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SWEET CARESS

“Are you all right?” She moved to his side and brushed her fingers over the knot on his forehead.

He caught her hand and held it for a moment before letting her go. “I was just thinking of all that needs to be done. I’ll ride in with you in the morning and pick up seed. It may be a week before I’ll have the field ready, but I’ll want the seeds when I do.”

“Stop thinking about work, husband, and come to bed.” He’d worked twice as hard as she had today, and she was exhausted. She moved to her side of the bed and climbed in. He did the same.

He lifted his arm and she lay an inch away from him. After a few minutes he shifted to face her and touched her cheek with his hand. “It was a good day, Valerie,” he said so low she wondered if he knew he’d said the words aloud. “The best I’ve had in longer than I remember.”

“I’m glad,” she added. “I feel like we’ve got a strong plan, and for the first time in years, I seemed to be working toward a goal of more than just existing.”

His hand traced her jaw and moved to the lace at her throat, then slowly trailed down the front of her gown, touching the tiny pearl buttons that ran from just below her chin to her waist. There had to be thirty buttons. It might as well have been thirty locks between the two of them.

“What are you doing?” she asked, afraid he’d tell her to lift her gown.

“I’m getting my mind off work by thinking you have way too many buttons to unbutton,” he said as his hand stopped moving just between her breasts. “I feel your heart pounding, Valerie. Tell me to stop if you don’t want this, but I find I do like touching you.”
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The Valentine’s Curse

JODI THOMAS





Chapter 1

February 1867

 



Broderick Monroe shouldered his saddle and moved across the corral toward the barn. He wore a week’s worth of trail dirt sweated into his clothes and hadn’t slept in three days or eaten in two. All he wanted to do was make sure his horse had plenty of food and fall into his bunk. After about eight hours’ sleep, he’d have enough energy to wash and eat whatever the cook had left over on the stove.

“That you, Brody?” someone yelled from just inside the darkened barn. “I thought you’d make it in before dawn and looks like I was right.”

Brody, as everyone in this part of the world called him, didn’t answer. In the year he’d been at the Double R, he’d learned to keep quiet. Though it had been almost two years since the War Between the States ended, Southerners in Texas still didn’t like the sound of a Yankee working among them. Brody had managed to find a pocket in East Texas where every man he worked with had either fought for the South or lost loved ones in the war. He’d thought of moving on, but it had taken him months to find this job and even the cook’s leftovers were better than nothing to eat.

Caleb, the broken-down cowhand who took care of the barn and most of the gear, followed him through the darkness to the tack room. “You know, Brody, I’d clean your tack for you and take care of that devil of a horse you ride. It’s part of my job.”

“I do my own.” He’d learned the hard way a month after he’d arrived and his saddle girth had been cut.

The old man leaned against a bench in the tack room. “Truth be told, I’m surprised you made it back this early. I figured you’d try to avoid this evening if you could, what with the dance and all.”

“I finished the job. I plan to sleep through the dance. It’s none of my concern.” Brody knew that half the time the other cowhands made bets on whether he’d make it back alive. He always drew the worst assignments. If an animal was hurt or dying or crazy with loco weed, he rode out alone. Probably the only reason he hadn’t been fired was because he kept more cattle from dying than anyone on the place.

“I knew if anyone could get those cattle out of the canyon, you could. Boss told me he’d already written them off for a loss so any you saved was money in the bank.”

“I got eleven out and closed the gap that let them into that tiny canyon with enough rocks to stop any more from wandering in. Had to leave one. She was about to calf.” Brody thought that if a storm didn’t come in the next few weeks, he’d find time to go back and get her and the calf. He didn’t like leaving the cow, but at least she could defend herself and there was enough buffalo grass to eat. The calf would be no match for a coyote, though.

Caleb rolled a cigarette with fingers so busted up they looked to have extra knuckles. “You may not care nothing about people, Brody, but you do seem to like animals, and I can’t fault a man for that.”

Brody didn’t need the old man’s praise. He didn’t need anyone. He’d learned a long time ago that an animal, any animal, was more predictable than a human. He’d gone through the war sending his money home to buy a farm, only to find that his sweetheart was living on the place his money had bought with her new husband and had been for almost three years while she wrote him loving letters.

When he’d asked why she didn’t wait, she’d said simply that she was just holding on to Brody in letters until someone better came along.

“You best get cleaned up.” Caleb had been talking, but Brody hadn’t been listening.

“Why?”

“You may think you can sleep, but every man’s got to attend. Before the sun sets, this place will be all decorated for Mrs. Molly Clair’s annual Valentine’s Party. Folks will be riding in from any ranch within thirty miles. Red and white ribbons will be on every pole in the place. Every single gal from fourteen to eighty will be here.”

“I’m not interested.”

Caleb laughed. “Well, you better get interested. Mrs. Molly Clair says every one of the men on the place including me better be dancing ready because she’s not having a girl going home without having worn a blister or two.”

Brody walked out of the barn as the sun came up. He had no intention of attending a party. With all that was happening, no one would notice if he slept the night away. No one ever noticed him.

Men were leaving the bunkhouse, heading over to breakfast, as he walked in. A few cowhands had warmed up enough to give him a nod now and then, but most ignored him completely. He thought of grabbing a bite before he turned in, but reconsidered. It wasn’t worth the hassle. When he tried to eat with the others, he was always reminded that he wasn’t one of them.

The bunkhouse cleared as he propped his boots on the porch and removed his spurs. He walked to the back of the large quarters and found his bunk in the privacy of a little built-on bay that had once stored wood. It was drafty, cold in winter and hot in summer, but it was away from the others.

Brody stripped down to his long johns and crammed his dirty clothes into an already full bag. All he had left was his go-to-town clothes, a white shirt and black wool trousers. He’d have to wear them to work in if he didn’t go into town soon.

Unlike the others, he didn’t pay the cook to wash his laundry. The first time he had, the shirts had been ripped and the jeans looked like they’d only been dunked in water once then left to dry in a ball. He’d used his entire first month’s pay to buy enough clothes to last until he could have the laundry in town do them. Most hands rode into town on Saturday nights, but Brody picked Monday morning. The boss would have probably said something, but his wife, Mrs. Molly Clair, always had a list of things she needed.

After putting his few belongings away, as he’d been taught in the army, Brody finally tumbled into bed, too exhausted to care about anything beyond the plank walls of his little room.

He didn’t know if he’d slept an hour or a dozen, but he awoke with a start when someone kicked his bunk.

“Wake up, Yank.” Caleb’s voice finally reached Brody’s brain. “Mrs. Molly Clair sent me to fetch you. The boss says he’s serious about firing anyone who doesn’t show up to the dance, and Mrs. Molly Clair thinks she’s got a job you can handle.”

“Why don’t you just tell her you couldn’t find me?” Brody grumbled.

“I thought about it. Lord knows no one in this place would miss you.” Caleb straightened and scratched his head. “Ever since you doctored her horse that the boss was going to put down, she thinks you’re needed about the place. Says you’re as good a vet as she’s ever seen and the only man around the place who can read her writing and bring back what she needs from town.”

“I’m not needed at the dance.” Brody sat up and ran his hand through hair so dirty it felt stiff.

Caleb grinned, showing both his teeth. “Oh, yes you are. I heard her say she was going to sit you next to Widow Allen. Nobody likes to talk to her, and she never has two words to say to them that tries. So your job tonight might as well be sitting next to a post.”

“What’s wrong with the widow? Why doesn’t she just sit with the other old women?”

“She ain’t old and nothing’s the matter with her that I can see from a distance. She’s right pretty, and as long as she’s in black, no man has to ask her to dance, but Mrs. Molly Clair don’t like her sitting all alone.”

“Why’d she come?” It crossed Brody’s mind that the lady might have dropped by just to irritate him. Everyone else for a hundred miles had already had a turn.

Caleb shrugged. “I’m guessing that daddy of hers made her. She’s his only chick so he’s wanting the best for her even if she is nearly thirty. Her old man don’t believe in the curse surrounding her.”

Brody came full awake. “Curse. What curse?” For the first time the lady sounded like she might be interesting. He found it hard to believe that there might be another outcast living in the area besides him.

Caleb followed him to the washroom and watched while Brody pumped water for a bath. “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. I don’t believe it myself, though I try not to take chances. You got more lives than a cat, near as I can tell. You’ll be fine.”

“What curse?” Brody repeated as he stripped and stepped into a cold bath.

“Well, they say a man cuts a month off his life if just her shadow falls across him.” The old man’s eyes opened wide as he settled, seeming in no hurry to go back to the barn dance. “And if a fellow should be dumb enough to touch her, say shake hands, he might as well saddle up for the doctor because he’ll be sick, maybe dead by morning. I’ve heard several say they got to feeling poorly just passing too close to her place.”

“I don’t believe in curses,” Brody mumbled as he scrubbed his head. In truth, he didn’t believe in luck either.

He’d never known anything like luck from the point his parents died when he was fifteen to now. He might as well get cleaned up and go over to the dance so he could court a curse.




Chapter 2

Valerie Allen sat alone on a bench near the back of the barn, waiting for the music to stop. She’d been at the dance almost an hour. Every woman in the place had stopped by to say hello in a polite, not too friendly, kind of way. Not one man had come within ten feet of her. If she even wanted to marry a man at the party, she’d have to introduce herself by mail, because none stepped near. She thought them all cowards for believing rumors whispered about her.

“Not that I care,” she whispered to herself, thinking the night was offering poor pickings indeed.

She straightened the pleats on her black widow’s dress and tried to smile. If she didn’t, she knew she’d break her father’s heart. He wanted her to be happy, and for him, happy meant married.

Her papa loved her so much, but he couldn’t understand why she always stayed out at her husband’s old farm. He told her she was still young, but she knew at almost thirty, her life was set. He claimed there was still time for her to find another, but with each year’s passing, she believed him less.

Yet she couldn’t move back with her papa. If she did, it would be like giving up any chance of having her own home. If she moved back to town with her father, she’d be his child until he died; then she’d be that sad old lady who lived on among her parents’ things. She needed her own place, no matter how small, her own things no matter how few, her own life, no matter how lonely.

Papa never gave up. He kept talking her into socials like this in hopes she’d find another man willing to take a chance on her. Maybe because the doctor said he had a weak heart, Papa wanted her settled again. He undoubtedly feared he wouldn’t be around much longer.

She’d tried marriage twice and didn’t know if she could live through burying another husband. She had a place where she could grow her food and raise enough chickens and sheep to earn a little extra money. She milked half a dozen cows and sold to several homes in town. She’d never get rich, or probably even comfortable, but she could survive.

A man walked silently in and took the seat next to her on the bench. For a moment, she didn’t move. Out of the corner of her vision, she studied the stranger, who didn’t seem to notice her a foot away. He was tall and lean like cowboys got when they worked hard and didn’t eat regular meals. His hair looked black, and his face and hands were tanned from years in the sun. She couldn’t be sure how old he was, maybe as young as twenty-five, maybe closer to thirty. He seemed to be studying the people more than just watching them dance.

She straightened and continued to act like she hadn’t noticed him. Even if she never spoke to the man, she knew one thing about him. He was brave.

On the side of his face nearest her, he had a scar along his cheek and another just above his eye, telling her that he, like most men, had seen the war up close. There was a hardness about him as if all kindness had been beaten out of him years ago.

Finally, he took a deep breath and turned toward her. Midnight blue eyes stared at her with the coldness of one who was looking at an object and not a person. “Good evening,” he said in little more than a whisper. “May I offer you a drink, Mrs. Allen?”

He’d been polite, but his conversation skills seemed rusty.

“No, thank you,” she answered coldly. “Mister ...”

He nodded as if knowing it was his turn to talk. “My name’s Broderick Monroe but here they call me Brody.”

“Which do you prefer?”

He eyed her more carefully as if trying to decide if her question was a trick. “I’ll answer to either.”

“Well, Mr. Monroe, tell me, who asked you to come over to talk to me?” She looked around the barn, but everyone seemed busy having fun. No one had even looked her direction in a long while. “And don’t bother to lie, Mr. Monroe.”

To her surprise, he answered, “Mrs. Molly Clair, my boss’s wife.” He raised an eyebrow as if facing her in a duel. “And, Mrs. Allen, I never lie.”

“Please tell Mrs. Molly Clair that I’m happy here watching. I don’t need to join the group and I don’t need anyone sitting with me. I’m quite used to being alone.”

Brody nodded his understanding. “She said if I didn’t sit with you or dance that I was fired. If you’ve no objection, I’d rather sit with you.”

“Suit yourself.”

They watched for a while, and then he rose and disappeared as silently as he’d come. Valerie shrugged. In truth, she kind of missed his company. The strange man seemed a cut above most of the men there. He hadn’t flirted or tried to force conversation.

When he returned carrying two plates of sandwiches with desserts piled on top and two coffee cups, she was surprised.

He sat the plates and cups down between them without looking at her.

“Mr. Monroe, I believe I said I didn’t want anything.” She was always irritated by men who thought they knew what was best for her.

He glanced up from his plate as if just noticing she was still at the other end of the bench. “I know. They’re both for me. I’ve been out on the range and haven’t had anything but hardtack for days.” He hesitated. “I don’t mind getting you something when you decide you’re hungry. If you’ve no objection, I’d like to continue sitting here for a while.”

“Don’t you want to dance with a pretty young girl?”

“No.” His answer came out cold and solid.

Valerie watched as he finished both plates and all the coffee. “Feel better?” She smiled despite her irritation that he’d obviously been sent to baby-sit her.

He stood, lifting both cups as if to say he needed a refill. He circled behind other people sitting around the fringes of the dance floor and headed to the refreshment table.

A few minutes later, Emma Lee Cooper walked by as if on the way to somewhere and just happened to notice Valerie in her path. “Evening,” she said, her smile sweet but uncaring. “I noticed you talking to the Yankee. That’s mighty broad-minded of you, seeing as how his kind killed both your husbands.”

Valerie looked down at her calloused hands, wishing she’d remembered her gloves, as she answered her childhood friend. “He was just sitting on the other half of the bench.” She hated herself for even trying to explain. Emma Lee and her friends would say or think anything they liked; they always had. Sitting beside a Yankee couldn’t do her reputation any more damage. “The war’s over, Emma Lee. It has been for two years.”

“I know, but my Earl says that Brody Monroe is a strange one. Says he never talks to anyone, and even when they play little games on him, he won’t fight back or even say anything. Maybe he’s a coward and that’s how he survived the war.” She looked out at the dancers as if bored by her own conversation. “He is good-looking, I guess, in a hard kind of way.”

“Maybe.” Valerie wanted to defend this man she didn’t even know, but she didn’t dare. “What kind of games do the men play?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. Passing food around and always making sure the empty plate ends up at him. Sliding a burr under his saddle to make the day start with a wild ride. Always forgetting to tell him when the boss says they can sleep past dawn.”

“Earl said after a while they quit just because they could never get a rise out of him. He’s like a walking dead man, no emotions, no feelings.” She waved at one of the men standing by the small band. “You’re probably the only woman here who’d let him get close enough to sit down. My Earl and his brother, Montie, told me they’d knock the guy out if he even tried to ask me or my friends to dance. The Timmons boys are the kind who’ll take care of a girl.”

Valerie almost said she didn’t want that kind of man. She’d had two who’d promised and hadn’t.

“Earl Timmons is a thoughtful man and handsome, too,” Valerie lied. She had nothing against the man other than he probably had to prime his brain to get it working every morning.

“Yeah, I know.” Emma Lee grinned. “He or that brother of his is going to marry me. I just haven’t figured out which one. Belle Wallace says she’ll take whichever Timmons is left over. She’s not picky like me.”

Emma Lee must have seen Brody coming, because she darted back the same way she’d come. A moment later the tall cowboy sat down.

“I brought you a refill,” he said as he set the cups between them.

“I didn’t drink the first one.”

“I know.” He watched Emma Lee rushing into Earl’s arms. “That girl tell you not to talk to me?”

“Yes.” She watched him take a drink. “Did someone tell you to stay away from me?”

“Yes,” he answered without hesitation. “Pretty much everyone who has talked to me tonight. Even one of the ladies cutting pie asked me how I was feeling, then glanced over at you.”

She smiled. She wasn’t sure who this man was, but she knew two things about him already. He wasn’t afraid of her, and she wasn’t afraid of him. She lifted the second cup of coffee and took a sip. “To honesty,” she whispered. “Thanks for the refill.”

“You’re welcome.”

When she set the cup down, she asked as she fought down a smile, “How are you feeling, Mr. Monroe?”

“Couldn’t be better, Mrs. Allen.”

She wished she could say they had a long talk, but they did manage to say a few things to each other. Her father stopped by and seemed pleased that at least one man in the room talked to his daughter. He asked Brody where he was from, and when he said Ohio, her papa nodded and commented that he was from Ireland and he guessed that would be a bit farther away.

Papa rested for a few minutes, then headed out on the floor. He reminded her of someone who saw death coming for him and planned to run as long as he could. The doctor had predicted if he retired and stayed home, he might live five or more years. Her papa had laughed and said he’d take his ticket to heaven when it came and there would be no hiding from it. As she watched him dance, Valerie had to smile. He was making the most of the time he had left, and she wouldn’t nag him to slow down.

When the band leader announced the last dance, everyone in the barn hurried onto the floor, knowing there would be no more dancing for months.

Everyone except the two people on a bench in the shadows.

Valerie gathered up her shawl. “I think I’ll leave before the rush. Thank you, Mr. Monroe, for the coffee.” She almost added, “And the company.” Though he hadn’t talked, there had been a calmness between them, a simple awareness of another person like themselves in the world.

He stood, followed her into the darkness while everyone shouted as the music started. “I’ll walk you to your wagon,” he said. “If you’ve no objection.”

“I’ve no objection.” She slowed. When he caught up beside her, Valerie linked her hand at his elbow.

She felt him stiffen and wondered how long it had been since anyone had touched him. Or, she smiled, was it possible this hardened cowboy could believe in a curse? She’d heard what they said about her.

A little girl at the door handed each a paper heart as they passed. Valerie put hers in the pocket of her skirt, and Brody folded his into his vest. Neither wanted them, but they didn’t want to hurt the little girl’s feelings by tossing them away. Valentines were for children and lovers, not for the likes of them.

Awkwardly, he covered her hand with his and moved through the night to the line of wagons near the corral. A few lanterns glowed between them, offering a night light for children already asleep in the wagon beds.

When they reached her father’s big box of a wagon, Brody hesitated and Valerie laughed. “My father is the local carpenter. He thinks he has to take his tools with him everywhere he goes, just in case he’s needed. You’d be surprised at how many people bring broken furniture for him to haul home and repair. The dance saved them a trip into town.”

Brody looked in the back. “Looks like business is good.”

He offered his hand to help her up. “How long have you been a widow, Mrs. Allen?”

“A little over three years.” She didn’t look at him as she gathered her shawl tightly across her shoulders.

“And you still wear black.”

She couldn’t tell if it was a statement or a question. “I’ve little hope to marry again. The black serves me well, even though I doubt I’d have a male caller after all the rumors spread about me.”

“You have land. There are some who might ignore the rumors and marry you for it.”

Valerie shook her head. “Would you?”

She had the feeling she’d embarrassed him and was glad she couldn’t see his face. “I’m sorry. Everyone says I speak my mind too quickly for it to be ladylike. I didn’t mean—”

“I’m not the kind of man you’d want,” he broke in. “I got nothing to offer any woman.”

She recognized the hollowness inside him. Like her, he had nothing to give. He just wanted to live out his days. Maybe like her, he was afraid even to dream.

“Thank you for sitting with me, Mr. Monroe.”

On impulse she rose to her tiptoes and planted a light kiss on his cheek. “I wish you peace.”

“The same to you, Mrs. Allen.” Then he took her hand and helped her up into the wagon. While she waited, he checked the harnesses and made sure the wagon would be ready when her father arrived.

She sat in the darkness listening to the last song and wishing she were already home. As the barn dance broke up, people spilled out into the night. Couples who’d been dancing together were now hugging as they moved through the shadows whispering farewells. A few families had brought bedding to sleep in the loft, and Mrs. Molly Clair told the single girls they were welcome to spend the night at the house.

She hadn’t included Valerie in the invitation. Valerie told herself it was simply because Mrs. Molly Clair knew her papa would pass by her place on his way home. He’d see she was safe and Valerie knew she didn’t belong with the young women.

She suddenly felt very old.

She wouldn’t have stayed even if she’d had to ride home alone. The women who had once been her classmates and friends were now little more than strangers. She feared they avoided her because, for a girl looking for a man, she was a reminder that happily-ever-after existed only in fairy tales.

Valerie looked in the direction Brody had gone toward the corral. She knew, without thinking why, that he was standing in the night watching her.

Most people were driving toward the road when her father appeared at her side of the wagon. “There you are, my Valerie. I was thinking you’d probably sneak out early. If you don’t mind waiting, I got to go to the main house and pick up Mrs. Molly Clair’s sewing machine. It won’t take me but a few minutes and it’ll save coming back out to get it.” He must have seen her look, for he added, “Now don’t you worry, she’s already told two of the men they’ll be hauling it out and putting it in my wagon.”

“I don’t mind waiting.” The thought of going into a house full of giggly girls, some only a few years younger than her, frightened her. At times the whole world frightened her. For as long as she could remember, all she’d ever wanted was a home and family of her own, but the goal kept slipping through her fingers like sand.

Suddenly sorrow smothered her and all the what-might-have-beens pushed against her lungs like an anvil’s weight on her chest.

She swung down from the wagon and ran into the blackness near the corral. Part of her wanted to dive into the shadows and drown. She wasn’t ready for all the rest of her life to simply be just a vase for the keeping of a few memories and the shattered fragments of what might have been.

A strong arm caught her suddenly and swung her around.

She jerked, pulling away for a moment from the man who held her. The outline of a fence and the low sounds of horses circling just beyond registered a moment before the man pulled her against him. “Take it easy,” Brody whispered. “You’ll startle the horses and get hurt.”

Valerie gulped for air. She expected him to let her go, but he stood near, not holding or moving away.

Before she let reason rule her life, she whispered, “Hold me. Just for a minute, please would you mind holding me?”

Strong arms came around her and pulled her so tightly against him she could barely breathe. For a while, he just held her; then he leaned down and kissed her forehead.

She felt herself shaking, but she didn’t pull away. She needed, more than air, to have someone hold her like he’d never let her go. She wanted to believe in forever between two people if only for one more moment.

Slowly, his hand moved along her spine, pressing her against the length of him. His warm breath moved in her hair as she leaned her cheek against his throat.

She wasn’t sure if they held each other for a few minutes or more, but when she heard her father and a few other men coming, she pulled away and he vanished back into the night as if he’d been no more than smoke.

She was beside the wagon by the time her father opened the back and told the men where to put the machine. All the way home Papa talked as she tried to remember every second she’d had in the darkness with a man she barely knew.

People might not want to have much to do with her, but they all loved visiting with her papa. From making cradles to caskets, he was in their lives, and his favorite thing to do when all the others had gone was to repeat to Valerie everything they’d said to him. So he talked and she remembered as they rolled down the road.

When he was within sight of her farm, he finally said something about her. “You know, Boss told me tonight that he’d buy Venny’s place if you want to sell. Couldn’t pay much, but it would be cash. Then you could move to town and live with me. I’d build you a little house out back with lots of glass so you could grow a garden year-round.” He slowed the horses. “I’d enjoy your company, and a woman shouldn’t be living alone way out here.”

Valerie had lived at the farm since she married Venny eight years ago, but her father still saw the place as her first husband’s. When Venny left for the war after the first year they were married, her father wanted her to come to town. When her first husband had been killed six months later, Papa had tried again but without success. She’d lived alone for three years before Samuel, a doctor serving with Terry’s Rangers, was home on leave and asked her to marry him. They’d married a day before he’d left to go back, and he’d laughed, trying to sound like her father as he said she’d have to move to town with him as soon as he returned.

Only his body was all that came home months later and her father talked of her moving back even as he built Samuel’s coffin.

“I’m not selling, or moving, Papa.” She wished she could add that she was happy where she was, but they both knew that wasn’t true. What her father didn’t understand was that she would be no happier in town. At least with all the work of the farm, she was usually too tired to even cry herself to sleep most nights, and when she did, there was no one a room away to hear her sorrow.

As she climbed down, she patted her papa’s hand and said, “Thanks for making me go. I enjoyed the music.”

“Was everyone nice to you tonight, dear? ’Cause if they weren’t, they’ll be rocking their babies in shoe boxes and be buried in a blanket when they die.”

“Everyone was fine.”

“And the cowboy who sat down next to you? He didn’t say nothing wrong, did he?”

“No.” She thought of adding that he didn’t say anything much, but then she remembered the way he held her and decided it best not to talk about him at all.

She went inside her little house and crawled into bed trying to remember exactly how it had felt to be held by someone again.




Chapter 3

Brody Monroe stood in the moonless blackness by the corral for over an hour thinking that if he didn’t move, maybe, just maybe he could keep the memory of how Widow Allen had felt in his arms. Wind whirled around the barn as if trying to blow any feelings away.

Finally, he turned and headed to the bunkhouse. Within three steps, he tripped over a downed fence post. Like a tumbleweed, he rolled in the dirt until he hit the barn wall.

Brody swore at himself for being so careless. He was still dusting himself off when he stepped into the bunkhouse five minutes later.

Most of the men were still up talking about the dance. Earl Timmons glanced at him. “See you survived meeting the widow.”

Brody nodded once and kept walking.

“Lucky you didn’t touch her, Yank, or we’d be picking up the pieces of you. I once heard a fellow say he got a blister the size of a silver dollar on his hand from just pointing at her.”

“He wouldn’t touch her,” one of the men behind Brody commented. “He don’t even shake hands if he can help it. The Yank don’t have a friendly bone in his body.”

Brody kept walking. They didn’t need him there to continue talking about him. He pulled off his good clothes and crawled into his bunk. For once, it was a long time before sleep found him.

As the days passed, he tried to stop thinking of the woman he’d met at the dance, but she was never far from his thoughts. In a strange kind of way, she pushed away the loneliness he’d grown so accustomed to. She had a pride about her that he admired. What people said about her didn’t seem too important.

She wasn’t his, she never would be, but a part of her, for a moment in time, had been his, and one memory was enough to build daydreams on even though he knew there would never be more. It probably would have frightened her to know how few times in his life he’d held a woman. Those experiences had been before the war, and they seemed more a dream than real. After the war the only kind of woman who’d pay a drifter any notice wasn’t the kind of woman Brody wanted to hold.

Once, months after the war, he’d found a short job that had left him with money in his pocket. He’d thought about buying a three-dollar whore for the night, but he’d elected to build a supply of food instead. Now, thinking about holding Mrs. Allen, he was glad her memory didn’t have to blend with one he’d bought.

He’d overheard someone mention the carpenter and his daughter a few times. Brody knew she lived between the ranch and town, but he had no idea which place. Half the farms looked abandoned. The war had added a layer of poverty over almost every part of Texas, and taxes were drawing away any extra money for repairs. The cattle drives last summer had helped, but it would take years before people got back on their feet.

The next Monday, when he went to town, Brody tried to figure out which farm was her place. A wrong guess could end up getting him shot. Finally, two weeks after the party, Earl Timmons gave him the answer.

As usual, the men were playing cards and talking after supper.

Brody climbed into his bunk at the back and pretended to read a book he’d already read five times while he listened to their talk.

Two of the card players began to speculate on how the boss planned to enlarge his ranch. They talked of first one place bordering Double R land and then another with Brody only half listening until Earl said, “I tell you one place that Boss will never buy and that’s Widow Allen’s land.”

Brody closed the book and made no pretense of reading.

“Why wouldn’t he take her place on?” a new cowhand asked. “A widow without a man to run her farm would be easy land to pick up, I’d think.”

Earl leaned his chair back and stared at his cards. “Oh, it’s a good little farm, but a natural wall of rocks separates her land from the Double R.”

Montie Timmons nodded. “Boss likes his property to be as flat as possible for moving big herds.”

“Don’t matter anyway,” Caleb said. “Nothin’ getting her off her place. Not even her father can talk her into spending a night away. She’s tied to it as sure as if she’s a ghost haunting Venny’s farm.”

“You’re right, old man,” Earl added. “I remember years ago when Venny courted her. He was ten, maybe twelve years older than her and he didn’t waste much time courting before he asked her. She was still more kid than woman, as I remember. He promised her all kinds of things, but the minute he slipped the ring on, it might as well have been a yoke. He never let her off the place. Wouldn’t even let her go home to see her papa.”

“I remember him. Always thought he was a bull of a man, big and rough,” Montie, as always, added to his brother’s rambling. “He told me once he didn’t have any family and planned to keep her pregnant until she had an even dozen.”

Caleb laid down his cards and collected the pot as he continued the conversation, “That plan didn’t work. Five years of trying and not one kid. He left when the war started, knowing if he died, so did his family line.”

“He must have ordered her to stay on the farm ’cause folks hardly saw her in town all those years he was gone.” Earl frowned at Caleb for winning and dealt another hand. “I swear, after her second husband died, I would have offered for her if it hadn’t been for the curse on her.”

Caleb wiggled his eyebrows. “She’s one fine-looking woman, I’ll say that, but the risk is too high. I heard a while back a peddler stopped by her place and barely made it to town without bleeding to death. He claimed all he did was talk to her a minute and something flew out of the sky, nearly splitting his head open like a ripe watermelon.”

The new cowhand snorted. “The widow must not be a caring person, ’cause I heard that story in town and the peddler claimed she stood on the porch and stared at him as he left. He said she didn’t even offer to help.”

“That peddler’s nothing but trash if you ask me. Him losing his head wouldn’t be any great loss. I doubt I’d help him either,” Caleb added. “Boss’s wife says he gets a little too friendly with the ladies. She won’t even have him on the ranch.”

The new cowhand asked the question Brody had been hoping to hear. “How’s this widow with a curse manage out there all alone?”

Brody leaned forward so he wouldn’t miss the answer.

Earl volunteered, “She’s got milk cows and chickens or she would have been starved out long ago. I’ve seen her with her little specially made wagon, hauling milk and eggs to town. Makes bread, too, and sells it at the mercantile.”

The men around the table all agreed that the widow was a hard worker and probably a hard woman.

Brody sat waiting, but the conversation never went back to Widow Allen. The woman he’d held for a moment in the shadows hadn’t seemed hard, he thought ... maybe lonely ... but not hard.

 


 



The next time he headed to town, he spotted a little place with a natural fence of rock about twenty feet high on one side, but he couldn’t think of a reason to turn onto the land.

On the first Monday in March, Mrs. Molly Clair sent him to the carpenter to see when her sewing machine would be ready. She was wanting to start sewing again and didn’t seem to think threatening clouds should slow Brody down on her mission.

When he found the building the boss’s wife had described, which looked half shop and half house, he knew he had the right place, but he wasn’t expecting Valerie to answer the door.

She looked as surprised to see him. They just stood staring at each other for a moment, neither having any idea what to say.

“I’m here about Mrs. Molly Clair’s machine,” he finally got out.

She waved him into the parlor. “My father’s had a cold, but he’s on the mend.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Brody said without really caring. All he wanted to do was stare at her. She was still dressed in black, this dress with far fewer frills than the one she’d had on at the dance. In the shadows of the barn he hadn’t noticed that her hair was so light or her eyes were so green. He’d spent most of that night trying not to look at her for fear she’d tell him to leave.

“If you’ll follow me ...” She turned and moved down a corridor that he guessed led to the living quarters.

“Papa,” she called as she stepped into a wide kitchen. “You have a customer.”

She looked back at Brody and their gazes met. Neither said a word as they waited. Brody balled his hands into fists, fighting the need to touch her. He’d been thinking about her so much, he didn’t care about a curse, even if it was real. He’d risk death if he could just move his fingers down her slim back and pull her close again.

When the carpenter walked in, he apologized for keeping them waiting.

“It’s early,” was Brody’s only answer. “I’m just here about the sewing machine. Mrs. Molly thought I’d have plenty of time to pick it up, if it’s ready, and get back before the storm hits.”

“I’m not moving as fast as I used to but it’s on my next-to-do list.” He waved Brody to the table. “Let me offer you some coffee at least for making you wait.”

Brody would have turned it down, but he was in no hurry to leave. The idea of being able to look at the widow seemed promising. He nodded and took the chair against the window so he could see Valerie moving about the kitchen.

She had a grace about her and Brody couldn’t turn away.

Papa Riley appeared hungry for company. He asked his daughter to get out some of the bread she’d brought him and offered it to Brody.

“My daughter’s a fine cook and a hard worker, too,” he bragged as if trying to sell her talents.

The loaf could have been made of sand and Brody wouldn’t have noticed. He watched her slice off a piece and hand it to him while Papa talked about how he hated getting a cold in early spring when all the weather did was rain.

Brody’s fingers covered hers for a moment when he took the bread, and she glanced at him without a smile.

A bell rang from beyond the corridor, and Papa shoved himself up. “I’ll get this one, Valerie.” He looked at his daughter. “Offer the man more coffee and try not to talk his ear off.” He disappeared, laughing at his own joke.

She lifted the pot and refilled Brody’s cup without saying a word. The hem of her skirt brushed against his leg. Brody didn’t move. He wasn’t sure he would have if he’d heard a shot.

He knew this might be his only chance to say anything to her, but he couldn’t think of a way to start. Finally, he cleared his throat, fully aware that something might come flying and hit him on the head at any minute. “I pass by your place a few times a week. I could stop by and see if you need anything the next time I make the trip to and from the Double R.”

“No, thank you for your kind offer.” She said the right words, but they sounded hard somehow as if he’d made her mad by asking.

She moved away as her father entered talking. “Josh Minor’s porch blew down last night in the storm. He wants me to get over there and help him shore it up before the whole side of the house collapses. I told him three years ago he should have had me put it up, but he gave that cousin of his the job.”

“Why doesn’t the cousin come fix it now?” Valerie asked. “You’re not over your cold, and it looks like it could start raining at any moment.”

“The cousin’s too drunk to stand, and stop fretting over me, dear. I’ll be f ine.” He turned to Brody. “Tell Mrs. Molly Clair I’ll get her machine out to her the first sunny day.”

While the man she called Papa pulled on his coat, Valerie did the same. “I might as well get back, too. If it starts raining, the road will be muddy.” A loud clap of thunder rattled the house as if warning her.

Brody followed them out the back door and across to a little barn as drops began to fall. Without a word he helped Papa load enough lumber to do the job, then turned and lifted Valerie into her little buggy made to get milk and eggs to town. It was well built and would keep out most of the rain on her ride home, but he took the time to check the harnesses and found one of the lines twisted. When he handed her the reins, her fingers were freezing, but she didn’t look like she wanted to be lectured about wearing gloves. He touched two fingers to his hat in farewell as she hurried away.

After he closed the barn door, Brody circled round the house and collected his mount. From the look of the clouds, he’d be soaked to the bone by the time he got home.

When he saw Valerie’s buggy ahead of him on the road, he followed, telling himself they were going the same direction. He could have moved faster and been home in half the time, but he wanted to keep her in sight. If she didn’t like it, she could just ignore him, as she’d done most of the time he’d been in her father’s kitchen.

By the time they reached open country, her mare acted up every time lightning flashed. Brody caught up to the widow the third time she pulled the buggy to a stop.

“Will you let me help you?” he yelled over the thunder.

She nodded. He didn’t miss the fear in her eyes.

Without another word, he tied his horse to the back of the buggy and climbed in beside her.

When she handed him the reins, her palm was bleeding. He frowned at her and took control of the horse. With a strong hand he kept the poorly trained animal in tow while being very much aware of how close the widow sat next to him in the buggy. She was shaking, but he had no idea if it was from fear or the sudden north wind.

Twenty minutes later they were at her place. From the road the house looked plain, almost abandoned, huddled into a rise of rocks, but up close he could tell it was well built and organized. A square house with a wraparound porch and a low roof stood solid against the storm.

He drove the buggy straight into open barn doors and helped her down before taking care of the horse. She just stood, cradling her hand and watching the rain. He thought she might be crying, but somehow she didn’t seem like the sort to cry over a cut. She was afraid, he realized.

When he finished, he closed one barn door and latched it against the storm, then lifted her up and ran for the wide back porch. The need to protect her, to shelter her, surprised him as he set her out of the rain.

“I don’t need your help.” She pushed away and he was almost glad to see anger overrule fear.

“You’re hurt.”

“I can manage.”

He didn’t want to fight with her. Just holding her for a few minutes while he ran to the house felt great, but the lady glared at him as if the storm in her gypsy green eyes might be bigger than the one outside. “How about you take care of that hand? I’ll close the barn door and see to my mount. I’ll be out of your way as soon as the storm breaks.”

She didn’t look as if she liked being ordered around, so he took the coward’s way out and ran. By the time he got back from the barn, he was dripping wet. He hesitated only a moment before opening the back door. If she planned to shoot him, he might as well get it over with.

A fire was raging in an old potbellied stove. She stood, her hair still dripping, at the sink.

He knew he was tracking in mud, but he’d apologize later. Right now he needed to have a look at her cut. When he held out his hand, she laid her palm in his and he felt her tremble.

“It’ll be all right, Mrs. Allen.”

She shook her head. “I know. It’s not the cut, it’s the storm. I don’t mind the lightning, but I’ve always hated the sound of thunder.”

As he opened her hand, he smiled, thinking she sounded more like a little girl than a full-grown woman. “The cut’s long,” he said more to himself than her, “but not deep.”

She was so still as another roll of thunder rattled the house, it almost frightened him. “You have a medicine box, Mrs. Allen?” he said, hoping to distract her.

She pointed to a box already on the tiny kitchen table.

He led her over to the table and sat down across from her, then opened the box without letting go of her hand. The kit was well supplied with everything he’d need. “If I wrap it correctly, and you don’t try to use it much for a few days, I think it’ll heal without needing to be stitched up.”

“You a doctor?” She sounded more in control now.

“No, my dad was a vet. I followed him around for years, then went one year to college before the war. You’re my first human.”

She smiled and her whole face lit up for a moment. “How about I moo now and then to make you feel more comfortable?”

“That might help.” He looked up, glad to see that her eyes were no longer angry or frightened. Being as gentle as he could, he cleaned the wound and applied salve to keep infection out, then wrapped the hand carefully so the bandage wouldn’t wear against her palm.

After a long silence, she asked, “Were you a vet in the war?”

“No.” He didn’t want to talk about the war. He didn’t want to think about what he’d done to stay alive. “They needed soldiers more than they needed vets.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said as she pulled her hand away. “It’s not proper.”

He closed up the medicine and put it back into the box. “I know. I’ll wait out the storm in the barn and be gone as soon as it lets up.”

She thought for a moment and seemed to change her mind. “I guess you could wait in the kitchen, if you like. I’ll get you a towel, and if you stand by the stove, you’ll be dry in no time. It is the least I can do to repay you for the doctoring.”

He moved to the stove. She brought him a towel and left. Brody wasn’t sure what he should do. She offered him the comfort of the kitchen, but she hadn’t told him to make himself at home. They both knew how it would look if someone found out that he was in her house, but no one was likely to drop by in the storm.

When she returned, she’d changed into a dry gray dress. Over it she wore a pale gray apron and she’d pulled her hair back with a black piece of ribbon. It occurred to him that she might be trying to hide her beauty and he couldn’t help wondering why.

“I forgot to thank you for helping me. My horse often gets—”

“The horse needs training.”

“I know.” She smiled. “So does the driver. For years I had an old mare who knew the way back and forth to town. All I had to do was ride along.”

“I could teach you. It’s not hard. You could come over to the Double R some Sunday and I could show you how to work with the horse.”

She looked down and he feared he’d been too bold.

He didn’t feel right being alone in her house with her, and he guessed she felt the same. “I’m about dry,” he lied. “I thought I’d sit on the porch and watch the storm die. Sometimes it’s a beautiful sight.”

She seemed to like the idea. “I’ll get a couple of quilts and join you.”

It wasn’t all that cold to Brody, but he thanked her for the quilt and held the door as she stepped onto the porch. The western sky put on a show as they watched, and he couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to sit there and watch the sunset some night.

They didn’t talk as they watched the thunderstorm play itself out. He felt her jump a few times when the thunder rolled, and he wished they’d been close enough that she’d let him put his arm around her.

When the first touch of blue sky showed through, Brody knew it was time for him to go.

He moved to the steps and turned. She was so close behind him he almost bumped into her. “Thanks for letting me stay awhile.” He watched her, trying to memorize exactly what she looked like. “I know you don’t want a man around and I’m not anyone a woman would consider seeing. I understand that, but if you’re agreeable, I’d like to hug you good-bye. Then I promise I’ll never bother you again.”

He thought she was going to turn away, but she finally took a step toward him and he closed the rest of the distance between them. He held her as he had that night after the dance and she felt so good in his arms. She was a woman he could dream about, but someone like her would never belong to him.

Without a word, he turned to leave.

“Mr. Monroe,” she stopped him. “How do you like working for Boss Ramsey?”

The question surprised him, but he answered, “It’s a job. I figure in five, maybe six years I’ll have enough saved to buy a place. Somewhere like this away from people, where I can live in peace. As long as there is hope of that, I can put up with anything.”

She looked up at him as if weighing his worth by the pound. “Mrs. Molly Clair says you’re a good hand. Maybe one of the best Boss has ever hired, but you don’t mix with people. That true?”

He nodded. “I don’t know about the first part, but she’s right about me being a loner.”

“If you had my place, what would you do with it?”

He thought she must be as starved for conversation as he, so he answered, “I’d farm that spot by the road. If you planted grain, you could harvest enough to have a good cash crop by fall. Along the back, where it looks rocky, you could run a few head of cattle, or sheep.”

“Which would you run?”

“Cattle probably. There looks like enough grass to fatten them up then mix them in with a passing trail drive. With the price of beef, you could double your money in a year.”

“How many could you keep up with and still farm the front?” She stared at him directly as if truly needing to know.

“You want me to work for you?” Brody raised an eyebrow. No one since the war had offered him work he hadn’t had to fight to get. Working for her would mean long days, but it just might bring him a bit of the peace he’d been longing for since the war.

“No.” She held herself very still. “I’m offering you a partnership that would include marriage. We’ll live together here for a year. After that, if we don’t get along, I’ll move to town. I will remain your wife if you’ve no objections, but we’ll live our lives out just as we’d both planned to, alone. I’ll ask nothing from you but your name and expect nothing in return except for a share of the profits from this place if there ever are any.”

“But I have nothing to offer in this deal. In a year I’ve only managed to save a couple hundred dollars.”

“Of course you do, Mr. Monroe. You offer your work, your knowledge, and we may need that money you’ve saved to buy the cows.” She pressed her lips together and added, “If you live, you’ll offer me acceptance in the community, and if you don’t, I doubt I could be much worse off.”

“You want to marry me to get rid of some stupid curse?”

“No, I want to marry you because you, not me, might make this farm pay. All I want to do is be able to live without people staring at me.”

He still didn’t believe her. “Why me?”

“You’re smart. You’re a hard worker. You treat me with respect, and you’re not afraid of me. In other words, you’ll do.” She offered her unbandaged hand. “Do we have a deal, Mr. Monroe?”

She had no idea how badly she’d hurt him by saying he’d do, but she was offering him a chance at a dream and he’d be a fool if he didn’t take it. “It’s a deal.”

They stood for a few minutes, each lost in their own thoughts. Brody looked out over the land and thought half of this spread was more than he’d ever hoped for. Since he’d been a kid and lost his home when his parents died, all he’d ever hoped to have was a piece of land. She was offering him so much more. A year. She said she’d stay with him a year. And for that time he’d have the closest thing to a home and family that he’d had in almost fifteen years.

She moved to the back door of her place. “You might as well come in, Mr. Monroe. I’ll fix you some lunch while we talk. We’ve a great many plans to make before this deal is done.”

He followed her in, looking at everything in a different light. She made him a simple meal that beat anything he’d had at the Double R. He made a list of all that needed doing. Now that they’d made up their minds, there was no sense in waiting. It was already time to get the ground ready to plant.

When she saw his empty plate, she laughed.

“I’ll be fatter than the cows by fall if you always cook like that, Mrs. Allen.”

“You could carry a little more weight. Once I know what you like, I’ll adjust my baking schedule.”

“I like everything,” he answered, “except grits. That’s all that was usually left over in the main kitchen.”

“I’ll never cook grits.”

As simple as that, they began a pact. When the sun came out, Brody walked the land making notes of all he’d have to do to make this a productive farm. The buildings were in good shape, but the fences had been neglected. He’d use some of his money to buy supplies for fencing first, before he bought cattle.

As he walked around, he slipped twice on the muddy ground and knew he’d be sore for a few days but that didn’t matter. By taking the bargain the widow offered, he’d be working his own land.

When he finally made it back to the house, she was waiting on the porch. They rode into town and were married by the preacher with her papa and the preacher’s wife as the only wedding guests.

When the preacher told Brody to kiss the bride, he kissed her as he had the first night in the darkness. Only this time, his lips brushed over her lips as lightly as they’d touched her forehead before.

She smiled up at him, looking as unsure about this rash thing they’d just done as he felt.

At the bank she had his name put on the deed to her land as well as all her accounts in town, and he deposited his money into what had been her account. Most of the people were speechless to see the widow with a third husband. A few even mumbled that they’d be attending a funeral soon.

“Promise me you’ll try your best to stay around,” she whispered.

“I’ll do my best,” he said as he tried his best not to limp from the fall he’d suffered a few hours before. If he could make it through the war, surely he could survive marriage.

The sun was touching the horizon when he headed over to the Double R to pick up his gear. Boss and Mrs. Molly Clair were eating supper when he knocked. The boss looked angry to be bothered, and when Brody explained that he was leaving, Boss Ramsey looked downright mad.

Mrs. Molly Clair seemed pleased and promised them a wedding gift.

Brody collected his things and rode out. He’d planned to say good-bye to Caleb, but all the men were eating, so he just loaded all he owned on the back of his saddle and rode away. So few of the cowboys ever talked to him, he didn’t figure they’d miss him much.

For the first time in years he couldn’t wait to see what the next day brought. It didn’t matter that Valerie thought he was just a you’ll do husband; he planned to do his best to make the place something they’d both be proud of.




Chapter 4

When he rode in, Brody saw his new wife in the kitchen window. They might have signed the papers, but he didn’t feel an ounce’s worth of married. She was still very much a stranger to him.

He put his horse in the barn and spent an hour putting all the tools in order and adding things that needed doing to his now long list. She might keep a good house but it was obvious she spent only minimum time in the barn. The milk cows’ stalls were clean but most of the leather gear in the place looked like it had never been cleaned or oiled. That might explain why the reins had cut her hand.

When he stepped on a shovel and hit himself in the knee with the handle, he thought the blade rusty until he turned it to the light and saw what looked like dried blood. Some animal, or someone, had been hit hard, and whoever swung the shovel hadn’t bothered to clean the blade. If the tool had been used by his wife, he decided she probably had good reason.

Brody blew out the lantern and stood at the barn door looking toward the house. He realized he knew few facts about this woman he now shared half of everything with. One thing he was sure of, she needed him. If she could have done it on her own, he knew she would have, but she’d been just surviving. Without help, ten years from now she’d still be delivering milk and eggs in town to try to make a living. By marrying him, she was giving herself a chance for more. And, he decided, she was giving him a chance at life, maybe the first one he’d ever really had. No matter what happened, for that he’d be grateful.

He’d do his best to always be kind to her. It didn’t matter how hard the work was, this place, this life promised to be better than any he’d had. Just watching her move, he decided, gave him more pleasure than he’d had in years.

When he walked into the kitchen, everything was in order as if closed up for the night. Brody wasn’t sure what to do. He’d never gone deeper into the house, and he wasn’t certain he should without an invitation.

“Valerie?” he said her name for the first time.

“Yes,” she answered as she appeared in the doorway.

He stared at her. She had on a long midnight blue robe over a white nightgown, and her hair was down, touching just past her waist. He finally said the first thing that seemed reasonable. “Where do I put my things?”

She moved across the kitchen and picked up the lantern. “Follow me.”

They crossed through a parlor, well organized and clean. He looked to his left and saw a small study with a desk and one chair. Behind the desk was a whole wall of books. He couldn’t help stopping and staring.

She waited. “You like to read?”

“I do.” He took a step in, wanting to make sure all the books were real.

“My father never knew what to buy me for Christmas or my birthday after my mother died when I was eight, so he always bought me books. They’ve become my treasures. This winter, when there’s not much to do, you’re welcome to read any you like.”

“Thanks.”

“In fact, please consider this little study yours. I’ve noticed you writing things down. If you like, I’ll get you more paper and a ledger to keep here on your desk.”

“I’d like that.” He brushed his hand over what she’d called his desk.

He would have said more, but she moved on as she said, “Now, as to where to put your things.”

She led him to a bedroom with a double bed, a wardrobe, and a dresser. This room, like the parlor, looked almost too bare to be lived in. No pictures or needlework on the walls. No keepsakes sitting on the dresser. Every surface had lace across it, but the room seemed colorless. It reminded him of her dressed in black, very proper but without warmth.

“There’s a washroom just beyond with a few pegs if you want to use them. I cleaned out half the dresser and half the wardrobe for your things, but if you need more, we could put more shelves in the washroom.”

He could see a basket of what looked like her things by the door. “I only need a few drawers of the dresser and none of the wardrobe. The laundry in town always folds all my clothes.”

“If that’s the way you like them, I’m fine with it.” She pulled out her brush from the top drawer and walked to the window as if she could see something out in the night. “There is no lock on the washroom door. I hope we can both respect each other’s privacy. It wouldn’t be proper to ever see one’s spouse undressed. Since we’ve only one bedroom, I think we should both use the washroom for changing.”

“Agreed.”

Brody realized he’d have to cross her bedroom to get to the washroom. “Where do I sleep?” He’d seen all the rooms, and none looked big enough to add another bed.

“With me,” she answered without looking at him. “You are my husband.” She began braiding her hair without facing him.

About ten thousand questions popped in his thoughts, but he decided it might be wise to keep quiet. He moved to the washroom and closed the door. This had all happened so fast he hadn’t had time to think about more than the farm. Not that he hadn’t thought of sleeping with her someday, but she seemed to think they could sleep together without ever seeing each other. All he could figure out was maybe she meant just sleep.

When he washed and stripped down to his long johns, he opened the door to the bedroom to find her already in bed.

“You don’t wear a nightshirt?” she whispered as she turned toward him.

“No,” he answered, wondering if he should offer to start.

He slowly moved to the other side and slipped beneath the covers, and then he lay on his back and tried to think of something to say. He felt like he’d stepped into a game of chess covered in black velvet. He not only didn’t know where to move, he didn’t even know where the pieces were on the board.

Finally, she said in little more than a whisper, “I’ve been a wife twice before. I know what to expect and I understand men have needs. I ask that you never embarrass me by going to another woman’s bed.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” he answered. “No matter what is or isn’t between us, I swear I’d never do that.”

He saw her nod. After a long pause, she added, “All you have to do is tell me to lift my gown and I will without protest, but try not to touch me any more than necessary and please move away so I can lower my gown when you are finished. I’ll try not to make a sound and I ask that you do the same.”

Turning slightly, he looked at her outline beside him. He’d never been married, but he had a feeling this wasn’t quite right. Maybe it was because they hadn’t taken the time to court. He thought of following orders, but Brody had spent his life following orders. If he was going to be an equal partner, it was time to start. He might as well know all her rules tonight. “If I touch you like that, Valerie, there is the possibility of children.”

“I think not. I’ve been through mating several times. My first husband insisted on it once a week and he would tolerate no protest. The second husband did it to me both nights after we were married. I think the chances are good I’ll never have children. My mother was forty before she had me.” He could tell she was nervous, and he thought he heard a touch of fear in her voice.

She’d always been honest with him, and he hoped she would be now. “Did you love your husbands?”

“That didn’t seem important, but no.” She was silent for a moment, then added, “Have you ever loved anyone?”

“I thought I did once.” He rolled on his side toward her. “Why don’t we start the partnership out by being friends? Real friends. The kind of friends who trust one another.”

She turned her face and he saw her smile in the moonlight. He lifted his arm. “How about hugging me? After having a couple of your hugs, lady, I find I’ve grown accustomed to them.”

Slowly, she came up against him.

“Is that so bad?”

He felt her shake her head. “No,” she answered. “It’s nice, I think.”

“Now,” he said as he moved his fingers over her hair. “Go to sleep. We’ve got a full day tomorrow.”

She let out a long breath, but he knew she took a long time relaxing against him. When she finally did, he tugged her closer and smiled, liking the feel of her so near more than he’d liked anything in a long time.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/thumb.jpg
jobi”
THOMAS
2 Ay CTias
Valentine






OEBPS/e9781420127799_cover.jpg
New York Times Bestselling Author

job
THOMAS

BeMy [ excas

T/alentz’ne

LINDA BRODAY

PHYLISS MIRANDA
DEWANNA PACE






OEBPS/e9781420127799_i0005.jpg





OEBPS/e9781420127799_i0003.jpg
* ok kK





OEBPS/e9781420127799_cover_guide.jpg
New York Times Bestselling Author

joDI
THOMAS

BeMyC[excas
alentine

LINDA BRODAY

PHYLISS MIRANDA
DEWANNA PACE

» ’ The way to a cowboy’s beart. ..






OEBPS/e9781420127799_i0004.jpg
*





OEBPS/e9781420127799_i0001.jpg





OEBPS/e9781420127799_i0002.jpg





OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





