love. Making love doesn’t make you a criminal. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. You’re a good and decent woman.”
“Decent women do not go to bed with the hired help,” she snapped.
Luke’s lips thinned. “Sometimes you talk like a damned fool.”
“And you’re a jerk!” Maris started for the door, then stopped. “Since you asked, I paid Riddick six hundred and thirty dollars, which I’ll be only too happy to deduct from that three thousand I never owed you in the first damned place!”
She stormed out. For a second Luke was dumbfounded by the staggering sum she had paid Pete Riddick. But then he bounded from the room and caught Maris by the arm before she could start down the ladder. “Do you know what was broken in his place last night? One damned chair. A few tables got knocked over, but I would swear on a Bible they weren’t damaged. Oh, yes, a few glasses got shattered. Does one chair and a few glasses add up to six hundred and thirty bucks to you? They sure don’t to me, sweetheart, and besides, Benteen should have paid half the damages, which he would have been forced to do if you hadn’t stuck in your nose and stopped us from going to court!”
Maris jerked her arm out of his hand. “Don’t you ever touch me again, and don’t worry about me doing you any more favors, you…you ingrate!” Her bravado was all on the outside, however. Internally she was cringing because Luke was right. Benteen should have paid half the damages. She should have kept her nose out of it.
But she had pictured Luke as guilty and drawing a jail sentence from a coldhearted judge, and she needed him to finish breaking the horses. It was all too much, and she suddenly felt her legs giving out. Moving to one of the heavy beams that supported the roof of the barn, she leaned against it, all her fighting spirit gone.
“Oh, damn,” she moaned, turning to hide her face from Luke.
He looked at her forlorn figure and felt his own anger losing impetus. “Maris, it’s done. Just forget it,” he said wearily. “Deduct the sum you paid Riddick from the three thousand. I just don’t give a damn about it anymore. I’ll finish breaking your horses and get the hell out of Montana the minute they’re sold.” He hesitated, then added, “And I’m sorry I made that crack about why Ray drank. I don’t know where it came from, because it’s not how I feel about you at all.”
His apology didn’t alleviate the pain his remark had caused Maris, but she stopped hiding her face and turned around. He looked utterly miserable, she saw, which, perversely, made her feel even worse than she had. “I…I’m sorry, too. I thought I was helping by going to see Pete Riddick. And I’m sorry I called you names. I seem so on edge lately.” She ran her fingers through her damp hair, pushing it back from her face. “I’d like us to get along for the remainder of your stay here. Do you think we can manage to do that?”
“We can try,” Luke said quietly. Even though she was damp, a little disheveled and unquestionably upset, Maris made him think of sex. He’d rather kiss her than fight with her any day of the week. He took a long breath for caution, because in the back of his mind was a question that wouldn’t go away. If he made a pass right now, would she melt as she’d done before? Or would a sexual advance from him at this point finish destroying their already deteriorating relationship?
Maris was again thinking of the mystery woman who had caused the fight, though “not in the way she’d been thinking.” What had Luke meant by that? However badly she wanted to know, she couldn’t bring herself to ask.
“I’m going to the house,” she said, sounding tired and defeated.
“Put your hood up. The rain is still coming down hard.”
She looked Luke in the eye. “Maybe I will and maybe I won’t. Don’t give me advice, Luke. I don’t like it any more than you do. And maybe I do talk like a damned fool sometimes, but so do you.”
“Aw, hell.” Luke groaned. Turning on his heel, he returned to his quarters and slammed the door behind him. If that was Maris’s idea of getting along, she must have slipped a cog.
He frowned at that notion. She hadn’t been that edgy when he’d first gotten to the ranch. In fact, she hadn’t been that edgy until today. Maybe his getting arrested had upset her a lot more than she’d indicated last night when she’d bailed him out. But that conclusion didn’t seem completely accurate, either, not when she had gone out of her way today to make sure he didn’t spend some time in jail.
Standing at the window and watching Maris running through the rain—with her hood up—to the house, Luke shook his head and admitted that he knew only two things for sure with this peculiar lady. One, he never stopped wanting her, and two, as he’d told her last night, she was indeed driving him crazy. Sad to realize, there couldn’t possibly be a cure for what ailed him as far as Maris went. Not when he couldn’t even give the disease a name.
 
Glancing at the clock every few minutes, Maris made supper. Jessica keeping Keith this long—a good three hours—had never happened before and didn’t feel quite right to Maris. Worrying that something was wrong, she browned a chicken, then put it in the oven to bake, along with three large potatoes.
Her thoughts weren’t only on Keith, however. What woman had been involved in Luke and Jim Benteen’s brawl last night? And how was she involved? Why hadn’t Luke come right out and explained? Did he think it was none of her business and never planned to tell her about it? What was strange was that Pete Riddick’s explanation of the fracas hadn’t pinpointed a woman. He’d merely said that he didn’t like that sort of thing occurring in his place with women present.
At five-thirty, the normal dinner hour, Luke rapped on the kitchen door and walked in. “Isn’t Keith back yet?”
“No, and I’m getting very worried. Did Jessica say anything about keeping him so long?”
“All she said was that she needed to talk to him and would he please take a ride with her.”
“I see.” Maris thought a moment. It was possible that Jessica was seeing to Keith’s supper, though it really wasn’t at all like her to be inconsiderate of Maris’s routines. Regardless, Keith wasn’t the only mouth to feed on this ranch and Luke was probably hungry. “Everything is ready, Luke. We may as well go ahead and eat. I can warm the meal for Keith if he hasn’t already eaten when he gets home.”


Sixteen

They weren’t at the table more than five minutes, when a motor noise announced an arriving vehicle. “It’s them,” Maris said with obvious relief. Rising, she went to the window. Though true nightfall was still some hours away, the rain and heavy cloud cover darkened the area. Still, Maris could identify Jessica’s car. “It’s them,” she repeated with a glance back at Luke.
Luke had started eating, but he laid down his fork. “Don’t wait,” Maris said. “Keith will be right in.” She resumed her place at the table, anticipating Keith bounding in at any moment and plopping into his chair.
But minutes passed and then more minutes, and still Keith didn’t appear. They could hear the idling engine of Jessica’s car and Maris began worrying again. “Something’s wrong,” she murmured, more to herself than to Luke. Maris wondered if she should go outside and speak to Jessica, then argued herself out of it. If Jessica wanted to talk to her, she wouldn’t be sitting in her car.
Finally the door opened and Keith walked in. Maris stood up and smiled, although Keith’s down-in-the-mouth expression really didn’t invite smiles. “I’m glad you’re home,” she said to the boy. She saw him swallow and noted the paleness of his face. “Is anything wrong, Keith?” she asked gently.
“Jessica wanted to come in with me, but I told her I could do this. My dad died.”
“Oh, Keith. What happened?”
“He died in his sleep last night. The doctor said he had a heart attack.” Keith held out a folded piece of paper. “Jessica wrote this just now so I could bring it in to you.”
Jessica’s writing her a message was the reason Keith hadn’t immediately come in, Maris thought, accepting the paper. “Shall I read it now?” she asked Keith. “Dinner’s on the table. Are you hungry?”
“I’m not, Maris, thanks. I think I’ll go to my room, if you don’t care.”
“Of course I don’t care.” She went to Keith and put her arms around him. “If or when you feel like talking, I’ll be here.”
Luke had gotten to his feet. “So will I, Keith.”
“Thanks, Luke.” The boy shuffled from the kitchen with his head down.
Maris slowly sank to her chair. Luke returned to his. They looked at each other across the table, empathy and sympathy mingling on the path of their gazes. “I had better read this,” Maris said quietly, indicating the note from Jessica:
Maris,
I tried calling you several times today, but you were apparently out. Now Keith prefers going in and telling you about Terrance by himself and I feel as though I should honor his request. He hasn’t cried, Maris, which maybe is only to be expected, given his sad and abnormal relationship with his father. He has also said very little today. We went to the prison, then to a funeral home to make arrangements for Terrance’s interment. I’m sure it was all quite traumatic for Keith, though he showed very little emotion throughout.
At any rate, I will be calling tomorrow. Keith is going to have to wade through this on his own, Maris, though it will be enormously therapeutic for him to know that we all care about his pain and that he has friends who will remain constant.
Jessica

Maris lifted her eyes to Luke’s. “Would you like to read it?”
He nodded. “If you don’t mind.”
She handed the paper across the table. It was while Luke was intent on Jessica’s handwriting that Maris felt the first gush of tears. Sniffling, she got up for a tissue and blew her nose. But once flowing, the tears wouldn’t stop. Standing with her hips against the sink counter, she wept silently and wiped away tears.
Luke started to say something as he raised his eyes from the paper, but stopped short when he saw Maris crying. “Did you know Terrance Colson?”
“No. I recognized him on the street, of course, but I never knew him personally.”
“Then you’re crying for Keith.”
“I…I guess so.” With a fresh tissue, she wiped away another spate of tears. “I didn’t cry for Ray,” she said, and covered her face with her hands.
The unhappy, embittered tone of her voice startled Luke almost as much as what she’d said. He got up, rounded the table and gently pulled her into his arms. She wept into his shirt and accepted the comfort he was offering. What she’d said was the God’s truth. Instead of sorrow over Ray’s untimely death, she had felt resentment that he would die so unnecessarily. Before his death she had cried too many times to count, but after the accident and even at the funeral her eyes had contained deeply rooted anger instead of tears.
Luke’s natural warmth lessened the chill in her soul. It felt good to be held and soothed and treated as someone special. Her thoughts turned from sorrows the world over to the immediate present, to how she felt in Luke’s arms. It wasn’t shocking anymore to think about falling in love with him, though remembering that his time here was running out created an almost unbearable ache in the vicinity of her heart.
Jessica’s comment in her note about Keith’s having to wade through this by himself rang true for Maris, as well. She, too, had something to wade through. Foolishly she had become emotionally involved with a wandering man, and she would pay for it, possibly for the rest of her life.
She stepped back, though Luke’s hands remained on her shoulders. His eyes contained concern and caring, which touched her deeply. “Are you all right now?” he asked softly.
“Yes, I’m fine.” It was a lie, but if she said, “No, I might never be all right again,” he would force her to talk about old events and hurts that she didn’t even want to think about, let alone discuss. “Finish your dinner, Luke. Wait, let me put your plate in the microwave for a minute.” Darting away from him, she whisked his plate of food from the table and into the microwave to reheat.
They sat at the table, though neither had much appetite. Maris was despondent and showed it. “Is it best to leave Keith be, or should one of us go to his room and talk to him?”
“I think we should give him some space for a while, Maris. When he’s ready to talk he’ll come to us.”
“He’s so young to be all alone in the world.” Maris’s eyes filled again.
“He’s not alone. He has you and he has me, too, if he wants me.”
“But you’re not going to be around much longer.” Maris bit down on her lip. Keith would miss Luke, too. He had started out shy and reticent around Luke, but she’d known for some time now that the boy enjoyed working with Luke and being in his company. Then Maris remembered Mrs. Colson, Terrance’s mother. “Keith has a grandmother somewhere. I’m sure Jessica must have notified her.”
Luke acknowledged the information about Keith’s grandmother with a nod, though his mind was strangely stuck on Maris’s remark about his impending departure. The thought of driving away and putting Maris, Keith and the No Bull out of his life was intensely disturbing. But what could he say? Maris, I’ve been thinking about staying. How would she receive such a remark? Their arrangement ended in September. Once the horses were sold she and Keith could easily care for the few beeves on the ranch. She’d mentioned turning the No Bull back into a cattle ranch, but that would take time, and resources she didn’t have. Unless the horse auction was a rousing success, that is, which was a distinct possibility should Katherine Willoughby locate her father’s breeding records.
They finally stopped pretending to eat and pushed their plates back. Tonight Maris was in no hurry to clear the table and get the dishes washed. By the same token, she noted, Luke didn’t appear in any hurry to leave, probably because of the weather. Before it started raining he’d been going out to the corral or one of the pastures after dinner to work with the horses till dark, and tonight’s heavy rainfall pretty much eliminated any outside activity.
Absently she toyed with the salt shaker, turning it around and around on the table with the tips of her fingers. “Where will you go from here?” she asked in a very low and quiet voice.
Luke blinked, as though suddenly coming awake. “I don’t know.”
“Where’s the next big rodeo in October?”
“I don’t know that, either.”
“Haven’t you done any checking into it?”
“No, I haven’t.” Luke leaned forward. The ceiling light was reflecting in Maris’s hair, appearing as shiny golden and reddish highlights. “Maris…I said some things to you today…”
“And I said just as bad to you, Luke. Let’s not start apologizing again. Not tonight.”
He could see the unnatural glistening of her eyes, the pallor of her skin. Old Terrance’s death had affected her very strongly. Oddly, it had also brought Ray’s death closer and somehow made it more grievous for Maris.
“All right,” he agreed, getting to his feet. “I’ll say good-night.” He glanced at the dirty dishes on the table. “Unless you’d like some help with the dishes. In fact, why don’t you let me clean the kitchen and you go and lie down?”
As though jerked to her feet by an invisible hand, Maris stood and began stacking dishes. She wasn’t an invalid, for heaven’s sake, just shaken up. “Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather keep busy.”
Without another word Luke left. He and Maris had no real relationship and why did he keep thinking they did? There was an ache in his gut, a sadness, that he didn’t know how to combat. It was for everyone on the No Bull, for Keith and what he must be going through, for Maris and her strength and her weaknesses, so at odds with each other, and for himself, a man who had mindlessly drifted for nearly twenty years and now realized that he would never again be content with that careless, freewheeling life-style.
 
After the kitchen was back in order, Maris sat in the living room. She kept listening for some sound from Keith’s room, some indication of his presence. There was nothing, and she couldn’t stop thinking of him in there alone. The mantel clock ticked off the minutes, then the hours. Finally she got to her feet. Unnerved or not, she couldn’t sit up all night.
Passing the door to Keith’s room on the way to her own, Maris stopped to listen again. Unable to bear the silence any longer, she slowly turned the knob and pushed the door open only enough to see into the room. Keith was fully dressed, wide-awake and lying on top of the bed covers, with the nightstand light burning.
“Keith? Are you all right?”
His head turned on the pillow to look at her, then, abruptly, he swung his feet to the floor and sat up. “I don’t know, Maris. How does a person know if he’s all right?”
This was not a child speaking to her, Maris realized as she entered the room and sat down on its one chair. She had thought of Keith as a boy since Jessica had first brought him to the ranch, but he had lost the last remnants of childhood today and looked and sounded like a man.
“Good question,” Maris said quietly. “I’m sure it’s one that most people ask themselves at one time or another. There’s so much stress involved with losing a family member that days of confusion aren’t at all out of the ordinary. It happened to me when my parents died.”
Keith lifted his eyes to look at her. “And when Ray was killed?”
Maris took a breath. “There was stress at that time, yes, but it was different than when my parents died.”
“Different how?”
Maris thought for a moment. Keith needed honesty right now, but how much honesty was she strong enough to give him? His eyes looked old and weary, she saw. He was obviously struggling with his own private memories of his father, and quite possibly feeling guilty because he hadn’t loved Terrance. It was that guilt Maris wanted to eliminate.
“I didn’t love Ray, Keith. I was sorry he died, but the sorrow was for his wasted life, not for me. I believe that when someone dies whom you love very much, then the grief you feel is for yourself. You know how much you’re going to miss this person, and you actually torture yourself by remembering the good times you’d had together. That’s the way it was with my parents. With Ray…” Maris paused, realizing that this was the first time she had said these things aloud. “With Ray I almost felt a sense of relief. He had caused me a great deal of heartache and unhappiness, and I felt…I thought…” Her voice faltered. There were so many aspects of her marriage she couldn’t tell this young man about. She shaped a shaky little smile. “I think I’ve said enough for you to understand.”
“Dad never loved me,” Keith said in a voice so low Maris could only just hear him. “He probably never loved anyone. He was never nice, Maris, not to anyone, not the way you and Luke are.”
Maris stood up to pull her chair closer to the bed. Seated again, she reached for Keith’s hand and looked directly into his eyes. “I want you to know with all your heart and soul that this is your home. I’d like you to consider me as family, Keith. Is that possible?”
He nodded. “I’d like that, Maris. When I went to see my dad that day, he said he wanted me to live with him when he got out of prison. I didn’t want to. I didn’t believe he had changed. Luke said for me to tell him to stay sober for a year and then maybe I would live with him again.”
“Luke said that? Then you discussed it with him.”
Keith nodded again. “Luke’s great, Maris.” Keith’s eyes dropped and his old shyness suddenly reappeared. “I wish he were my dad.”
Sitting back, Maris took a long breath. Reminding Keith of Luke’s approaching departure at this emotional moment would be cruel. Luke might be nice in Keith’s eyes, but he had his faults, make no mistake. Barroom brawling was one that Maris could hardly overlook. For a second the faceless woman involved in that brawl flashed through Maris’s mind, and her lips thinned slightly. Luke might not be a Ray Wyler or a Terrance Colson, but he was far from perfect.
But disenchanting Keith by saying so would only hurt the boy and he already had enough pain to deal with. Besides, Keith may as well remember Luke as being only “nice” after Luke was gone.
Sighing, Maris patted Keith’s hand. “Feeling any better?”
“I guess so.”
“It will take some time, Keith.”
“Will…will you go to the funeral with me? It’s set for the day after tomorrow.”
“Absolutely. I’ll be right by your side every minute.” Maris saw the mist forming in Keith’s eyes. He was trying hard not to cry, but she could see that the dam was finally breaking. It was what he needed to do, to just let go of his tightly contained emotions and bawl.
But her witnessing his breakdown would only embarrass him. Briskly Maris got to her feet. “I’m going to bed. If you need me in the night for anything, knock on my door.”
“Thanks, Maris.” Keith’s voice was thick with tears.
“Good night, honey,” she whispered, and bent over to kiss his cheek. “I love you like the son I never had. Remember that. Always.”
She hurried across the room to the door, then stood in the corridor and felt her own influx of tears and sorrow.
 
The sun was bright the next morning. Maris prepared breakfast and was pleased when Keith made an appearance. Luke came in and they sat at the table.
“How’re you doing, buddy?” Luke asked the boy.
“All right, Luke. I want to work today.”
“Good. I really need your help. There’s only a handful of unbroken horses left in the big pasture, and I’m planning on starting the training process with each one of them today.”
Maris’s heart skipped a beat. “Then we’re going to meet the deadline?”
“No question about it,” Luke replied. “I’d get some advertising out about the auction, if I were you.”
“I’ll work on it,” Maris murmured.
Two hours later she was painting signs announcing the auction, when the phone rang. “Maris, this is Katherine Willoughby. I located Dad’s breeding records. I’m shipping them to you today—it’s quite a bulky package—so watch for it, dear.”
Maris’s knees went weak and she had to sit down. “I can’t thank you enough, Katherine. I’ll reimburse you for the shipping cost if you’ll let me know the amount.”
“I’ll put a little note in the parcel. I hope the records will be of some help to you, Maris.”
“I’m sure they will. Thank you again, Katherine.”
Elated, Maris put down the phone and let out a yell. “Yahoo!” She started for the door, anxious to tell Luke the good news, but the phone rang again and she returned to answer it.
“Is this Maris?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Jim Humphrey here.” He chuckled in her ear. “Bet you thought I was never going to pick up that Corvette. I got tied up with other things, but I’ll be there this coming weekend. Just wanted to let you know.”
“That’s wonderful, Jim.” Another burst of elation had Maris grinning. This was a good day, a great day.
Again she started for the door and again the phone rang. Maris looked back at it with a disbelieving expression. What next?
“Maris, this is Jessica. How is Keith doing?”
“Surprisingly well, Jessica. He’s out working with Luke today. Would you like me to call him in so you can speak to him?”
“No, that’s not necessary. You can pass on my message. Maris, the county will pay for new clothes for Keith to attend his father’s funeral. I’d like to pick him up and take him shopping this afternoon.”
“The county?” Keith was not a charity case, damn it! Not to her, he wasn’t. “Jessica, I will buy Keith whatever he needs for the funeral.”
“That cost is not your responsibility, Maris.”
Maris thought of that two-hundred-fifty-dollars bail money sitting at the sheriff’s office, which she hadn’t yet picked up. It would be more than enough to buy a suit of clothes for Keith, which was something she should have thought of before this.
“I want to do it, Jessica. Keith has become very important to me.”
“He really is an exceptional young man, isn’t he? I have very high hopes for his future, Maris.”
“So do I, Jessica.”
“Well, I can see he’s in very good hands.” Maris could hear the pleased smile in Jessica’s voice. “Until he turns eighteen I will have to keep an eye on him, but I have a very good feeling about Keith now. And it’s all your doing, Maris. Thank you.”
“It’s I who should be thanking you, Jessica. You brought him into my life, and I couldn’t be happier about it. One thing has come to mind, though, Jessica. Has anyone contacted Keith’s grandmother?”
“I called and spoke to her sister, Maris. Mrs. Colson is very old and unwell. Her sister said she barely recognizes anyone anymore, and she couldn’t possibly make the trip to attend the funeral. I told Keith about it yesterday.”
“I see. I just wanted to be sure she’d been notified.”
After a few more words, they hung up. This time when Maris started for the door to go outside, the phone remained silent. She had a marvelous idea, and she could hardly wait to pass it on to Keith.
He was in the corral with Luke and another Appaloosa. Maris leaned on the fence and called, “Hey, you two, I’ve got a whole slew of things to tell you. Can you take a break for a few minutes?” They were both working without shirts, but it wasn’t Keith’s youthful torso that had Maris mesmerized. Luke’s skin was as dark as a hazelnut and glistening with perspiration in the bright sunlight. The core of her felt every rippling muscle of his beautiful body as surely as if he were touching her, and the sensation literally took her breath.
At that very instant, while Luke was removing his gloves and Keith had already started toward her, a thought struck Maris nearly dumb: she had missed her period. It had never happened before. She’d rarely ever been even a day late, and now she had completely missed a period and she’d been too preoccupied with other things to notice something she had never failed to keep very close track of.
She began trembling and had to hang on to the fence to at least appear steady and in control of her senses. But this could be the real thing. She could be pregnant. Oh, Luke, she thought with a remorseful look in his direction. Tricking a man as she’d done with Luke was unforgivable.
But it hadn’t seemed so terrible before falling in love with him, she realized with panic eating a hole in her stomach. If it was true, would she tell him now?
Oh, God…oh, God…
“What’s up?” Luke asked, strolling over to the fence, which Keith had already reached.
“Uh…uh…” Maris’s mind was so full of unconnected topics, she couldn’t settle on one.
“You said you had something to tell us,” Luke reminded her.
“I did. I do.” Gratefully her dizzy brain remembered Katherine’s call. “Katherine Willoughby found her father’s breeding records and is shipping them to me.”
Luke’s face lit up. “Hey, that’s great.”
“Yes…yes, it is. Oh, Jim Humphrey called and he’ll be here this weekend to pick up the Corvette.”
Luke was grinning. “You’re just full of good news. Anything else?”
“Something for Keith.” She was beginning to calm down, thank God. “Keith, I’d like you to have some new clothes for the…for tomorrow.”
“You would? I was just gonna wear my jeans.”
“Would you rather just wear jeans? I was thinking of a suit.”
The boy smiled shyly. “I’ve never had a suit.”
“A suit and tie would be very appropriate,” Maris said.
Keith looked at Luke. “What’ll you be wearing, Luke?”
With a glance at Maris, Luke cleared his throat. “A suit and tie.” He hadn’t given the subject one second’s thought, but if Maris wanted Keith in a suit and tie, then he’d go along with it, though it probably surprised the heck out of Maris that he even owned a suit and tie.
“Okay,” Keith said. “How much will it cost? I’ve got about fifty bucks…”
“I’m paying for it, Keith. Now, here’s the big question. Do you want to go shopping by yourself or would you like someone to go with you?”
Keith’s boyish smile flashed. “I’d like someone to go with me.” Maris smiled broadly, thrilled that he would want her company and advice. “I’ll go call Susie right now and see if she can go,” Keith said, hopping the fence and heading for the house at full speed.
Maris’s mouth dropped open. “I thought he meant me.”
“Susie’s his girlfriend,” Luke said calmly.
“The girl he took to the movies that night? But they only had that one date, didn’t they?”
Luke shrugged. “Apparently it was enough.”
Maris sucked in a slow breath. “Well, this is a surprise.”
“Don’t let it get you down, honey,” Luke said gently. Reaching across the fence, he laid his hand on her shoulder.
Maris brought her gaze around to him and it hit her again. She could be pregnant with his baby and he was leaving in less than a month.
Luke’s hand slid up under her hair to the back of her neck. “You look beautiful today,” he said huskily.
The words came out of her mouth before she could stop them. “So do you.”
He laughed, softly, sensuously. “Maybe after Keith leaves we can…talk.”
“Keith!” Maris began backing away. “There’s something I have to tell him.”
“Well, hell,” Luke muttered, watching her hurrying to the house. For a minute there her mood had been the one he liked. Liked, hell! It was the one he loved. The one in which she got all dewy-eyed and excited and game for anything.
But then he relaxed. Keith would be leaving and maybe, just maybe, he could coax her back into that sweet, female mood.
Maris went into the house calling, “Keith?”
He came out of his room wearing clean jeans and shirt. “She can go, Maris. I’m going to pick her up in half an hour.”
“That’s wonderful, but there’s something I need you to do before you pick up Susie. It won’t take but a minute. Stop at the sheriff’s office and they’ll give you two hundred and fifty dollars in cash.”
“How come?” Keith looked completely mystified.
“Uh…it’s money they owe me. Use what you need of it for a nice suit and accessories. I would suggest a white shirt and a tie in subdued colors. Get some shoes, too, some real shoes.”
Keith grinned. “No boots or sneakers, huh? Okay, I’ll stop and pick up the money.” He started out, then did an about-face. “Thanks, Maris. You think of everything.”
Maris collapsed onto the nearest chair. She came up with everything, all right, she thought disgustedly, even devising that awful plot to get pregnant without Luke’s knowledge.
But then the thought of a baby refired her earlier elation, and she sat there and fantasized about having a child in the house and in her own arms, until she remembered that she had to call Judd and tell him to release that bail money to Keith.
Jumping up, she dashed to the phone.


Seventeen

When Keith drove away in Maris’s pickup, Luke washed up at the corral faucet, dried himself with his shirt, draped the shirt over a post fence, strode to the house and walked in. Maris was just hanging up the phone, and he went to her, took her by the hands and brought her to her feet.
Her eyes became very wide and startled. “No, Luke.”
“Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t want me,” he said gruffly.
“I…” Her blood was suddenly racing. “It would be a lie.”
“That’s what I thought.” Bending, he placed his hand behind her knees and scooped her off the floor and against his chest. “Which way to your bedroom?”
She buried her face in his neck. “Down the hall. Last door on the right.” It was no use, she thought. She’d tried keeping Luke from doing something like this and had obviously failed. Maybe, without realizing it, she’d even been inviting one more repeat of their tempestuous lovemaking before he went away.
Today he seemed in a hurry. He set her on her feet next to her own bed and began undressing her. “Go slower,” she whispered. Their eyes met, and the grim expression in his evolved into warmth and desire.
“Sorry.” Gently he tugged her forward and pressed his lips to hers. Maris felt his kiss all the way down to her toes. A strange mixture of joy and misery made her feel reckless, and she snuggled closer and thrust her tongue into his mouth. After he was gone she would remember each time they had made love, and maybe he deserved the same cruel fate. She would make today as memorable as she could. He would not drive away without memories, not after today.
His naked chest seemed to beg for attention, and Maris ran her fingertips, her nails, over his smooth, dark skin.
“Baby,” he whispered raggedly. “Why do I want you so much?”
She’d been asking herself the same question, only in her case the answer was becoming acutely evident. Apparently Luke wasn’t thinking beyond the pounding beat of his own blood, which was sort of sad. And yet, if he said right now that he was in love with her she would be aghast. Heaven knows she had long stopped comparing him to Ray, but there were still worrisome similarities, such as fighting in a bar and, for that matter, going there in the first place. What else did a person go to a tavern for but to drink? Then there was the biggest similarity of all, rodeo. Luke’s obsession for rodeo actually surpassed Ray’s.
No, she didn’t want to hear that Luke loved her, or that he would drop in and see her if and when he ever returned to this part of Montana. His departure after the horse auction had to be final and the end of their relationship.
Even with those thoughts deeply entrenched in her mind, Maris sighed seductively and responded to his desire with every cell in her body. She kissed him as demandingly, as passionately, as he kissed her, and her caresses were as bold and intimate as his.
Suddenly it was she who seemed in a hurry. Groping for the buckle on his belt, she opened it and then the zipper of his fly. He unbuttoned her blouse and pushed it from her shoulders. Their kisses had become hungry and greedy, landing willy-nilly on noses and chins and lips. She pushed down his jeans and undershorts while he did the same with her jeans and panties.
But their clothing got hung up on Luke’s boots and her shoes, and they separated to hastily rid themselves of the obstructions. Naked then, Maris drew back the spread and blankets. They tumbled to the bed, legs entwined, to kiss and touch and explore each other’s bodies.
“You’re so beautiful,” Luke whispered. His mouth opened on her breast. His tongue teased her nipple until it had formed a rigid peak, causing an unbearable ache between her legs. He seemed to know, because he slid down in the bed and began kissing her inner thighs, gradually going higher. Moaning softly, eyes closed, Maris curled her fingers into his hair, all she could reach of him. His tongue was like hot satin on her most sensitive spot, and in minutes a starburst of pleasure began in her lower abdomen.
“Luke…Luke…” she whimpered, needing his arms around her at this unique and special moment.
He heard and understood her cry. Moving up in the bed, he gathered her into his arms and kissed her lips. He held her against his chest until her trembling had ceased.
Then he tipped her chin and looked into her eyes. The mist of tears and the softness he saw touched his soul. Tenderly he kissed her. “Maris…we need to talk,” he said hoarsely.
“Not now. Please…not now.” If he talked about love she would fall apart and confess how much she cared for him. She would tell him that nothing mattered but loving him, and it wasn’t true. Or it wouldn’t be true once this incredibly sensual interlude was over. But in her present mood she would say foolish things, things such as his need for the excitement of rodeo being no detriment to their relationship, and that she didn’t care if he hung out in bars and got into fistfights and was arrested. She did care. Those things caused her great pain, and she didn’t want to tell romantic lies because of his sexual power and then regret them later.
For a moment Luke nearly forced the issue. They did need to talk. He wanted to understand why she’d become so important to him, and why she made love with him if he wasn’t equally as important to her.
But he was unmercifully aroused and talking could come later. Maris surprised him by sitting up. But she wasn’t eluding his embrace, he realized, not when she smiled mysteriously and then straddled his hips. He sucked in a huge breath of air as his excitement increased to the bursting stage.
Leaning forward, she feathered kisses across his lips. Her long hair caressed his shoulders and the sides of his face. The crests of her breasts softly touched his chest, and she deliberately moved them back and forth in exquisite torture.
His eyes were partially closed, his breathing deep and labored. “What’re you doing to me?” he said thickly.
“Do you want me to stop?” she whispered with a seductive smile.
“No way.”
Laughing softly, she took his sexy bottom lip between her teeth and gently nibbled. Luke’s hands rose up to cup her bottom. “Incredible,” he murmured.
“What’s incredible?”
“Your…uh, hips.” Her nibbling at his mouth was driving him crazy. “If you raise up just a little…”
“Yes? If I raise up just a little you’ll do what?”
“Do it and find out,” he growled.
Maris appeared to be thinking very hard. “Could it be this?” Lifting her bottom, she reached down to his manhood and held it upright, positioning them both for a perfect union. Very slowly she took him inside herself, until she was sitting precisely on the juncture of his thighs.
“That’s it,” Luke said with his eyes closed and supreme pleasure all over his face.
He was fully inside of her, lying flat on his back, and the sensation was unbelievably exciting for Maris. “I kind of like this,” she said playfully, albeit in an unusually husky voice.
“I kind of like it, too.”
“It makes me feel quite powerful.”
Luke’s eyes opened. “Like you’re the boss?”
“Like I’m in control.”
His eyes were dark and smoldering. “You are. What are you going to do now, boss?”
“Hmm. Maybe this.” With her hands on his chest she slowly raised her hips and then slid down again. “How was that?”
“That was good. That was very good. Do it again.”
“Again? Once wasn’t enough?”
Her teasing tone delighted Luke. Never had she teased him about anything. Nearly every day Maris let him see another side of her. A lot of the time the side she exposed wasn’t altogether pleasant, but he was beginning to realize she was a many faceted woman. A complex woman.
But he could tease, too. “Well…maybe once was enough. I’ll let you decide. You are in control, you know.”
Her teasing expression vanished. “So I am. Maybe I’ll keep you in this position for hours.”
He laughed, a trifle grimly. “I wouldn’t last for hours, baby, but give it your best shot.”
She fell forward and whispered into his ear. “I know what you want, you devil.” Then she straightened and began moving her hips up and down, using her knees on the bed to propel herself.
He clutched at her thighs. “That’s it. That’s fantastic. Don’t stop. Don’t even slow down.” His right hand crept over his own belly to locate and then stroke the core of her pleasure.
“Luke…oh, Luke,” she gasped, stunned that she would be this needful so soon after the heights she had just reached no more than ten minutes ago. It was almost laughable that she had decided to give him a memory about today that he would never forget. She was the one who would never forget this day, and didn’t she already have enough incidents to suffer over after he was gone?
But there was no stopping now. Nor, as Luke had pleaded, even a chance of slowing down. She was caught by the rhythms of their intense lovemaking, soaring and feeling more alive than ever in her life. She loved this man, adored him, and she just might die when the day came for him to drive away in his fancy pickup.
Her eyes flooded with tears, and when the powerful and beautiful spasms of release began, she fell forward, too dazed even to wonder if Luke had come to the same dizzying fulfillment.
He had, and he held her in an embrace so tight he marveled that she didn’t complain. “Straighten out your legs, honey,” he whispered. Mindlessly she obeyed. Luke turned them to their sides. “Do you want to get up?” Damn, he thought. He hadn’t used protection again. What in hell was wrong with his brain? When he was hot for Maris and she cooperated, everything sensible simply disappeared.
She was starting to come out of that magical haze, starting to think again. “Uh…yes, I’d better.” Still dazed, she slipped from his arms and got off the bed. Somehow she made it to the bathroom without tripping over anything, though how she’d accomplished it she would never know.
Automatically she refreshed herself, then, standing before the bathroom mirror, she studied her reflection and saw the dejection in her eyes. Her heart was already broken and Luke was still here. How would she bear it when he wasn’t?
Wrapping a large bath towel around herself, she returned to the bedroom. Luke had stacked the pillows and was lying against them with his eyes closed, and wearing an expression of utter satisfaction. Hearing her come in, he lifted his lids and smiled at her.
“Hi, baby.” Maris didn’t smile back and his spirit deflated. Every damn time they made love she got depressed right after. “Don’t do this, Maris.”
“Don’t do what?” Listlessly she began picking up her clothes.
Luke sat up. “I think you know.” He watched her gather clothes for a moment. “Maris, come over here. Please.”
She heaved a despondent sigh. “Luke, I don’t like myself very much right now. Just get up and go, please.”
Leaping off the bed, Luke grabbed her by her upper arms. “We’re going to talk. Come and sit down.”
“Talk about what?”
“About us, damn it! What else would I want to talk about?”
“Don’t shout at me,” she said sharply.
“Then talk to me. Right now, right here.” He began pushing her toward the bed. “Sit down.”
She shook off his hands. “Don’t give me orders.” She wasn’t yelling. In fact, her voice had become steely, steady and lethally quiet.
Luke took a breath. “I’m sorry. Maris, would you please sit down and talk to me?”
Apparently this “talk” was inevitable and it may as well be now as later, she thought. “Yes,” she said, and marched to the closet for a bathrobe, which she put on with her back to him. Then she went over to the room’s one chair and sat down. “Go ahead.”
Luke scrambled for his jeans and yanked them on without bothering with his underwear. He turned to look at Maris. “The first thing I wish you’d tell me is why you get angry and depressed every time we make love.”
A snotty retort nearly made it to her lips, but she decided against it. It was time for the truth with Luke. “I like you more than I should. I don’t want to like you. I don’t want to sleep with you. I don’t want anything between us but our original deal. Second, I have never casually slept around. I turn into someone else with you, the kind of woman that I have never respected or even wanted to know. I believe that only people deeply in love with each other should be making love. I believe that it’s up to the woman to say no to a man, because men can and do sleep around and it means nothing to them. Nor does the woman mean anything to them. I…”
“Whoa,” Luke said, sounding as breathless as if he’d been the one making that long speech. “Let’s start with why you don’t want to like me.”
Maris’s left eyebrow went up. “I think that’s perfectly obvious. You’re leaving in a few weeks, aren’t you?”
Luke hesitated. “That’s been my plan all along, yes. But let me ask you this. Don’t you ever let yourself like anyone who isn’t living on the ranch?”
“We’re not talking about ordinary liking, and you know it,” Maris said with cutting asperity.
“Ah, that’s good.” Luke nodded enthusiastically, surprising her. “Now we’re getting somewhere. You don’t just like me. It’s possible that you even—” he cleared his throat “—love me.”
Maris’s face drained of color. “Don’t presume too much, Luke. However I feel about you, it’s going to come to a screeching halt very soon now. I’d just as soon not get in any deeper than I already am, and if you had any feelings at all for me you wouldn’t even be mentioning the word love.”
“Because you and I couldn’t possibly have a future together, right?” He practically stopped breathing, almost praying for some word, some sign from Maris that would indicate otherwise. She disappointed him.
“That’s exactly right. Let me tell you something, Luke. I will never again make any sort of commitment to a man who has not only completely settled down in one place, but who wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“A man like Judd Hensley.” Just saying the sheriff’s name caused Luke’s spine to stiffen.
Maris scoffed. “Don’t bring Judd into this. I don’t have to explain my friendship with Judd to you, nor do I intend to try.”
“Don’t expect me to believe Hensley hasn’t made a pass, Maris,” Luke said with some sarcasm.
“Judd has never made a pass,” she said with icy distinction. “You’re exactly like Ray was. You simply cannot visualize a nonsexual relationship between a man and a woman.”
Luke’s face shut down. “I’m nothing like Ray was.”
“Nothing! Good grief, do you take me for an idiot? He couldn’t enter enough competitions to satisfy his obsession with trying to kill himself in a rodeo arena, and he was forever fighting in bars. Usually over a woman, I might add.”
Luke’s lips tightened into a thin line. He looked at her for a long time, then said brusquely, “So you feel that my career choice and one fight in a bar make me like Ray. Maris, what’s your friend Lori’s telephone number?”
Maris blinked. “What?” Walking over to the telephone on the bedstand, Luke repeated the question. “Why do you want Lori’s number?” Maris asked incredulously.
“Because she was at the Sundowner that night and I’d like you to hear from her what really happened.”
“Lori was there? I don’t believe you. She would have called me…or something.”
“She was there, Maris. Believe it.” Luke picked up the phone and pointed it at Maris. “Call her.”
Perplexed, Maris stared at the phone in Luke’s hand. Lori had been there? She’d seen the fight and what had caused it? If that was true, why hadn’t Lori called and told her about it?
Maris lifted her chin. Lori was a very busy woman and many times weeks passed without either of them calling the other. It could also be that Lori simply didn’t want to carry tales. “Why don’t you leave Lori out of this and tell me what happened yourself?”
“Because I don’t think you’d believe me. I don’t think you believe anything I say. For some crazy reason you’ve got me mixed up with Ray. It’s like Ray went away and I showed up and nothing had changed.”
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” But the sneer in Maris’s voice wasn’t nearly as definite as she’d meant to convey. Without question she had lumped Luke and Ray in the same untrustworthy category many times. By the same token, she had also recognized their differences. Ray had been as lazy as they came and no one could ever accuse Luke of shirking responsibility. As far as his work with the horses went, anyway.
She had only discussed Ray with Luke in general terms, and maybe it was time to get specific. Maris stood and went to the window. “You’re not like Ray. I’m sorry I said you were. Oh, there are similarities, make no mistake, but you’re not mean or lazy or unkind, and he…” Her voice cracked. She was getting painfully close to the very memories she had diligently avoided since Ray’s death.
“He what, Maris? Tell me, please.”
Maris sighed. She had opened this can of worms all on her own, whetting Luke’s curiosity, and maybe he should hear the facts of his friend’s true nature.
She turned to face Luke. “You and Ray were good friends, weren’t you?”
“Uh…let’s just say we ran into each other quite a lot.”
“At various rodeos.”
Luke nodded. “Yes, but that didn’t make us good friends, Maris. What were you going to say a minute ago?”
“Are you sure you want to hear this?”
“I’m positive. Maris…” Luke moved close enough to touch her and very gently brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “Tell me your secrets, honey, and I’ll tell you mine.”
“You have secrets?”
“There’s one that’s been eating a hole in my gut for weeks now.”
Instinctively she knew his “secret” was about her. He was going to talk about love, and she was just stupid enough to listen and then confess her feelings for him. He was right. Ray had died, Luke had shown up and nothing had changed.
But that wasn’t completely true, either. She had changed, and she’d meant what she’d said about never again committing herself to an unstable man. Yes, she would tell him her secrets, and if that didn’t get her point across to Luke, nothing ever would.
“Very well.” Needing some space between them, Maris went to the other side of the room. “When Ray and I were married, I was very deeply in love with him.” She noticed Luke’s flinch but let it pass without a reaction from her. “He brought me here and I immediately found a second love, the ranch. He showed me around the place and I was so starry-eyed I only barely noticed the evidences of neglect. It was around the middle of September and we had a beautiful fall that year. Every day was sunny and warm, and Ray was full of smiles. We drove somewhere to eat out almost every night. We slept late in the morning. He always had something fun lined up for the day and I rarely had any free time to even do any housecleaning. ‘We’re on our honeymoon,’ he’d say if I mentioned that the carpets needed vacuuming or the laundry was piling up. And he never did any real work outside. Once in a while he’d go down to the barn and putter around for an hour or so, but that was about it.
“The weather changed. There was no snow, but it got very cold very fast. One morning I awoke and heard the cattle bawling. You know how far the pastures are from the house, so it was a muffled sound, but incessant and disturbing. I couldn’t figure out what was causing it, so I slipped out of bed, put on some warm clothes and went out to investigate. It was bitterly cold. The thermometer read five below zero. I hurried to the fields and found the animals milling around the water ponds, which had completely frozen over.
“It seemed like a simple enough problem to me, and I rushed back to the house to wake Ray and tell him about it, assuming, of course, that he would take the news as I had. Obviously holes had to be chopped through the ice so the animals could drink.”
Maris drew a breath. “He became enraged when I shook him awake and explained the situation. Cursing and throwing things around, he got dressed and stormed out of the house. I was so stunned I didn’t know where to put myself. Would he want my help outside? Would my presence anger him further?
“I made a pot of coffee and worried myself sick. Had I done something to anger him? To that point I hadn’t seen him angry and it scared me. Would he calm down outside and come back in sweet as sugar? I realized that awful morning that I really didn’t know my husband.
“Well, he didn’t come in at all. About three hours later, from the kitchen window, I saw him getting into his pickup and driving off. He got home around midnight that night, so drunk he could barely walk. I helped him into bed, then I sat up the rest of the night, crying and accusing myself of doing something to make him angry enough to drink himself into a stupor.”
Maris went to the chair and sat down. “That was the beginning. Ray was never the same after that. He told me he hated the ranch and he was no longer very fond of me. He started going off by himself, to one rodeo or another. I chopped through the ice when the ponds froze over. I delivered hay to the fields when there was too much snow for the cattle to paw through to reach the grass.
“I knew what my options were—leave Ray or stay and take whatever he dished out. I hated fighting and did everything I could to avoid dissension. But he got mean when he drank, and he—” She stopped to swallow. This was something she had never told anyone. “He started hitting me.”
“Hitting you!” Luke looked as though someone had just hit him. “And you still stayed?”
Maris didn’t answer. Instead she said, “I had wanted a baby from the day we were married. One night he told me that he’d had a vasectomy after we were married. He laughed about it. He had let me hope and pray for a child. He had watched me taking my temperature to check for my fertile times, and all along he’d known he couldn’t become a father.”
“Mental cruelty,” Luke mumbled. Clearly he was dumbfounded by Maris’s history. “He must have loved you to marry you, so what changed him?”
“I disappointed him, Luke. He wanted a playmate, which was exactly what I’d been during his courtship. But you see, I took marriage seriously and Ray did not. He didn’t want to run the ranch the way it needed to be run. He didn’t want to be tied down by a wife who thought animals should be properly cared for. I honestly don’t know how the ranch survived after Ray’s father died and Ray lived here alone. He must have worked sometimes, however erratically or begrudgingly, probably doing only what absolutely had to be done to keep the place together. When I finally faced reality and took a really good look at everything, the signs of neglect were everywhere. Fencing was falling down. Every building needed repairs and paint.”
Maris threw up her hands and got to her feet. “There’s so much more I could go on for the rest of the day. But I’m sure I’ve said enough for you to understand why I get depressed, as you pointed out, every time we make love. No, you don’t seem to be like Ray in temperament. But you do have some of his traits, and that scares me, Luke. I admit to being weak with you. I admit that I’m enormously attracted to you, but you have to do a little admitting, too. One, you’re always going to be a traveling rodeo rider. Two—”
“Stop.” Luke spoke quietly, but the intensity of the expression on his face was enough to stop Maris from enlarging her list. “It’s time you heard my secrets.”
“I…I’m not sure I want to,” Maris said falteringly.
“Fair is fair. I listened to yours—now you listen to mine.” Luke walked a small circle in the middle of the room, taking in a long breath at the same time. Maris watched with her heart in her throat. He finally stopped and looked at her. “Here goes,” he said in a tone of voice that sounded as though he were preparing to dive into an erupting volcano. “I’m thirty-five years old, I’ve traveled thousands of miles, I’ve met hundreds of women, and until coming here I thought everything was great. Oh, sure, I was broke, but I figured I’d collect that three thousand from Ray and make a new start.”
He narrowed his eyes on Maris, who was standing stock-still and staring at him rather nervously. “Did I ever tell you why I was broke?”
“No,” Maris said cautiously.
“I took a bad fall about a year ago and broke several bones. My horse broke his neck and had to be put to sleep. He was the best cutting horse…” Luke looked away for a moment, embarrassed to find himself on the brink of tears. “Anyway, I used up my savings in getting well. You know, if I hadn’t had that accident I might never have remembered Ray’s IOU.”
“This happened while you were competing in a rodeo, right?” There was sudden frost in Maris’s eyes. “I’m sorry about your mishap and your losing your horse, but a man risking his neck in rodeo just doesn’t make any sense to me.”
“It’s no damned different than any other sport! Do you hate football players, too?”
Maris’s jaw dropped. “I never thought of it that way.”
“Well, try, okay? Maris, the only reason you hate rodeo is that Ray used it to get away from the ranch. After what you just told me, he might even have used it to get away from you.” At her hurt expression, he took the sharp edges off his voice. “Honey, I’m trying to tell you something. I feel…different now. I’ve been trying to figure it out for weeks. It’s you. It’s Keith. It’s working with the horses. It’s watching you do your gardening, and the way you worked your tail off on that yard sale. It’s the way you run the ranch and take care of the cattle. It’s how you treat Keith and how much he likes and respects you. It’s…”
He chewed on his bottom lip. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and yanked them free again. He raked his hair and darted nervous glances at her. And finally, when she was starting to think of dashing out of the room and probably the house altogether to avoid what was coming, he blurted, “I’m different because I love you.”
Maris wilted. “I don’t want to hear this.”
“You already did, but I’m going to say it again. I love you and I’m pretty sure you love me, too.”
Sinking weakly to the edge of the bed, Maris hid her face behind her hands. “I knew you were going to do this to me—I just knew it. Luke, go away. I mean, pack your things and go away!”
“Not on your life, sweetheart.” He knelt beside her. “It took every ounce of courage I could find to tell you my secret, and now that it’s been said I’m sure as hell not going to disappear.”
Dropping her hands, Maris jerked her head up. “Not until you get the itch to wander again. And it will happen, Luke. Maybe I’ve gone overboard with my dislike of rodeo, but don’t expect me to believe that you’ve suddenly lost a lifelong yen to compete.”
“That’s exactly what I expect you to believe,” he said softly. “You know what my big problem is now? I don’t have anything to offer you.”
“Offer me?” Her voice was as unsteady as she felt inside, all quavery and woozy.
“Maris, I’d like to stay here and help you run the ranch. But I don’t have anything to contribute. Why would a woman want to marry a man who has only two assets—a six-year-old pickup and an uncollectable IOU?”
“Marry?” She was going to faint, she could feel it starting in her midsection and working its way up to her brain. She strove for clarity. “Uh…you’re going to collect on that IOU after the horse auction.”
“Let’s talk about that after we decide on the marrying part of this conversation.”
She tried to swallow the massive lump in her throat. “Luke, I can’t…I can’t marry you. And it’s not because of your assets. I explained about Ray…”
“I’m not Ray. I won’t yell at you because the ponds freeze over. I won’t leave you alone to chase after either a rodeo or another woman, and I will never, never lay a hand on you. Except to make love.” He managed a hopeful, lopsided grin. He’d laid his heart on the line with Maris, something he’d never done with any other woman. “Those are promises, Maris, vows. You’re the only woman I’ve ever talked to like this, the only woman I’ve ever been in love with.”
Maris’s chest was so tight she could just barely breathe. Didn’t Luke understand anything she had told him? Ray had made promises, too. Ray had…
No! Ray hadn’t promised anything. Ray had led her into love and marriage with no more than a sexy grin, a persuasive personality and a dishonest glibness. She probably knew Luke ten times better right now than she’d known Ray on their wedding day.
It scared her that she was weakening, leaning toward Luke’s unusual marriage proposal, forgetting about him fighting in the Sundowner, forgetting that he’d lived a restless, roaming life and, probably most important, that very few people possessed the strength of will to change lifelong habits and routines.
She looked into his eyes, then raised her right hand and laid it on his cheek. He had told her—begged her, actually—to call Lori and hear from her best friend what had really happened at the Sundowner. She had to call Lori anyway, to ask her to pick up one of those home pregnancy tests at Tully’s Drugstore for her. She would also ask Lori about the fight.
“Luke,” she said quietly. “I’m not saying no, all right? But I need some time to think about it.”
He closed his eyes for a blissful moment, then buried his face in her lap. “You’ll say yes,” he whispered. “I know you will.” Maris heard, but said nothing. She merely stroked his hair, very gently, very tenderly. Whatever decision she finally came to, she was in love with Luke.
That love could be either a blessing or a curse. Only time would tell.


Eighteen

Keith, with Susie’s help, bought a handsome dark-gray suit and the correct accessories. Maris was impressed by their choices and said so, though she hadn’t yet met Keith’s young friend. The next day Luke, Keith and Maris dressed up for Terrance Colson’s funeral, and they drove to the somber event in a hushed mood, using Maris’s truck.
The saddest part of it for Maris was that other than the three of them, the only person at the service was Jessica McCallum. If Terrance had had any friends, they weren’t announcing it by attending his funeral. Maris mentioned Susie to Keith and he said, “I asked her not to come. I didn’t want her here, Maris.”
He seemed so grown-up, Maris thought. The suit and tie added years to his appearance, but it wasn’t only his clothes that made him look older. Maturity was in his eyes, in the set of his mouth and shoulders. Giving him a small smile of understanding, Maris curled her hand around his arm.
Later, after the brief service was over, Jessica spoke to them all, though her message was unquestionably for Keith. “If you need anything, please let me know.”
The drive back to the ranch was almost as silent as the drive out. Maris felt Luke’s emotional tension much more than she felt Keith’s, and she was relieved when the trip was over. Keith had every right to introspective sobriety today; Luke was tense because of their conversation yesterday. Every time he looked at her, which was often, she felt his head in her lap again, her hand in his hair. Each time she remembered what he’d said. You’ll say yes. I know you will.
Possibly she would. Possibly she wouldn’t. Weighing Luke’s hopes and her ambivalence from every angle didn’t seem crass to Maris. She had vowed never to marry again. While that oath might be a bit overboard, vowing to avoid another unstable man was not, and certainly she had done that, too.
No one discussed plans for the balance of the day, but Maris immediately went to her room to change clothes. When she walked into the kitchen a short time later, Keith was on his way outside. He stopped for a few words.
“Thanks for being there, Maris.”
“I wouldn’t have had it any other way.” Her gaze flicked over his jeans and boots. “Are you going to work?”
“Luke needs my help.”
Maris glanced out the window and saw Luke down by the corral, also wearing jeans and boots. The men on the No Bull were both hard workers and even on a day like today would not evade responsibility. Was there a chance the three of them could actually become a family?
Maybe she should be thinking in terms of the four of them, Maris thought uneasily. She would call Lori the minute Keith was out of earshot.
He grabbed an apple from the bowl of fruit on the table and left through the kitchen door. Maris sat down and eyed the telephone. Love wasn’t enough to guarantee harmony between a couple, she reminded herself, thinking of Luke and Ray and everything in between. But was she judging Luke too harshly because of her years of unhappiness with Ray?
Slowly, reflectively, Maris picked up the phone and dialed Lori’s work number. The receptionist asked her to hold for a few minutes, as Lori was busy with a patient. With the silent telephone at her ear, Maris doodled on a pad and thought about Luke and his many promises. His concern about having nothing of a material nature to contribute to their relationship was touching, though anyone’s net worth had never been of great significance to Maris. Still, she could see why he might have doubts about that aspect of his proposal.
She heaved a long-suffering sigh. Nothing was ever easy. If she said yes to Luke she might regret it within months, as she had with Ray. If she said no, she might regret it for the rest of her life.
“Maris?”
“Lori, hi. Have you got a minute to talk?”
“I have fifteen minutes to talk. I’m on a break. How’ve you been? I’ve been meaning to call for weeks, but the baby business is booming these days and I’ve been working practically nonstop.”
“I’ve been meaning to call you, too. So much for good intentions, right? Lori, do you recall our conversation about that home pregnancy test?”
“Sure do. Are you ready to try one? Maris, if you’re certain of your condition now, you really should make an appointment with your doctor.”
“I’m not certain, and I think I’d rather try the test first. Could I impose on your busy schedule and ask you to pick one up for me?”
“I’ll do it today. Are you hoping to get a positive reaction? I know you’ve always wanted a child, but you’re alone now and single parenting can be very trying.”
“Trying or not, I’m hoping very much that the test will turn out positive, Lori.”
“Then I hope it does, too. So…what else is happening on the No Bull? How’s Keith?”
“His father died. Did you hear?”
“No, I didn’t.” Lori paused. “I suppose I should be sorry, but I really can’t muster up any sorrow for a man who did what he did to his family. How did Keith take it?”
“Quietly. I don’t think he can muster up much sorrow, either.”
“Understandable. Well…how’s Luke? He’s still working for you, isn’t he?”
“He’s still here. Lori, about Luke…he said you were in the Sundowner the night he got into that fight with Jim Benteen.”
“I was there with Louise and Larry Hawkins, Maris. Judd called you that night, didn’t he? I was going to call, but when he said that he planned to, I decided to stay out of it.”
“He called, Lori, but…Well, no one’s told me what really happened.”
“Luke didn’t?”
“When I questioned him about it, he said to call you.”
Lori laughed. “He did, huh? Well, I suppose he’s not proud of being arrested, but after it was over and I grasped what had happened, I was very proud of him. He’s quite a guy, Maris.”
“Tell me about it, Lori.”
“Sure, glad to. I was sitting with my back to the bar, yakking with Louise and Larry, and I honestly didn’t see Luke come in and sit at the bar. You know the layout of the Sundowner, don’t you? Well, Melva Waterman and Jim Benteen were sitting in that back corner booth. Those two have lived together off and on for a good ten years, Maris, and when they’re in an off mood, they fight. That’s what they were doing that night, hissing at each other like two spitting cats, and drinking heavily, to boot.
“All of a sudden this loud cracking noise came from the booth. Melva let out a wail and everyone in the place knew that Jim had struck her. He got up to leave and was nearly to the door, when Luke stopped him. Something was said between them. I didn’t hear what it was, because Louise and I went over to Melva to see if she was all right.
“The next thing I knew, Luke and Jim were fighting, knocking over chairs, trying to kill each other it looked like. Pete called the sheriff. I’d made a makeshift ice pack out of napkins and ice from the drinks on the table, and was holding it to Melva’s eye.
“The deputies arrived, though the fight was pretty much over by then. Benteen was on his knees and Luke was leaning against the bar, blowing on his bruised knuckles. Sometime along in there Judd walked in and I realized who Luke was. It all happened pretty fast, but I would give Luke a pat on the back any day of the week for what he did, Maris. There were other men in the place and none of them did one blasted thing about Jim hitting Melva.
“That’s the story, Maris. Apparently Luke doesn’t like men beating up women.”
Recalling Luke’s shocked reaction when she’d told him that Ray had hit her, Maris bit down on her lower lip. “Apparently not,” she said after a moment, her voice husky and emotional.
“I wonder why Luke didn’t tell you about it himself,” Lori mused.
“He said it was because I wouldn’t believe him. He added that I doubted everything he says,” Maris said quietly.
“Do you?”
Maris took a rather shaky breath. “Maybe it seems that way to him. I haven’t always been…kind to Luke.” Not only that, I tricked him into making me pregnant. Maris felt about two inches high. “Lori, thanks for the story. I’ll let you get back to work now.”
“I’ll drop off that test sometime today, probably this evening.”
“Thanks, Lori. See you then.” Maris nearly hung up, then said, “Lori? Are you still there?”
“You darned near lost me,” Lori said with a laugh.
“I’ll pick up that test myself.”
“Really? What about John Tully catching on and spreading it around town?”
“To hell with what John Tully or anyone else might think,” Maris said emphatically.
“Good girl. See you when I see you, okay?”
“Bye, Lori.”
Maris put down the phone. Ray had fought in bars just for the hell of it; Luke had fought to protest Benteen’s treatment of Melva. There was a world of difference between Ray’s temperament and Luke’s. And Judd himself had told her Luke hadn’t been drunk. She’d been too quick to judge, and who was she to judge anyone’s ethics or behavior, anyway? It took a pretty sneaky woman to make love with a man just so she could get pregnant, and in the process make plans never to let him know about his own child should her deceitful plot be successful.
But she hadn’t only made love with Luke to get pregnant. She must have fallen in love with him very early in their relationship to have made love with him that first time. Hadn’t she stood around outside, trying to look busy, just so she could watch him working without his shirt? He had affected her right from the first and she had fought and denied the feelings developing within her as hard as she could, simply because he was a rodeo rider.
Getting to her feet, Maris went to the window over the sink. Luke was in the corral with a reddish brown horse; Keith was nowhere to be seen, probably putting the already trained horses through their paces in one of the pastures.
Maris’s pulse began a faster beat. Her own nerve astounded her. Going to the back door, she stepped outside and shouted, “Luke?”
He turned his head toward her. “What?” he yelled back.
“Could you come to the house?”
“Yeah. Be right there.”
She went inside to quiver and tremble and pray she was doing the right thing.
Luke loped from the corral to the house and went inside. “What is it?”
Maris’s legs felt about as steady as a bowl of gelatin. “I…I love you.”
His eyes widened, but surprise didn’t prevent him from closing the gap between them in two long strides and pulling her into his arms. “I love you, too, baby.”
Her face was against his bare chest, and she could smell the musky maleness of his sun-heated skin. “There’s something I have to tell you,” she whispered tremulously.
“Tell me anything.”
“You’re not going to like it.”
“Try me.”
“Yes…I have to.” Maris pushed herself free of his embrace. “I…” She couldn’t look at him. “I think I’m pregnant.”
He was stunned for a moment, but then a slow grin broke out on Luke’s face. “Maris, that’s great! Why would you think I wouldn’t like it?”
She swallowed nervously. “Because I…I planned to lure you into making me pregnant, knowing you were going to leave in September. You never would have known about the baby.”
He sat down. Rather, he plopped into the nearest chair as though every ounce of strength in his body had suddenly deserted him. “I don’t believe you’d do something like that,” he mumbled.
“It’s true, Luke,” she whispered with her eyes cast downward.
“Why are you telling me about it now?”
“Because I’m ashamed. And sorry. I always had so much to say about your…uh, faults, or what I considered faults, and then I did something worse than you’ve probably ever done.”
“But you really are pregnant?” Luke asked, as though needing to hear it again.
“I’m not a hundred percent sure yet, but I think so.” He still looked shell-shocked, she saw with a sinking sensation. Maybe he didn’t want children. Oh, God, why hadn’t she considered that before calling him in to confess her sin?
But no, he’d declared her pregnancy great. What had stunned him was her deceit. He probably hated deceit and anyone capable of it.
The strangest sense of calm suddenly descended upon Maris. She wasn’t any more perfect than the next person. She was willing to overlook Luke’s flaws and only he could decide if he was able to accept hers.
“If you don’t love me now, I won’t be angry, Luke,” she said quietly.
He jerked his eyes toward her. “Don’t love you? Do you think my feelings for you are that shallow? There are only a few things that could destroy my love for you, lady. One of them is infidelity and the others…Well, I can’t think of them right now, but it would take something pretty damned serious to turn me off on you.”
Thrilled at his attitude, Maris opened her mouth to say that she felt the same about him, but the front doorbell rang before she could express herself. She nearly jumped out of her skin. “Who on earth could that be?”
Luke got up. “Why don’t we go and find out?”
It was a deliveryman with a large cardboard carton. “I have a delivery for Mrs. Maris Wyler,” he said cheerfully.
“I’m Mrs. Wyler.”
“Sign here, please.” The man held out a clipboard containing a receipt.
Maris glanced excitedly at Luke. “It’s the package from Katherine Willoughby.” Quickly she signed the receipt and the deliveryman tore off a copy and handed it to her. Luke picked up the carton. “Thank you,” Maris told the man.
“You’re welcome. Have a good day, Mrs. Wyler.” Whistling, he walked off to his truck.
Luke carried in the carton. Maris quickly closed the door and followed him to the kitchen. “Set it on the table. Do you have a knife?”
“Right here.” Luke pulled a jackknife out of his pocket. The box was opened in no time, and they could both see that it was crammed full of file folders.
Maris took out the top folder and read its label. “‘Satin Dolly.’ Oh, my goodness, Luke, it just occurred to me. How will we decide which horse belongs to which file?”
“We’ll figure it out.” Luke picked up a folder and began thumbing through the papers in it. He smiled. “Everything’s here, sire, dam, grandsire, grandam, and even farther back than that. Physical descriptions, time of birth…” He looked at Maris. “Do you realize what you have here?”
“Uh…records?”
“Damned good records. I wonder why Ray neglected to ask for these files when he bought the horses.”
“I think the key word in that statement is ‘neglected,’ Luke.”
Their gazes meshed for a long moment. “If you hadn’t taken care of this ranch, there wouldn’t be a No Bull, would there?” Luke said.
“I’m sure the ranch would still be here, but I wouldn’t own it.” Maris smiled a trifle grimly. “Me and the bank, that is.”
“You said you planned to go back into the cattle business, once the horses were sold.”
“That’s true.”
Thoughtfully Luke looked at the carton of breeding records. “How about raising horses instead?”
“Luke, I understand the cattle business. Raising horses is a whole other ball game.”
His gaze pinned her with its intensity. “I understand horses.”
Maris’s heart skipped a beat. “We’re talking about you and me now, aren’t we?”
“We’re talking about a lot of things, Maris, mainly our future. Are you going to marry me? I said I didn’t have much in the way of assets to offer you, but there’s one I didn’t think of until now. There’s very little I don’t know about horses.” He laid his hand on the carton of records. “With these we could breed and raise the best cutting horses in the country. There’s always a demand for good cutting stock, Maris. Ranchers use them as well as rodeo riders. I paid ten thousand dollars for Pancho and he was worth every cent. That’s the kind of price you could get for properly trained cutting stock.”
“Ten thousand!” Maris drew a startled breath. “Do you mean to say that my horses are worth…” She multiplied ninety-three times ten thousand and gasped. “Nearly a million dollars?”
Luke chuckled. “No, I don’t mean that at all, though it would be great, wouldn’t it? I’d say that about half your herd has the traits needed for good cutting stock. What I would do is keep the best and sell the rest, which would result in enough animals to get started in the horse breeding business and the cash to keep the ranch going through the winter. By spring I’d have some of those horses so well trained, ranchers and rodeo riders would be begging to buy them.”
“We would still hold the auction,” Maris said, a little breathless over Luke’s ambitious and exciting ideas.
“Definitely. With these records of ancestry, any of your horses will bring a good price. But some of them will never be more than what they are right now. A good cutting horse needs to possess three qualities, Maris—the ability and desire to learn, a lot of endurance and a natural freedom of movement. I could go on and on about that subject, and I will if you think my idea is worth pursuing. But our first decision isn’t about the horses, is it?”
She knew what he meant. “No, I guess it isn’t,” she said quietly, though her heart had started beating double time.
“It seems relatively simple to me,” Luke said almost casually. “I love you and you love me. Maris, I’m asking you to be my wife.” His nonchalance vanished. “I’m also asking you to believe in me, aren’t I?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “But that coin has two sides. Can you believe in me after what I did?”
“You really weren’t going to tell me about the baby?”
“No,” she said meekly.
“Last night you said you needed time to think about my proposal. What changed your mind?”
“I called Lori and she told me why you fought with Jim Benteen. Lori’s proud to even know you, and Luke…so am I.” Tears were beginning to blur Maris’s vision. “I love you. I fought it so damned hard. I kept telling myself you were like Ray, but you’re not. You’re not like anyone else I’ve ever known.”
A corner of his mouth turned up in a wry little half smile. “I can say the same about you, believe me.”
She couldn’t help laughing, though it came out rather shaky. “I guess that’s a compliment.”
Luke moved to pull her into his arms. “Here’s a much better one. You’re a beautiful, sensual, intelligent woman, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. If you want to sell every horse on the place and raise cattle, that’s what we’ll do. If you want a dozen babies, that’s what we’ll have. Marry me, Maris. Make me the happiest man on earth.” He grinned then, surprising Maris. “Make my mother the happiest woman on earth. She’s always wanted me to settle down. ‘Like normal folk’ is the way she puts it. Think what a favor you’d be doing her by marrying her son.”
“And giving her grandbabies?” Maris threw her arms around Luke’s neck. “Oh, Luke,” she said on a sob.
He squeezed her tightly to himself. “Was that a yes, honey?”
“Yes…yes…yes!”


Epilogue

Luke asked Keith to be his best man at the wedding and Lori acted as Maris’s matron of honor. It was a quiet affair, with just a handful of Maris’s closest friends in attendance. The bride was indeed pregnant, having seen a doctor for verification of what she already knew. Keith was bursting with pride over his role in the affair, and actually strutted during the small reception held at the ranch after the ceremony, Maris saw with great affection. Of course Susie was there, and Keith’s machismo was directed at her. She was a pretty little thing, but what Maris really liked about her were her plans for her future.
“Oh, yes, I’m definitely going to college,” she told Maris while they chatted over a cup of fruit punch. “Keith has been talking about Montana State U, in Bozeman, so I’m also considering that school. He told me that Luke really gave him a pep talk about going to college.”
Maris sent first Keith then Luke a pleased glance across the room. “Is that a fact? Montana State U, hmm? That’s my school.”
 
After the wedding there was a lot of work to do to get ready for the horse auction. School had started for Keith, but as long as he kept up with his homework, Maris and Luke thought it was fine for him to continue working with the horses.
Maris worked hard on the piles of records that Katherine Willoughby had sent. Finally, she and Luke managed to figure out which records belonged to each horse in their herd. As they had planned, Luke picked out the best of the lot for breeding. He was pleased with their bloodlines and temperament, and assured Maris that they had the start of a fine stock.
As she worked with Luke through the last weeks of September, Maris was thrilled not only by the thought of the growing life inside her, but by the wonderful new future she and Luke were building together with each passing day. Luke felt badly that he wasn’t able to give his bride what he called a “proper honeymoon,” but she felt those first days—and nights—of their marriage couldn’t have been happier, or more satisfying.
The auction was a great success, with buyers coming from miles around and the bids flying fast and furiously. Next to her wedding to Luke, Maris thought it had to be the most exciting day of her life. Luke himself ran the auction with impressive professionalism and flare. Maris was thrilled as the high-figured sales totaled up, and feeling quite proud that day to be Luke’s wife.
With the proceeds from the auction and the money received from Jim Humphrey for the Corvette, Maris set about making some much needed repairs on the ranch. And there was still enough extra money for Luke and Maris to fly to Texas. The trip was not only their honeymoon, but Maris wanted very much to meet Luke’s mother. Lila Rivers actually wept when Luke introduced his bride, then she wiped her eyes and served them a sumptuous home-cooked meal.
They didn’t sleep at Lila’s house, however. There was a very nice motel in that small Texas town and they rented a room for the five nights of their stay, the time they had allotted themselves to be away from the ranch, as there was so much to do before the cold weather set in. Their honeymoon days would be spent with Lila, but they wanted to be alone at night, which Lila Rivers understood and graciously accepted as only natural for a newlywed couple.
Maris had splurged on some lovely new nightgowns, and she picked what she thought was the most appealing to wear on their first night in the motel. She came out of the bathroom all perfumed and pretty for her husband, and saw Luke already in bed. One small light was on, casting the room in soft shadows.
His gaze washed over her, ardent and loving. “Stand there for a second and just let me look at you,” he said huskily. Maris got warm all over from the heated head-to-foot inspection she received. “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Come here.” He held up the sheet in invitation.
Maris slid into bed and was immediately brought into a feverish embrace. “I love you, baby,” Luke said hoarsely.
“And I love you.” She wrapped her arms around him and held on tightly, almost fiercely. “I love you so much it scares me.”
He nuzzled his mouth in her hair. “It scares you because you loved Ray and it didn’t last. We’re going to last, Maris. Count on it. I don’t want you scared or worried about anything. I’m always going to be there, honey, always. You can talk to me about anything. Let’s make a pact right now. I saw this in a movie a long time ago and even then it made good sense to me. Let’s never go to bed angry. If either of us does something to annoy or anger the other during the day, let’s talk about it and make up before we go to bed.”
Maris smiled tremulously. “That’s a wonderful idea, Luke. I swear I’ll do my part.”
“And I’ll do mine. We’d be fools to let anything undermine what we have, Maris.” He tipped her chin to look into her eyes. “And we’re not fools, either of us. We’re going to have the best marriage ever, honey.” His mouth covered hers in a passionate, loving kiss, and in seconds neither was thinking of anything beyond the ecstasy and joy of being together.
 
Before they left Texas they told Lila about the baby. Again she shed tears. Maris took her mother-in-law’s hands in her own. “Will you come to the ranch when the baby is born?”
“May I?”
“Lila, you may come anytime you wish, but I would be particularly pleased if you were there when the baby is born.” Maris smiled. “And as I said before when I was telling you about Keith, you have to meet him. Luke and I both think of him as our son, which sort of makes him your grandson.”
During the flight home, Maris put her head back and thought of her incredible happiness. She felt Luke take her hand, and she turned her head to smile at him. “I love you,” she whispered. Then she realized that he was pressing something into her hand, a small piece of paper. “What is it?”
“Take a guess.”
Instead of guessing, she unfolded the little square of paper and looked at it. It was Ray’s IOU, and across the face of it Luke had printed in bold letters PAID IN FULL.
Her lips twitched with a smile, then she gave a little laugh. But when Luke laughed, too, she began giggling. They lost it then, both of them laughing so hard that other passengers started smiling at them.
They finally calmed down. Maris looked at the IOU again. “I’m going to frame this and hang it in our bedroom.”
“You’re kidding.”
She leaned over and kissed his lips. “Without this little piece of paper, you never would have come to the ranch. It’s a keepsake, my love. I might not hang it on the wall, but I’m definitely going to keep it.” Her eyes took on a teasing twinkle. “And when the No Bull Ranch is famous for its marvelous cutting horses, bred and trained by that also famous handler, Luke Rivers, no less, and we’ve been rich for so long we can’t even recall when we weren’t, then I’m going to take out this ancient IOU and remember that it brought us together.”
Luke grinned. “Incidentally, there was so much going on before we left the ranch, I don’t think anyone told you that Blackie is going to have pups.”
Maris’s jaw dropped. “How did she get pregnant?”
“The usual way, I suppose,” Luke said dryly.
“But she’s the only dog for miles!”
“Apparently not.”
Maris settled back with a contented smile. “Do you realize that you changed my entire life?”
“Do you realize that you changed my entire life?”
They looked at each other for the longest time. “It was fate, wasn’t it?” Maris said softly. “We were destined to be together.”
“I think that’s as good an explanation as any,” Luke murmured, leaning forward to kiss her sweet, sexy lips. “I wish we were alone right now.”
“Patience, my love,” she whispered throatily. “We have the rest of our lives.”
And indeed they did.
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