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One

Everyone in Cougar Point, Montana, knew the bowling alley had the best breakfast in town. For a buck ninety-five they served up eggs, sausage, hash browns and toast, plus all the coffee a body could drink. Russ Palmer was hungrier than a bear in springtime, but food wasn’t the only thing on his mind.

He wanted company—of the female variety.

“Mornin’, Russ,” Mary Andrews, the lone waitress, called out when he walked into the restaurant. Her greeting was followed by a chorus from several other ranchers.

Russ removed his black Stetson and hooked it on the peg by the door. Although it was only a few days into September, the air was decidedly cool and he’d worn his blanket-lined denim jacket.

Sliding into the booth with a couple of friends, Russ picked up the tail end of what Bill Shepherd was saying.

“Pretty as a picture.”

Russ’s interest was instantly piqued. “Who?”

“The new schoolteacher, Taylor Manning,” Harry Donovan answered eagerly. At twenty-three Harry still had the peach-faced immaturity of youth and fine, blond hair he couldn’t seem to control.

A schoolteacher. Russ’s curiosity level fell several notches. “Taylor’s a funny name for a woman,” he muttered, reaching for the menu, which was tucked between the sugar container and the salt and pepper shakers.

“The missus and I met her yesterday,” Bill went on to say. “She rented old man Halloran’s place on the edge of town.”

Russ nodded as he scanned the menu. He ordered the “special” every Saturday morning, but he liked to see what was offered in case something else struck his fancy.

“She moved here from Seattle,” Harry informed Russ enthusiastically.

“Then she’s a city girl,” Russ said, and a hint of sarcasm slipped into his voice. The kid had it bad. Personally Russ didn’t hold out much hope of the new teacher sticking it out past Christmas. Seattle was known for its mild climate. At best Taylor Manning could deal with four or five days of drizzle, but he’d bet his ranch and five hundred head of cattle that she had no idea what a Montana winter could be like.

“Whether she’s a city slicker or not, I couldn’t rightly say,” Harry said with no lack of fervor, “but I can tell you one thing. She’s real pretty. I swear she’s got the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen and dark, silky hair that falls to about here.” He gestured with his hand to a point well below his shoulder blades. “A man could see himself running his fingers through hair that soft,” he said dreamily. Pink tinged Harry’s cheeks as he stopped abruptly and cast a self-conscious look at his two friends.

Russ laughed outright. “Hell, Harry, she hasn’t even been in town a week and already you’re sweet on her.”

“I can’t help myself.” Harry grabbed his mug so fast he nearly spilled his coffee. “Wait until you meet her yourself, then you’ll know what I mean.”

“I’m not going to be mooning over any school-marm,” Russ told the two men. He hadn’t gotten to the age of thirty-four safely unmarried only to be taken in by the charms of a citified schoolteacher. Especially one Harry Donovan would fantasize about.

Bill and Harry exchanged glances, then Harry snickered loudly, apparently amused by Russ’s attitude. “You just wait till you see her yourself,” he said again.

“What do you mean I can’t use my American Express card here?” Taylor Manning demanded of the clerk at the small store. “I could use this card in Kodiak, Alaska!”

“I’m really sorry,” the older woman said, “but as far as I know, no one in town takes American Express.”

Shaking her head, Taylor pulled her Visa card from her wallet and set it on the counter. “I’ll use this one instead.” She pushed her chocolate-brown hair over her shoulder and looked around. This situation was becoming embarrassing. Taylor had used her meager savings to rent the house. She’d gone shopping for some kitchen things she was going to need, thinking she could use her credit card and pay for them when it was more convenient.

She was grateful there were only two other people in the store. A cowboy and his daughter. No, Taylor decided on second thought. The teenage girl was too old to be his daughter, but too young to be his girlfriend.

“I’m very sorry, but we don’t take Visa, either.”

“You don’t take Visa,” Taylor echoed in shocked disbelief. “Everyone takes Visa.”

“No one in Cougar Point,” the woman said apologetically.

Taylor smiled blandly. “Then what do you take?”

“Cash would work.”

Taylor rummaged through her purse, drawing out a checkbook. She studied the meager balance and sighed inwardly. “I don’t suppose you take out-of-state checks, do you? Don’t answer that,” she said quickly. “Anyone who doesn’t honor American Express or Visa isn’t going to take a check from a Seattle bank.” She stared down at the few items longingly and made her decision. “I’ll simply put everything back and wait until the checks come through from my new account.” She’d also have to wait until she’d deposited her first pay two weeks from now, but she didn’t feel announcing that was necessary.

“I’m really sorry, miss.”

Taylor nodded. “No problem,” she murmured, and even managed a respectable smile. She turned, nearly colliding with the cowboy she’d noticed earlier.

“Oh, sorry,” she said, slipping past him.

“Just a minute. Did I hear you mention Seattle?” His voice was deep and masculine. Without giving her a chance to respond, he added, “You wouldn’t happen to be Taylor Manning, would you?”

“Yes. How’d you know?” Not that she should be surprised. Folks had been introducing themselves all week, telling her how pleased they were that she’d accepted the teaching assignment in their town.

Setting his black Stetson farther back on his head, the rancher explained. “The kid mentioned something about you this morning over breakfast.”

“The kid?”

“Harry Donovan.”

Taylor didn’t recall meeting any youngster by that name, but there’d been so many names and so many faces that she’d long since lost track.

The cowboy smiled, and their eyes held for a moment. His reaction hinted at curiosity, but for her part, Taylor had no feelings one way or the other. Oh, he was good-looking enough. His head was covered with a crisp black Stetson; all the men in town seemed to wear them. His dark hair curled along the nape of his sun-bronzed neck as if he’d delayed getting a haircut a couple of weeks too long. He was tall, easily six-three, and he wore tight-fitting blue jeans and a plaid shirt beneath a thick denim jacket.

“Mabel,” the rancher said, looking past Taylor. “This is the new schoolteacher.”

“Well, for goodness’ sake, miss, why didn’t you come right out and say so?” Without a second’s delay the clerk reached beneath the counter and brought out a tablet and started listing the items Taylor had wanted to purchase.

“Does this mean you’ll accept my American Express? My Visa? My check?”

“No, I feel bad about that, but most of the commercial people in these parts don’t do credit card business with those big banks. I’ll just write down these items here and send you a bill at the end of the month the way I do with most folks.”

“But… you don’t know me.” The woman hadn’t so much as requested identification.

Mabel waved her hand, dismissing Taylor’s concern. “I feel terrible about this.”

Taylor turned her gaze to the cowboy once more. “Thank you.”

He touched the brim of his hat in a quick salute and started down the aisle toward the younger girl.

While Mabel was writing up the sale, Taylor watched the exchange at the rear of the store. The teenager was standing beside a cosmetic display, gesturing wildly.

“If you could just sign here,” Mabel instructed, turning the tablet around for Taylor. “I can’t tell you how pleased we are that you’ve come to Cougar Point. There won’t be much of a social life for you, but we have our moments.”

“Yes, I know,” Taylor murmured. She hadn’t accepted this teaching assignment because of the potential nightlife. She’d specifically chosen the backwoods of Montana in an effort to give herself the necessary time to heal after her disastrous affair with Mark Brooks. She’d moved to Cougar Point so she could immerse herself in her chosen profession—and deal with the bitterness of losing Mark. Next year she’d leave Cougar Point again, rejuvenated and whole. Her family, especially her father, had assumed she’d taken this job on impulse, and although her actions were often spontaneous, for once her father was wrong. The decision to spend a year in Montana had been well thought out, the pros and cons carefully weighed. She was taking this time to mend a badly broken heart, hoping twelve months in the country would do what six months in the city hadn’t.

“I want a second opinion,” the teenager cried as she rushed toward the front of the store. “Excuse me,” she said brightly, holding out her hand. “I’m Mandy Palmer and this is my brother, Russ, who happens to be obstinate and stubborn and completely unreasonable and—”

“Mandy,” Russ threatened in a voice few would challenge, “I said no.”

“That’s just too bad,” the girl returned. Tears glistened in her green eyes. She was petite and very pretty, and wore her thick blond hair in a long French braid. It swayed when she jerked her head toward her brother.

“Mandy,” Russ threatened again.

The girl ignored him with a defiant tilt of her chin and looked at Taylor. “When a girl’s fourteen years old and going into her first year of high school, she’s old enough to wear a little makeup, isn’t she?”

“Uh …” Taylor hesitated. Mandy was staring at her with imploring eyes while her brother glared heatedly, silently demanding that Taylor mind her own business. “What does your mother say?”

“Our parents are dead,” Russ said gruffly. “I’m Mandy’s legal guardian and I say she’s too young to be painting her face with all that garbage. She’s only fourteen!”

“Were you wearing makeup when you were my age?” Mandy asked Taylor, the appeal in her eyes desperate.

“A little,” Taylor admitted reluctantly. She clutched her purchases tightly, not wanting to get caught in the middle of this family fight.

“Mascara?”

“Yes,” Taylor confessed.

“Blush?”

Taylor nodded, ignoring the fierce scowl being directed at her by the girl’s brother.

“How about lip gloss?”

“I was wearing that in junior high,” Taylor said, gaining a bit more confidence. In Taylor’s opinion—although it clearly wasn’t wanted or appreciated by the male faction here—Mandy should be allowed to experiment with a little makeup.

“See,” the girl said enthusiastically. “And you turned out to be a fine, upstanding citizen, didn’t you? I mean a little lip gloss at fourteen didn’t automatically turn you into a… a lady of the night, did it?”

Taylor couldn’t help laughing; that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “No. But it was close. It all started with too much mascara, followed by blue eye shadow. Before I realized what I was doing, I was into perfumes.” She hesitated and lowered her voice to a whisper. “The French kind.”

Mandy gasped for effect.

Taylor didn’t hide a smug smile as she continued. “From there it was a natural descent. I found myself standing on street corners ….”

“It’s time to go,” Russ ordered. He gave Taylor a look that could have curdled milk. “We’ve heard more than enough.”

Still amused, Taylor left the store. She sure hadn’t made a friend of the rancher, but Russ was being too strict with his younger sister. It wasn’t like her to take sides in something that didn’t involve her, but his attitude had struck a familiar chord. Taylor’s own father was often hard-nosed and outdated in his views. More than once the two of them had fought over the most ridiculous issues. If her mother hadn’t been there to run interference, Taylor didn’t know what would have happened. The crazy part was, she thought the world of her father. They could argue until the cows came home, but that never dampened the deep affection they shared.

Till the cows came home! Taylor paused midstep. Good grief, she was already beginning to think like a cowgirl. If this was the way she sounded after ten days, heaven only knew what she’d be like in a year’s time.

Taylor was walking to her car when she ran into Mary Beth Morgan, another teacher. They’d met earlier in the week during a staff meeting. Mary Beth was in her mid-fifties, friendly and a country girl through and through. She was the type of woman who personified everything good about small towns.

“You’re looking pleased about something.”

Taylor nodded. “I just met Russ and Mandy Palmer. They were debating whether Mandy’s old enough to wear makeup and somehow I got stuck in the middle. That man is certainly opinionated.”

“Mandy can give as good as she gets. I once heard Russ say that even Napoleon couldn’t stand up to Mandy when she truly wanted something.”

That seemed like a comment the cowboy would make and, despite herself, Taylor discovered she was smiling.

“Russ has a good heart, so don’t judge him too harshly,” Mary Beth said as they strolled down the sidewalk together. “He’s raising Mandy on his own and genuinely cares about her. His views may be kind of outdated, but he tries hard to be fair.”

“What happened to their parents?”

“Actually Mandy’s his half sister. Russ’s mother ran off when he was a toddler. I doubt Russ even remembers her. Fred Palmer took his wife’s leaving really hard. I’m sure there are two sides to that story, though. Fred could be ornery and was as pigheaded as they come.”

“Russ must take after his father then.”

“He does,” Mary Beth said, missing Taylor’s joke. “Most folks around here would rather tangle with a grizzly bear than mess with Russ when he’s in one of his moods. I suppose that has a lot to do with his living all these years without a woman’s influence. Once Betty died …”

“Betty must be Mandy’s mother?”

“Right. To everyone’s surprise, Fred up and married again. Betty was the sweetest thing, and just the right kind of woman for someone like Fred. She was sweet and kindhearted and as good as the day is long. Mandy arrived a year later.

“Fred and Betty were happy. I don’t think there was a dry eye in town when she died. Not long afterward Fred died, too. The doctors may have a complicated name for what killed him, but I’ll tell you right now, Fred Palmer died of a broken heart.”

“How sad.” The humor drained from Taylor. No one could be unaffected by that story.

“Russ reminds me of his father when Fred was around that age. What Russ needs is a wife—someone like Betty who’ll cater to his whims and pamper him and let him have his way.”

That left her out. The thought startled her. She would no more consider marrying a rancher than she’d entertain the idea of riding a horse. As far as she was concerned, cows smelled, hay made her sneeze, and the sight of a horse sent her scurrying in the opposite direction.

“I’m sure if Russ said anything offensive …”

“He didn’t,” Taylor was quick to assure the other woman. But not because he didn’t want to, judging by the look in his eyes. If ever there was a man who longed to put her in her place, it was this formidable rancher. Unfortunately, or fortunately as the case might be, it would take a lot more than one cowpoke to do it.

Mary Beth and Taylor said goodbye at the corner, and Taylor went to the grocery store. With a limited budget and a distinct lack of imagination when it came to cooking, she headed for the frozen food section.

Without much enthusiasm she tossed a frozen entrée into her grocery cart. The local supermarket didn’t carry a large selection, and it was either the salisbury steak or the country fried chicken.

“Was that really necessary?” a gruff male voice asked from behind her.

“The country fried chicken?” she asked, turning to face the very man she and Mary Beth had been discussing.

“I’m not talking about your pathetic choice for dinner. I’m referring to my sister. She’s going through a rebellious stage, and I don’t appreciate your taking her side on an issue. We can settle our differences without any help from you.”

Taylor was about to argue when she noticed the teenager coming down the aisle.

“Oh, hi,” Mandy greeted her, brightening. She hurried to Taylor and her brother. “You’re not eating that for dinner, are you?” the girl asked, eyeing the frozen meal in Taylor’s cart. A horrified look spread across her face.

“It seemed the least amount of trouble,” Taylor admitted. She’d spent a full day unpacking and cleaning, and even a frozen dinner was more appealing than being forced to cook for herself. As far as she could see, there wasn’t a single fast-food place in town. The nearest McDonald’s was a hundred miles from Cougar Point.

“I’ve got a big pot of stew simmering at home,” Mandy said eagerly. “Why don’t you come over and have dinner with Russ and me? We’d love to have you, wouldn’t we, Russ?”

Her brother’s hesitation was just long enough to convey his message.

“It’s the neighborly thing to do,” Mandy prompted.

“You’re welcome to come, if you want,” Russ said finally, and Taylor had the impression it took a great deal of resolve to echo his sister’s invitation.

There wasn’t any question that Taylor should refuse. But something perverse in her, something obstinate and a bit foolish, wouldn’t allow her to do so. Perhaps it was because she recognized the same mulish streak in him that she knew so well in her father. Whatever the reason, Taylor decided she was going to enjoy this dinner. “Why, thank you. I’d be honored.”

“Great.” Mandy beamed. “We live about ten miles east of town.”

“East?” Taylor repeated, turning in a full circle in an effort to orient herself. She wasn’t sure which way was east, at least not from where she was standing in the grocery store.

“Take the main road and go left at the stand of sycamore trees,” Mandy continued. “That’s just past Cole Creek, only don’t look for any water because it’s dried out at this time of year.”

Further directions only served to confuse Taylor. She wasn’t even all that confident she could tell a sycamore from an oak. And how was she supposed to identify a dried-out creek bed? Usually Taylor was given directions that said she should go to the third stoplight and take a left at the Wal-Mart.

“Why don’t you ride along with us?” Mandy suggested next, apparently sensing Taylor’s confusion. “Russ can drive you back into town later.”

“It’ll probably work better if I follow you,” Taylor said. “My car’s at the house, but it would only take a minute for me to swing by and get it.”

“It wouldn’t be any trouble. Russ has to come back, anyway. Besides, I wouldn’t want you to get lost once it turns dark.”

Taylor noted that Russ didn’t echo his sister’s suggestion. The temptation was too great to ignore, and once more Taylor found herself agreeing to Mandy’s plan.

“My truck’s parked outside,” Russ grumbled. He didn’t seem very pleased by this turn of events. But then he hadn’t looked all that thrilled about anything from the moment they’d met.

Russ’s truck was a twenty-year-old dented Ford that most folks would have hauled to the scrap heap a year earlier. The bed was filled with supplies. Grain sacks were stacked in one corner, fertilizer in another.

The front fender was badly bent and had begun to rust. The license plate was missing, and Russ had to completely remove the passenger door for the two women to climb inside. Once they were seated he replaced the door and latched it shut.

Taylor squirmed around in the bench seat, searching for the seat belt.

“There aren’t any,” Russ explained as he slipped in next to her and started the engine.

The seat was cramped, and Taylor had to dig her elbows into her ribs. Her shoulders were touching his on the left side, his younger sister’s on the right. It had been a long time since Taylor had sat this close to a man. At first she tried to keep her thigh from grazing his, but it was nearly impossible. So their thighs touched. Big deal.

Only it soon got to be.

There must’ve been something in all that fresh country air that was adversely affecting her brain cells. Without much difficulty, Taylor could actually imagine herself smitten with this man. Smitten? Oh dear, her mind was doing it again, tormenting her with this old-fashioned country jargon….

Suddenly they turned off the main road and headed down a lengthy rut-filled section that tossed her up and then down. Every time they hit a dip, Taylor would bounce off the seat as if it were greased. It was all she could do not to land on top of Russ or Mandy. They were obviously accustomed to this thrashing about, and each managed to stay neatly in place. Taylor, on the other hand, was all over the inside of the cab.

Whenever the truck hit an uneven patch, some part of Taylor’s anatomy came into intimate contact with Russ’s. Their thighs stroked each other. Their shoulders collided and their waists jostled together. Again and again their bodies were slammed against each other.

Taylor couldn’t help noticing how firm and muscular Russ felt. She didn’t want to acknowledge it. Nor did she want to experience the heat of his body and the warm muskiness of his skin. He felt solid. Strong. Virile. A host of sensations, long dormant, sprang to life inside her.

Not once had Russ Palmer purposely touched her, and yet Taylor felt as though his hands had caressed her everywhere.

“Would you mind slowing down?” she cried. She hated having to ask.

“Why?” Russ asked, his voice filled with amusement.

“Russ,” Mandy snapped, “Taylor’s not used to this.”

Amused or not, Russ slowed the vehicle, and Taylor went weak with relief. She could feel a headache coming on, but she wasn’t sure it had anything to do with the skipping, hopping and jumping she’d been subjected to for the past ten minutes.

They arrived at the ranch house a couple of minutes later, at just about dusk. The first thing Taylor noticed was the huge red barn. It was the largest she’d ever seen, but that wasn’t saying much. She knew next to nothing about barns, although this one seemed enormous. The house was sizable, as well. Four gables stood out against the roof of the huge white structure, and the windows were framed by bright red shutters.

Taylor climbed out of the truck on the driver’s side after Russ, not wanting to be trapped inside while he walked around to remove the passenger door. It took her a minute to steady her legs.

Mandy bolted ahead of them. She raced up the back steps that led into the kitchen, holding open the door for Taylor. “The stew’s in the Crockpot.”

Taylor saw that Russ had gone in the opposite direction, toward the barn, probably to see about unloading the contents of the truck bed. Her gaze followed him, and she wondered briefly if the close confines of the truck had affected him the same way they had her. Probably not. He looked a lot more in control of himself than Taylor felt.

A thin sheen of perspiration moistened her upper lip. What the hell was the matter with her? Groaning silently, Taylor closed her eyes. She knew precisely what was wrong, and she didn’t like it one bit.





Two

Russ remained silent for most of the meal. He didn’t like this schoolteacher. But he didn’t exactly dislike her, either. She was as pretty as Harry had claimed, and her hair was thick and rich. A couple of times he’d been tempted to lift a strand and let it slip through his fingers, but that would’ve been impossible. And what she did to a pair of jeans ought to be illegal. On the ride to the ranch he’d purposely driven over every pothole he could just because he liked the way her body had moved against his.

“You’re from Seattle?” Russ asked. He’d been trying to ignore her for most of the meal, not because he wasn’t interested in learning what he could about her, but because—dammit—he was as taken with her as Harry had been.

Taylor nodded, smiling. “I was born and raised in the shadow of the Space Needle.”

“Ever had snow there?”

“Some.”

The thought of her smooth pale skin exposed to the elements knotted his stomach.

“I understand winters are harsher here than in western Washington,” she said stiffly. “I came prepared.”

“I doubt that you have a clue how severe winters can get in these parts.” Russ had seen too many cases of frostbite to have any illusions.

It was clear that Taylor resented the way he was talking to her. He didn’t mean to imply that she was stupid, only unaware, and he didn’t want her learning harsh lessons because no one had warned her.

One quick look told him he’d raised Taylor’s hackles. She seemed to need several minutes to compose her response, then she set her fork next to her plate, placed her elbows on the table and joined her hands. Staring directly at him, she smiled with deceptive warmth and said, “You needn’t worry, Mr. Palmer. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I’ve been doing so for many years. I may be a city girl, but let me assure you, I’m both intelligent and resourceful.”

“Do you know what happens to skin when it’s exposed to temperatures below thirty degrees? How about the symptoms for hypothermia? Would you be able to recognize them in yourself or others?”

“Mr. Palmer, please.”

“Russ.” Mandy’s outraged eyes shot from him to Taylor and then back again. “You’re being rude to our guest.”

Russ mumbled under his breath and resumed eating. Maybe he was overreacting. Perhaps his motives weren’t so lily-white. Perhaps he was more angry with her than concerned about her welfare. She’d certainly done enough to upset him in the past few hours. Taking Mandy’s side on that makeup issue had bothered him, but that hardly mattered after the way she’d pressed herself against him during the ride from town. He couldn’t get the feel of her out of his mind. Her skin was soft and she smelled like wildflowers. That thought led to another. If she smelled so good, he couldn’t help wondering how she’d taste. Like honey, he decided, fresh from the comb, thick and sweet. The knot in his stomach tightened. If he didn’t curb his mind soon, he’d end up kissing her before the night was through.

“You’re an excellent cook,” Taylor said to Mandy in a blatant effort to lighten the strained atmosphere.

Mandy beamed at the compliment. “I try. Rosa and her husband retired last year, and I talked Russ into letting me do the cooking, and it’s worked out pretty well, hasn’t it, Russ?”

He nodded. “There’ve been a few nights best forgotten, but for the most part you’ve done an excellent job.”

“She took over all the cooking at age thirteen?” Taylor asked, obviously astonished, although Russ had trouble figuring out why. He’d long suspected that city kids didn’t carry anywhere near the responsibility country kids did.

Mandy eyed Russ. He knew that look well by now, and it meant trouble. He bit his tongue as she opened her mouth to speak.

“It seems to me that any girl who can rustle up a decent meal every night is old enough to buy her own clothes without her older brother tagging along, don’t you think?”

The way things were going, Mandy was angling to be sent to her room without finishing dinner. “That’s none of Taylor’s concern,” he said tightly, daring their guest to challenge his authority with his younger sister.

“You agree with me, don’t you Taylor?” Mandy pressed.

“Uh …” Taylor hedged, looking uncomfortable. “I have a limit of answering only one leading question per day,” she explained, reaching for another piece of bread. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to get on Russ’s bad side twice in only a few hours. I might end up walking back to town.”

“Russ would never do that.”

Want to bet? Russ mused. Okay, so he wouldn’t make her walk, but he’d sure as hell hit every pothole he could. The problem there was that he’d be the one likely to suffer most.

“What do you honestly think?” Mandy repeated.

“I think you should eat your dinner and leave Taylor out of this,” Russ ordered harshly. The girl had turned willfulness into an art form.

“I… Your brother’s right, Mandy,” Taylor said, lowering her gaze to the steaming bowl of rich stew. “This is something the two of you should settle between yourselves.”

“Russ and I’ll settle it all right,” Mandy responded defiantly, “but he won’t like the outcome.”

Russ didn’t take the bait. “More stew, Taylor?”

“Ah… no, thanks. My bowl’s nearly full.”

“When did you start buying your own clothes?” Mandy asked, clearly unwilling to drop the issue.

Russ stared at Taylor, daring her to question his authority a second time. She glanced nervously away. “As I recall, I had the same problem with my father at this age. I got around him by taking a sewing class and making my clothes.”

“When was this?”

“Oh, about the eighth grade or so. To this day I enjoy sewing most of my own things. It’s economical, too.”

“The eighth grade?” Mandy cast Russ a triumphant look. “You were basically choosing and sewing your own clothes when you were only thirteen, then.”

“It’s not a good idea for me to get involved in a matter that’s between you and your brother, Mandy. I did earlier and I don’t think it was the right thing to do.”

Russ felt a little better knowing that.

Mandy’s shoulders sagged, and Russ was pleased to note that she was gracious enough to accept Taylor’s word. Finally.

“I didn’t mean to cause such a scene in the variety store,” Mandy murmured apologetically. “All I wanted was Russ’s okay to buy some lip gloss.”

Russ set his napkin on the table. “I wouldn’t mind letting you wear some lip gloss, but you insist on overdoing it. I walked past your bedroom the other night and I swear your lips were glowing in the dark.”

Mandy glared at him, her eyes filled with indignation. What had he said now? Before he could ask her what was so all-fired insulting, she threw her fork and napkin onto the table and promptly rushed out of the room.

“Amanda Palmer, get back here this minute,” he shouted in the same steely tone that sent his men scurrying to obey. When Mandy didn’t immediately comply, he stormed to his feet, ready to follow her.

“Russ,” Taylor said softly, stopping him. He turned toward her, wanting to blame her for this latest display of pique.

Taylor sighed and pushed aside her bowl. “Give her a few minutes. She’ll be back once she’s composed herself.”

“What did I say?” he demanded, sitting back down, genuinely perplexed.

Taylor hesitated, then said, “It might’ve had something to do with the joke about her lips glowing in the dark.”

“It’s true. I told her she couldn’t wear any of that war paint you women are so fond of, so she defied me and started putting it on before she went to bed.”

“She’s exercising her rights as a person.”

“By spurning my rules? I swear that girl drives me to the edge of insanity. What’s gotten into her the past couple of years? She used to be an all-right kid. Now it seems I can’t say a word without setting her off.”

“She’s a teenager.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he barked.

“Don’t you remember what you felt like at fourteen? How important it was to dress and act like everyone around you?”

“No,” Russ stated flatly. His features tensed. He didn’t want to discuss his sister with Taylor. She didn’t know any more about raising kids than he did. The problem with Mandy was that she was getting too big for her britches.

Standing, Taylor reached for her bowl and glass. “I’ll clear the table.”

“Leave it for Mandy,” Russ insisted.

Taylor ignored him, which was getting to be a habit with her. Russ had yet to understand what it was about women that made them constantly want to challenge him—especially in his own home.

“Why?” Taylor demanded, startling him out of his reverie. Even more astonishing was the fact that she looked angry.

“Why what?”

“Why would you want to leave the dishes for Mandy?”

“Because that’s woman’s work,” he explained.

“You’re possibly the worst male chauvinist I’ve ever encountered,” she said, carrying what remained of the plates to the sink. “In my opinion, those who cook shouldn’t have to wash dishes.”

“It’ll be a cold day in hell before you’ll ever see me washing dishes, lady.” He found the thought comical. He hadn’t taken kindly to being called a chauvinist, but he refused to argue with her. They were having enough trouble being civil to each other without further provocation from him.

Taylor hurried to the sink, filling it with hot water and squirting in soap. “Since the task apparently belongs to a woman, I’ll do the dishes.”

“No guest of mine is washing dirty dishes.”

“Fine then,” she said, motioning toward the sink. “Everything’s ready for you.”

Although he was struggling against it, Russ was thoroughly irritated. He was standing directly in front of her. Not more than two inches separated them.

Taylor stared up at him and must have recognized his mood, because she swallowed hard. It wasn’t consternation he saw in her eyes, but something that stabbed him as sharply as a pitchfork. Longing and need. The same emotions he’d been battling from the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

He saw something else. She didn’t want to experience it any more than Russ wanted to feel the things he’d been feeling for her. When they’d sat next to each other in the truck, he’d never been more profoundly aware of a woman in his life. The air had been alive with tension—a tension that seemed to throb between them all evening long.

Russ felt it.

Taylor felt it.

Both seemed determined to ignore it.

Bracing her hands on the edge of the sink, she anxiously moistened her lips. Russ’s eyes fell to her mouth. Her eyes reluctantly met his, and the look they exchanged was as powerful as a caress.

“I… I should be going,” she whispered.

“You called me a chauvinist.”

“I… apologize.” Her pride was obviously crumbling at her feet. The fight had gone out of her.

He pulled his gaze back to her mouth, experiencing a small sense of triumph at the power of his will. “Where’d you ever get a name like Taylor?”

“It was my mother’s… maiden name.”

Once more her voice came out sounding whispery and soft. Too soft. Too whispery for comfort.

“My mother’s from Atlanta, and it was an old Southern tradition to give the first daughter her mother’s maiden name.” By the time she finished, her voice was a mere thread of sound.

Neither of them spoke for the longest moment of Russ’s life. Taking a deep, shaky breath, he was about to suggest he drive her home. Instead, Russ found himself leaning toward her.

“I’m sorry I ran out of the kitchen like that,” Mandy announced, coming back into the room.

Russ frowned at his younger sister, irritated. The girl couldn’t have chosen a worse time to make her entrance. For her part, Taylor appeared ready to leap across the room and hug Mandy for interrupting them.

“I was about to take Taylor back to town,” Russ announced gruffly.

“Do you have to leave so soon?” Mandy asked. “It’s barely even dark.”

“It’ll get dark anytime, and I still have a lot to do before school starts. Thank you so much for having me—both of you. You’re a wonderful cook… I really appreciate this.”

“You’ll come again, won’t you?” Mandy asked.

“If you’d like.”

“Oh, we would, wouldn’t we, Russ?”

He made a response that could have been taken either way.

Mandy walked to the door and down the porch steps with them. Her arms hugged her waist against the evening chill. “You’re driving the Lincoln, aren’t you?”

Russ gave another noncommittal reply. His truck was in the shop, having the transmission worked on, and he’d been forced to take the older one into town that morning. Mandy’s implication that he’d bring Taylor home in that dilapidated thing was an insult. The look he gave her suggested as much.

“I was just asking,” she said with an innocent smile.

Taylor and Mandy chatted while Russ went around to the garage and pulled out the luxury sedan. The two women hugged goodbye, and Taylor got inside the car and ran her fingertips over the leather upholstery before snapping the seat belt into place.

“You ready?” he asked more brusquely than he intended.

“Yes.”

They drove a few minutes in uncomfortable silence. “How large a spread do you have here?” she eventually asked.

“A thousand acres and about that many head of cattle.”

“A thousand acres,” Taylor echoed.

The awe and surprise in her voice filled him with pride. He could have gone on to tell her that the Lazy P was anything but lazy. His ranch was among the largest in the southern half of the state. He could also mention that he operated one of the most progressive ranches in the entire country, but he didn’t want to sound as if he was bragging.

They chatted amicably about nothing important until they got to town. Russ turned off the side street to old man Halloran’s house without even having to ask where Taylor was living. If she was surprised he knew, she didn’t say.

When he pulled in to her driveway, he cut the engine and rested his arm over the back of her seat. Part of him wanted her to invite him inside for coffee, but it wasn’t coffee that interested him. Another part of him demanded he stay away from this schoolteacher.

“Thank you again,” she said softly, staring down at her purse, which she held tightly in her lap.

“No problem.”

She raised her eyes to his, and despite all his good intentions, Russ’s hungry gaze fixed on her lips. He became aware that he was going to kiss her about the same time he realized he’d die if he didn’t. He reached for her, half expecting her to protest. Instead she whimpered and wrapped her arms around him, offering him her mouth. The sense of triumph and jubilation that Russ experienced was stronger than any aphrodisiac. He wrapped her in his arms and dragged her against him, savoring the pure womanly feel of her.

His kiss was wild. His callused hands framed the smooth skin of her face as he slanted his mouth over hers. He kissed her again and again and again.

Her throaty plea reluctantly brought him back to reason. For an instant Russ worried that he’d frightened her, until he heard his name fall from her lips in a low, frantic whisper. It was then that he knew she’d enjoyed their kisses as much as he had.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, his voice a husky murmur. He spread damp kisses down her neck and up her chin until he reached her mouth. Drawing her lower lip between his teeth, he sucked gently.

“Please… stop,” she pleaded, yet her hands grasped his hair, holding him against her.

But then Taylor lowered her hands to his shoulders and pulled herself away, leaving only an inch or so between them. Her shoulders heaved.

“I can’t believe that happened,” she whispered.

“Do you want an apology?”

“No,” she answered starkly. Then, after a moment, she added, “I wanted it as much as you did. I can’t imagine why. We’re about as opposite as any two people can get.”

“Maybe so, but I think we just discovered one way we’re compatible, and it beats the heck out of everything else.”

“Oh, please, don’t even say that,” she moaned, and pushed him away. She leaned against the back of the seat and ran a hand down her face as if to wipe away all evidence of their kissing. “This was a fluke. I think it might be best to pretend it never happened.”

Russ went still, his thoughts muddled and unclear. What she’d said was true. He had no business being attracted to her. No business kissing her. She was from the city and didn’t understand the complexities of his life. Not only that, she was the new schoolteacher, and not a woman the community would approve of him dallying with.

That they were attracted to each other was a given. Why seemed to be a question neither of them could answer. One thing Russ knew: Taylor was right. It was best to forget this ever happened.

For the next week Taylor did an admirable job of pushing Russ Palmer from her mind. It helped somewhat that she didn’t have any contact with either member of the Palmer family.

Taylor didn’t question what had come over her or why she’d allowed Russ to kiss her like that. Instead she’d resolutely ignored the memory of their kiss, attributing it to a bad case of repressed hormones. That was the only thing it could’ve been, and analyzing it would accomplish nothing.

Now that school had started, Taylor threw herself into her work with gusto, more convinced than ever that she was born to be a teacher. She was an immediate hit with her third- and fourth-grade students.

On Wednesday afternoon at about four, an hour after her class had been dismissed, Taylor was sitting at her desk, cutting out letters for her bulletin board, when there was a polite knock at her door. Suspecting it was one of her students, she glanced up to discover Mandy standing there, her books pressed against her.

“Mandy, hello,” Taylor said, genuinely pleased to see the girl. “Take a seat.” She waved the scissors at the chair next to her desk.

“I’m not bothering you, am I? Russ said I wasn’t to visit you after school if you were busy. He thinks I’ll be a pest.”

“You can come and visit me anytime you want,” Taylor said, as she continued to cut out blunt letters from the bright sheets of colored paper.

Plopping down on the chair, Mandy crossed her legs and smiled cheerfully. “Notice anything different about me?”

Taylor nodded. “Isn’t that war paint you’re wearing? And that sweater looks new. Very nice—that light green suits you.”

Russ’s sister giggled shyly. “I came to thank you. I don’t know what you said to my brother, but it worked. The next morning he said he’d thought about it overnight and decided that if I was old enough to cook dinner and wear a little makeup, then I was mature enough to choose my own clothes without him tagging along.”

Taylor wasn’t convinced that Russ’s change of heart had anything to do with her, but nevertheless, she was pleased. “That’s great.”

“I heard from Cassie Jackson that you’re a really good teacher.”

Cassie was a fourth-grader in Taylor’s class. She smiled at the compliment.

“I hear half the boys in your class are in love with you already,” Mandy told her. “I told Russ that, and I think he’s a little jealous because he frowned and grabbed the paper and read it for ten minutes before he noticed it was one from last week.”

The last person Taylor wanted to discuss was Russ Palmer. “I don’t suppose you’d like to help me cut out letters, would you?” she asked, more to change the subject than because she needed any assistance.

“Sure, I’d love to.” Within a half hour she and Mandy had assembled a bright brown, yellow and orange autumn leaf bulletin board festooned with the names of every child in the class.

Once they’d finished, Taylor stepped back, threw her arm around her young friend’s shoulders and nodded happily. “We do good work.”

Mandy grinned. “We do, don’t we?”

Noting the time, Taylor felt guilty for having taken up so much of the girl’s afternoon. “It’s almost five. Do you need me to give you a ride home?”

“That’s all right. Russ said he’d pick me up. He’s coming into town for grain and I’m supposed to meet him at Burn’s Feed Store. It’s only a block from here.”

Mandy left soon afterward. Taylor gathered up the assignments she needed to grade and her purse and headed toward the school parking lot. Her blue Cabriolet was there all by itself. She was halfway to the car when a loud pickup barreled into the lot behind her. From the sick sounds the truck was making, Taylor knew it had to belong to Russ.

He rolled to a stop, his elbow draped over the side window. “Have you seen Mandy?”

She nodded, her eyes avoiding his. “You just missed her. She’s walking over to the feed store.”

“Thanks.” His gears ground as he switched them, and he looked over his shoulder, about to back out, when he paused. “Is that your car?”

“Yes.” Normally Taylor walked to and from school. It was less than a mile and she liked the exercise, but it had been raining that morning, so she’d brought her car.

“Did you know your back tire’s flat?”

Taylor’s eyes flew to her Cabriolet, and sure enough the rear tire on the driver’s side was completely flat. “Oh, great,” she moaned. She was tired and hungry and in no mood to deal with this problem.

“I’ll change it for you,” Russ volunteered, immediately vaulting from his truck.

It was kind of him, and Taylor was about to tell him so when he ruined it.

“You independent women,” he said with a chuckle. “You claim you can take care of yourselves and you’re too damn proud to think you need a man. But every now and then we have our uses. Now admit it, Taylor. You couldn’t possibly handle this without me.” He was walking toward her trunk, as haughty as could be.

“Hold it!” Taylor raised one hand. “I don’t need you to change my tire. I can take care of this myself.”

Russ gave her a patronizing look and then chose to antagonize her even more. This time he laughed. “Now that’s something I’d like to see.” He leaned against her fender and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Feel free,” he said, gesturing toward the flat.

“Don’t look so smug, Palmer. I said I could take care of it myself and I meant it.”

“You wouldn’t know one end of the jack from the other.”

Taylor wasn’t going to argue with him about that. “Would you like to make a small wager on my ability to deal with this?”

Russ snickered, looking more pompous every minute. “It would be like taking candy from a baby. The problem with you is that you’re too stubborn to admit when a man’s right.”

“I say I can deal with a flat tire any day of the week.”

“And I say you can’t. You haven’t got enough strength to turn the tire iron. Fact is, lady, you couldn’t get to first base without a man here to help you.”

“Oh, come off it. It’s about time you men understood that women aren’t the weaker sex.”

“Sure,” Russ said, without disguising his amusement.

“All right,” Taylor said slowly. She deliberately walked past him, then turned to give him a sultry smile. She narrowed her eyes. “Perhaps you don’t care to place a small wager on my ability. Having to admit you’re wrong would probably be more than a guy like you could take.”

His dark eyes flared briefly. “I didn’t want to do this, but unfortunately you’ve asked for it. What shall we bet?”

Now that he’d agreed, Taylor wasn’t sure. “If I win …”

“I’d be willing to do something I consider women’s work?” he suggested.

“Such as?”

Russ took a moment to think it over. “I’ll cook dinner for you next Saturday night.”

“Who’ll do the dishes?”

Russ hesitated. “I will. You thought I’d have trouble going along with that, didn’t you? But I don’t have a thing to worry about.”

“Dream on, Palmer. If I were you, I’d be sweating.”

He snickered, seeming to derive a good deal of pleasure from their conversation. “Now let’s figure out what you’ll owe me when you realize how sadly mistaken you are.”

“All right,” she said, “I’d be willing to do something you consider completely masculine.”

“I’d rather have you grill me a steak.”

“No way. That wouldn’t be a fair exchange. How about if I… do whatever you do around the ranch for a day?” Taylor felt perfectly safe making the proposal, just as safe as he’d felt offering to make her dinner.

“That wouldn’t work.”

“I’d be willing to try.”

Russ shrugged. “If you insist.”

“I do,” Taylor said.

Still leaning smugly against the side of her car, Russ pointed at the trunk. “All right, Ms. Good-wrench, go to it.”

Taylor opened her front door, placed her papers and purse inside and got out the key to her trunk.

“You might want to roll up your sleeves,” Russ suggested. “It’d be a shame to ruin that pretty blouse with a grease stain. It’s silk, isn’t it?”

Taylor glared at him defiantly.

Russ chuckled and raised both arms. “Sorry. I won’t say any more.”

Opening the trunk, Taylor systematically searched through it until she found what she was looking for.

“A tire iron is about this size,” he said, holding his hands a couple of feet apart, mocking her.

Carrying the spray can, Taylor walked around to the flat tire and squatted down in front of it. “I like my steak medium rare and barbecued over a hot charcoal grill. My baked potato should have sour cream and chives and the broccoli should be fresh with a touch of hollandaise sauce drizzled over the top.” Having given him those instructions, she proceeded to fill her deflated tire with the spray can.

“What’s that?” Russ asked, his hands set challengingly on his hips.

“You did say this Saturday, didn’t you?” she taunted.

He scowled when she handed over the spray can for him to examine. “Fix-it Flat Tire?” he said, reading the label.

“That’s exactly what it is,” Taylor informed him primly. “Whatever this marvelous invention is, it fills up the tire enough so I can drive it to a service station and have the attendant deal with it.”

“Now wait a minute,” Russ muttered. “That’s cheating.”

“I never said I’d change the tire,” Taylor reminded him. “I told you I could deal with the situation myself. And I have.”

“But it’s a man who’ll be changing the tire.”

“Could be a woman. In Seattle some women work for service stations.”

“In Seattle, maybe, but not in Cougar Point.”

“Come on, Russ, admit it. I outsmarted you.”

He glared at her, and despite his irritation, or perhaps because of it, Taylor laughed. She got inside her car, started the engine and drove out of the parking lot. Then she circled back, returning to Russ who was standing beside his pickup.

“What do you want now?” he demanded.

“I just came to tell you I like blue cheese dressing on my salad.” With that she zipped out of the lot. She was still smiling when she happened to glance in her rearview mirror in time to see Russ slam his black Stetson onto the asphalt.





Three

No doubt psychologists had a term for the attraction Taylor felt for this rancher, she decided early Saturday evening. Why else would a woman, who was determined to avoid a certain man, go out of her way to goad him into a wager she was sure to win? Taylor couldn’t fathom it herself. Maybe it was some perverse method of inflicting self-punishment. Perhaps her disastrous relationship with Mark had lowered her to this level. Taylor didn’t know anymore.

She’d prefer to place all the blame on Russ. If he hadn’t made her so furious with his nonsense about a woman needing a man, she probably would’ve been able to stand aside and smile sweetly while he changed her tire. But he’d had to ruin everything.

During dinner at least, Mandy would be there to act as a buffer.

“What do you mean you’re going over to Chris’s?” Russ asked his sister.

“I told you about it Thursday, remember?”

Russ frowned. Hell, no, he didn’t remember. He needed Mandy to help him with this stupid dinner wager he’d made with Taylor. The woman had tricked him. In his view, she should be cooking, not the other way around. He would’ve been happy to take her to dinner in town and be done with it, but he knew better than to even suggest that. She’d insisted he make dinner himself.

“What’s so important at Chris’s that you have to do it now?”

“We’re practicing. Drill team tryouts are next week, and I’ve got to make it. I’ve just got to.”

She made it sound like a matter of life or death. “Couldn’t the two of you practice some other time?”

“No,” Mandy said. “I want to see Taylor, but I can’t. Not tonight.”

Grumbling under his breath, Russ opened the refrigerator and stared inside, wondering where the hell he should start. Make the salad first? Cook the broccoli? Earlier in the day he’d bought everything he was going to need, including a packet of hollandaise sauce mix.

“I’m sorry, Russ,” Mandy said. “I’d offer to help …”

His spirits lifted. “You will? Great. Just don’t let Taylor know. If she found out, she’d have me strung from the highest tree for allowing another woman to slice lettuce for me.”

“I can’t help you, Russ. That would be cheating.”

“All I want you to do is give me a few pointers.”

“It wouldn’t be right.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Don’t slice the lettuce, and I shouldn’t even be telling you that.”

“What do you do with salad if you don’t chop it?” Russ asked wearily. He followed Mandy into the living room where she collected her homemade pom-poms. “What am I supposed to do with the lettuce?”

“I can’t answer that,” she said, looking apologetic.

“You can’t tell me how to make a salad?” he roared. His temper was wearing precariously thin. “Why not?”

“It’d be unfair. You’re supposed to prepare this meal entirely on your own. If I gave you any help, you’d be breaking your agreement with Taylor.” A car horn blared from the backyard, and Mandy grabbed her jacket. “That’s Chris’s mom now. I’ve got to go. See you later, and good luck with dinner.”

She was out the door before Russ could protest.

Russ wandered around the kitchen for the next five minutes, debating what to do first. Grilling the steaks wouldn’t be a problem. Anyone with half a brain knew how to cook a decent T-bone. The baked potato wasn’t a concern, either. It was everything else. He took the head of lettuce and a bunch of other vegetables from the refrigerator and set them on the counter. Without giving it much thought, he reached for an apron and tied it around his waist. God help him if any of the ranch hands walked in now.

Taylor was impressed with the effort Russ had made when she arrived at the Lazy P. He opened the door for her and jerked the apron from his waist.

“I hope you’re happy,” he muttered, looking anything but.

“I am. Thanks for asking,” she said, but inwardly she was struggling not to laugh. This entire scene was almost too good to be true. Next to her own father, Russ was the biggest chauvinist she’d ever met. The sight of him working in a kitchen, wearing an apron, was priceless.

“Something smells delicious,” she said.

“I’ll tell you it isn’t the hollandaise sauce. That stuff tastes like sh—” He stopped himself just in time. “You can figure it out.”

“I can,” she said. Smiling, she strolled across the kitchen and set a bottle of wine on the counter. “A small token of my appreciation.”

She couldn’t hear his reply as he furiously whipped the sauce simmering on the front burner. “Maybe it’ll taste better once it’s boiled,” Russ said, concentrating on the task at hand.

The table was set. Well, sort of. The silverware was piled in the center between the two place settings. The water glasses were filled.

“The broccoli’s done.” Russ turned off the burner. “It looks all right from what I can tell.” He drained the water and sprinkled a dash of salt and pepper over the contents of the pan.

“I’ll open the wine, if you like.”

“Sure,” Russ said absently. He opened the oven door, and Taylor felt the blast of heat clear from the other side of the room.

“What’s in there?”

“The baked potatoes,” he said, slamming the door. “How long does it take to cook these things, anyway? They’ve been in there fifteen minutes and they’re still hard as rocks.”

“Normally they bake in about an hour.”

“An hour?” he echoed. “Dammit, the sauce!” he cried. Grabbing a dish towel, he yanked the saucepan from the burner. He stirred frantically. “I hope it didn’t burn.”

“I’m sure it’ll be just fine. Where’s Mandy?”

“Gone,” he grumbled. He stuck his finger in the sauce and licked it, then nodded, apparently surprised. “She’s over at Chris’s practicing for drill team. And before you ask, she didn’t help me any.”

“Mandy’s not here?” Taylor said. A sense of uneasiness gripped her hard. After what had happened the first time she was alone with Russ, she had reason to be apprehensive.

She was overreacting, she told herself. It wasn’t as if she was going to fall spontaneously into Russ’s arms simply because his sister wasn’t there to act as chaperone. They were both mature adults, and furthermore, they’d agreed to forget the night they’d kissed. The whole thing was as much of an embarrassment to Russ as it was to her. She certainly wasn’t going to bring it up.

“Don’t think I had anything to do with Mandy being gone, either.”

“I didn’t,” she said with a shrug of indifference, implying that it hadn’t even crossed her mind—which was true, at least before Russ mentioned it.

He was scowling as if he expected her to argue with him.

“Can I do anything to help?” she asked in an effort to subdue her nervousness.

“No, thanks. This meal is completely under control,” he boasted. “I’m a man of my word, and when I said I was going to cook you the best steak you’ve ever eaten, I meant it.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Wordlessly she opened a series of drawers until she located the corkscrew and proceeded to agilely remove the cork from the wine.

“I know it’s traditional to serve red wine with beef, but I prefer white. This is an excellent chardonnay.”

“Whatever you brought is fine,” he mumbled as he swung open the refrigerator and took out a huge green salad.

It looked as if there was enough lettuce to feed the entire town, but Taylor refused to antagonize him by commenting on the fact.

“I want you to know I didn’t slice the lettuce,” he said proudly as he set the wooden bowl in the center of the table, shoving aside the silverware.

“Oh, good,” Taylor responded, hoping she sounded appropriately impressed. The second cupboard she inspected contained crystal wineglasses. Standing on tiptoe, she brought down two. They were both thick with dust, so she washed and rinsed them before pouring the wine.

“I wanted to bring dessert, but there isn’t a deli in Cougar Point,” she said conversationally as she handed Russ his wineglass.

He stepped away from the stove to accept the wine. Scowling, he asked, “You were going to buy dessert at a deli?”

“It’s the best place I know to get New York cheesecake.”

Russ muttered something she didn’t quite catch before returning to the stove. He turned down the burners and took a sip of his wine. “Since it’s going to take the potatoes a little longer than I realized, we might as well sit down.”

“Okay,” Taylor agreed readily, following him into the living room. The furniture consisted of large, bulky pieces that looked as if they’d been lifted from the set of an old western series on television. Bonanza, maybe.

A row of silver-framed photographs lined the fireplace and, interested, Taylor walked over to examine them. A picture of Russ, probably from his high school graduation, caught her attention immediately. He’d been a handsome young man. Boyishly good-looking, but she could easily tell that his appeal was potent enough to cause many a young woman more than one sleepless night.

“That’s my dad and Betty,” he said, pointing out the second large portrait. “It was taken shortly after they were married.” The resemblance between father and son was striking. They possessed the same brooding, dark eyes, and their full mouths were identical. She looked at Russ’s high school picture again and found herself zeroing in on his youthful features. Even back then, there’d been a wildness about him that challenged a woman. No man had provoked, defied or taunted her the way Russ had, and she barely knew him. By all rights she should stay as far away from him as possible, yet here she was in his home, studying his picture and theorizing about his secrets.

She turned away from the fireplace and sat in an overstuffed chair. “You were telling me before that you’ve got a thousand cattle,” Taylor said, making conversation while her fingers moved nervously against the padded arm of the chair.

“I’ve sold half the herd. I’m wintering five hundred head, but by summer the numbers will be much higher.”

“I see.” She didn’t really understand what he meant but didn’t know enough to ask intelligent questions. Thankfully Russ seemed to grasp her dilemma and explained of his own accord.

“The men are rounding up the cattle now. We keep them in a feed ground.”

“A feed ground?”

“It’s a fenced pasture with no irrigation ditches.”

“Why? I mean, don’t they need water?”

“Of course, but the heavy snows start in December, sometimes earlier. When the ground’s covered, the cattle can’t see the ditches, and if a steer falls into one, he often can’t get out, and I’ve lost a valuable animal.”

“If the snow’s that high, how do you get the feed to them?”

“Sometimes by sleigh.”

Taylor smiled at the thought of riding through a snow-covered field. She could almost hear the bells jingling and Christmas music playing while she snuggled under a warm blanket, holding tight to Russ.

Shaking her head to dispel the romantic fantasy, Taylor swallowed, furious with the path her daydreams had taken. She drank some of her wine, hoping to set her thoughts in order before they became so confused that she lost all reason. “That sounds like fun.”

“It’s demanding physical labor,” Russ told her gruffly.

His tone surprised her, and she raised her eyes to meet his.

He might be saying one thing, but Taylor would bet her first paycheck that he was battling the same fiery attraction she’d struggled with from the moment he’d first kissed her. He continued to stare at her in that restless, penetrating way that unnerved her.

He seemed impatient to escape from her, and unexpectedly vaulted to his feet. “I’d better check on dinner.”

Once he was out of the room, Taylor closed her eyes and sagged against the back of the cushion. This evening had seemed safe enough until she’d learned Mandy was gone. The air seemed to crackle with electricity despite even the blandest conversation.

Taylor heard Russ move back into the room, and assuming dinner was ready, she leapt to her feet. “Let me help,” she said.

Russ caught her by the shoulders.

“The potatoes aren’t done.”

As she tilted her head, her hair fell over her shoulder and down her back. Mark had liked it styled and short, and in an act of defiance, she’d allowed it to grow longer than at any other time in her life.

“You have beautiful hair,” Russ murmured, apparently unable to take his eyes from it. He slid his hand from her shoulder to the dark curly mass, and ran his fingers through its length. The action, so slow and deliberate, was highly exciting. Against every dictate of her will, Taylor’s heart quickened.

Soon his other hand joined the first and he continued to let his fingers glide through her hair, as if acquainting himself with its softness. Taylor seemed to be falling into a trance. His hands, buried deep in her hair, were more sensual than anything she’d ever experienced. Her eyes drifted shut, and when she felt herself being tugged toward him, she offered no resistance. His mouth met hers in a gentle brushing of lips. Their breaths merged as they each released a broken sigh.

“Tell me to stop,” Russ said. “Tell me to take my hands away from you.”

Taylor knew she should, but emotions that had been hiding just below the surface overwhelmed her. She meant to push him away, extract them both from this temptation—and yet the instant her hands made contact with his hard, muscular chest, they lost their purpose.

“Russ …”

His answer was to kiss her, a kiss that felt anything but gentle. His hands were tangled in the wavy bulk of dark hair as he bent her head to one side and slanted his demanding mouth over hers.

Their kisses were tempestuous, intense, exciting, and soon they were both panting and breathless.

Suddenly Russ tore his mouth from hers. His eyes remained closed. “I haven’t stopped thinking of you all week,” he confessed, not sounding very pleased about it. “I didn’t want to, but you’re there every night when I close my eyes. I can’t get rid of the taste of you. Why you?” he asked harshly. “Why do I have to feel these things for a city girl? You don’t belong here and you never will.”

Taylor’s head fell forward for a moment while she thought about his words. He was right. She was as out of place in this cattle town as… as a trout in a swimming pool. She raised her head while she had the courage to confront him. Anger was her friend; it took away the guilt she felt for being so willing to fall into his arms.

“You think I’m happy about this?” she cried. “Trust me, a cowpoke is the last person in the world I want to get involved with. A woman in your life is there for your convenience, to cook your meals and pleasure you in bed. I knew exactly what you were the minute we met and I could never align my thinking with yours.”

“Fine then, don’t,” he barked.

“I don’t have any intention of getting involved with you.”

“Listen, lady, I’m not all that thrilled with you, either. Go back to the big city where you belong, because in these parts men are men and women are women. We don’t much take to all that feminist talk.”

Taylor was becoming more outraged by the minute. Russ clearly had no conception that they weren’t living in the nineteenth century anymore.

“Let’s eat,” he snarled.

Taylor had half a mind to gather her things and leave. She would have if she’d thought she could get away with it. But Russ had made this dinner on a wager, and Taylor strongly suspected he’d see to it that she ate every bite. Knowing what she did about Russ, Taylor wouldn’t put it past him to feed her himself if she backed out now.

Taylor wasn’t sure how she managed to force down a single bite. Yet the salad was undeniably good. The broccoli was excellent, the sauce marginal, the baked potato raw, but the steak was succulent and exactly the way she liked it—medium-rare.

Silence stretched between them like a tightrope, and neither seemed inclined to cross it. At least ten minutes passed before Russ spoke.

“I shouldn’t have said that about you not belonging here,” he murmured, stabbing the lettuce with his fork.

“Why not?” she asked. “It’s true and we both know it. I am a city girl.”

“From everything I hear, you’re a fine teacher,” he admitted grudgingly. “The kids are crazy about you and I don’t blame them.”

She lifted her eyes to his, uncertain if she should believe him, feeling both surprise and pleasure.

“Word has it you’re enthusiastic and energetic, and everyone who’s met you says nothing but good. I don’t want you thinking folks don’t appreciate what you’re doing. That was just me running off at the mouth.”

Her voice dropped to a raspy whisper. “I didn’t mean what I said either, about not wanting anything to do with you because you’re a cowpoke.”

Their eyes met, and they each fought a smile. Knowing she was about to lose, Taylor lowered her gaze. “I will confess to being a little shocked at how well you managed dinner.”

Russ chuckled softly. “It wasn’t that difficult.”

“Does that mean you’d be willing to tackle it again?”

“No way. Once in a man’s lifetime is more than enough. I may have lost the wager, but I still consider cooking a woman’s job.”

“I thought for a moment that our wager would change your mind. But at this point, why do anything to spoil your reputation as a world-class chauvinist?”

Russ chuckled again, and the sound wasn’t extraordinary, but it gladdened Taylor’s heart. Something about this cowboy intrigued her. He wasn’t like any other man she’d ever dated. His opinions were diametrically opposed to her own on just about every subject she could mention. Yet whenever he touched her, she all but melted in his arms. There wasn’t any logic to this attraction they shared. No reason for it.

Russ helped himself to more salad and replenished their wineglasses. “Now that you know what Cougar Point thinks about you, how are you adjusting to us?”

“It’s been more of a change than I expected,” she said, holding the wineglass with both hands. She rotated the stem between her palms. “It’s the lack of conveniences I notice the most.”

He arched his brows in question. “Give me an example.”

“Well, I came home from work the other night, exhausted. All I wanted to do was sit down, put my feet up and hibernate until morning. The problem was, I was starving. My first impulse was to order a pepperoni pizza, and when I realized I couldn’t, I felt like crying with frustration.”

“The bowling alley serves a decent pizza.”

“But they don’t deliver.”

“No,” Russ agreed, “they don’t.”

Feeling a twinge of homesickness, Taylor finished her wine and stood. “I’ll help you with the dishes,” she said, feeling sad and weary as she glanced at Russ. Even in the friendliest conversation their differences were impossible to ignore.

“I’ll do them,” he responded, standing himself.

“Nope, you made dinner,” she said firmly. “You’re exempt from washing dishes—this time.” She turned on the tap and squirted a dash of liquid soap into the rushing water. Monster bubbles quickly formed, and she lowered the water pressure.

She was clearing off the table when Russ suggested, “How about a cup of coffee?”

“Please,” she said, smiling over at him.

He busied himself with that while Taylor loaded the dishwasher with plates and serving dishes, leaving the pots and pans to wash by hand.

“Here,” he said from behind her, “you might want this.”

She turned around to discover Russ holding the very apron he’d been so quick to remove when she’d arrived. Her hands were covered with soapsuds. She glanced at them and then at Russ.

“I’ll put it on for you,” he said.

She smiled her appreciation and lifted her arms so he could loop the ties around her waist and knot them behind her back.

Russ moved to within two steps of her and hesitated. Slowly he raised his eyes to her face. Hungry eyes. They delved into hers and then lowered just as slowly until they centered on her lips.

Unable to resist, Taylor swayed toward him. Once more she found herself a willing victim to his spell.

Their eyes held for a long moment before Russ roughly pushed the apron at her. “You do it.”

With trembling hands, Taylor shook the suds into the sink and deftly tied the apron behind her. “I wish Mandy was here,” she murmured, shocked by how close they’d come to walking into each other’s arms again. Obviously they both enjoyed the lure of the forbidden. Whatever the attraction, it was explosive, and she felt as though they’d been stumbling around a keg of lit gunpowder all evening.

“I think I’ll call her and tell her to come home,” Russ said, but he didn’t reach for the phone.

Once the dishwasher was loaded, Taylor vigorously scrubbed the first pan, venting her frustration on it.

“Are you going to the dance?” Russ asked her next, grabbing a dish towel and slapping it over his shoulder.

“I… don’t think so.”

“Why not? It’ll give you a chance to meet all the young guys in town and you can flirt to your heart’s content.”

“I’m far beyond the flirting stage,” she returned coolly.

He shrugged. “Could’ve fooled me. Fact is, you’ve been doing an admirable job of trifling with me from the moment we met.”

Taylor’s hand stilled. “I beg your pardon?”

“Take those jeans your wearing.”

“What’s wrong with these jeans?”

“They’re too tight. Stretched across your fanny like that, they give a man ideas.”

Closing her eyes, Taylor counted to ten. The effort to control her temper was in vain, however, and she whirled around to face him.

“How dare you suggest anything so ridiculous? You nearly kissed me a minute ago and now you’re blaming me because you can’t control yourself. Obviously it’s all my fault.”

He grunted and looked away.

“My jeans are too tight!” she echoed, her voice still outraged. “What about my sweater? Is that too revealing?” She bunched her breasts together and cast a meaningful look in their direction. “Did you notice how far the V-neck goes down? Why, a mere glimpse of cleavage is enough to drive a man to drink. Maybe I should have you censor my perfume, as well. It’s a wonder the good people of Cougar Point would allow such a brazen hussy near their children. And one with a big-city attitude, no less.”

“Taylor—”

“Don’t you say another word to me,” she cried, and jerked off the apron. Tears sprang to her eyes as she hurriedly located her purse. “Good night, Mr. Palmer. I won’t say it’s been a pleasure.”

“Taylor, dammit, listen to me.”

She raced down the stairs to her car, barely able to see through the tears in her eyes. The whole world looked blurred and watery, but Taylor was in too much of a hurry to care. This man said the most ridiculous things she’d ever heard. Only a fool would have anything more to do with him. Taylor had been a fool once.

Never, never again.

Russ sat in the living room, calling himself every foul name he could think of, and the list was a long one. When the back door opened, he knew it would be Mandy and reached for a newspaper, pretending to read.

“Hi!” She waltzed into the room. “How’d dinner go?”

“Great,” he mumbled, not taking his eyes off the front page.

“Has Taylor already left?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, shucks, I wanted to talk to her. Do you want to see the routine Chris and I made up?”

Russ’s interest in his sister’s drill team efforts was less than nil. Nevertheless, he grinned and nodded. “Sure.”

“Okay, but remember it’s not the same without the music.” She held the pom-poms to her waist, arms akimbo, then let loose with a high kick and shot her arms toward the ceiling. She danced left, she leaped right, her arms and legs moving with an instinctive grace that astonished Russ. This was Mandy? Fourteen-year-old Mandy? She was really quite good at this.

She finished down on one knee, her pom-poms raised above her head. Her smiling eyes met his, seeking his approval. “So?”

“There isn’t a single doubt in my mind that my sister’s going to make the high school drill team.”

“Oh, Russ,” she shouted, “thank you!” She vaulted to her feet and threw her arms around his neck. “Just for that I’ll finish the dishes.”

“Thanks,” Russ said absently. He didn’t want to think about dinner or anything else connected with this disastrous evening. That would only bring Taylor to mind, and she was the one person he was determined to forget. He’d suffered enough. All week she’d been nagging at his conscience. He’d even dreamed of her. He hadn’t felt this way about a woman since he was sixteen years old.

Then he had to go and say those stupid things. The reason was even worse. He’d been jealous. The thought of her attending the Grange event and dancing with all the men in town was more than he could bear. Other men putting their arms around her. Someone else laughing with her.

If anyone was going to dance with Taylor Manning, it would be him. Not Harry Donovan. Not Les Benjamin. Not Cody Franklin.

Him.

“Russ?”

He turned and found his sister staring at him. “What?”

“You’ve been pacing for the past five minutes. Is something wrong?”

“Hell, no,” he growled, then quickly changed his mind. “Hell, yes.” He marched across the kitchen and grabbed his hat, bluntly setting it on his head.

“Where are you going?” Mandy demanded, following him.

“To town,” he muttered. “I owe Taylor an apology.”

Mandy giggled, seeming to find that amusing. “You going to ask her to the dance?”

“I might,” he said, his strides long and purposeful.

“All right!” his sister cheered from behind him.
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