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Jobe Dodd
'" Tis the last rose of summer, Left blooming alone; All her lovely companions Are faded and gone"
—Thomas Moore
Irish Melodies (1807-1834) The Last Rose of Summer, st. 1
Chapter 1
Sandy noticed that he looked absolutely dis​gusted. It was hard to get Jobe Dodd to stand still long enough to listen to anything she said. But when she was trying to get him to listen to her about computers, she might as well have saved her breath.
"It's my brother's ranch," Sandy Regan said hotly, glaring at the tall blond ranch fore​man. "He says you're going to modernize the record-keeping, so you're damned well going to modernize it!"
Narrow gray eyes glittered down at her from an impossible height. Lean hands on lean hips made a visual statement about his opinion
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of her and her infernal machines without his saying a single word. He might not have a college degree, but he had arrogance down to a science.
"Did you hear what I said? Ted said we're doing it!" she persisted, pushing back a strand of unruly dark hair. She was recovering at the ranch from a rough bout of influenza, where Ted's wife and Sandy's best friend, Coreen, had been nursing her. She was better. Or she had been, until now.
"Ted still owns that ranch in Victoria," Jobe said pointedly in his deep, curt drawl, alluding to the ranch where he'd worked be​fore Ted and Sandy had moved back to the old homeplace in Jacobsville. "No reason I couldn't go work up there."
"Great idea. You can work there until Ted has me convert those records to computer files, too!"
He gave her a level look guaranteed to pro​voke a saint. "I'll tell Ted you recommended it."
Her lips made a thin line. She was furious. It was her long-standing reaction to this man, who had been her nemesis since her fifteenth birthday. He'd started working for Ted just be​fore she went away to college, and the more

she studied, the more he provoked her. He had a good sound high school education, followed by some vocational training in animal hus​bandry, but he knew next to nothing about electronic equipment. She did, and he resented her expertise. Not that he'd have admitted it.
"You just can't stand it that I have a college degree, can you?" she raged. "It goes right through you that a mere woman understands something you don't!"
"I don't need to understand computers," he said smugly. "Not as long as you can't un​derstand genetics. I guess your next step will be to stuff cows into that damned thing." He nodded toward the computer system she'd set up in the ranch office.
"As a matter of fact, I was coming to that," she said with a cold smile. "I want to use computer chip implants in the hides of the cat​tle—"
"Over my dead body," came the short re​ply.
"So that we can scan the cattle and get their records simultaneously. It will save a lot of time and trouble with his breeding program, and hours of paperwork."
"I oversee the breeding program."
"You can do it better with a computer."
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"And I'll tell you exactly what you can do with yours,” he said in a deceptively pleasant tone, "and how far.”
She sighed angrily. Her hand went to her forehead. She was still feeling rocky from the flu, and arguing with Jobe always gave her a headache. She tried to think of him as an oc​cupational hazard, but it made the time she spent at home fraught with difficulties. In the past few months, she'd found excuses not to visit Ted and Coreen because it put her in such close contact with him. Then flu had struck, and she'd had no place else to go. Grown she might be, but Ted looked after his own.
Sadly he considered Jobe family, too, be​cause he and Jobe's father had once been in the cattle business together. Sandy's antago​nism for his ranch manager didn't bother Ted one bit. He knew that both of them were pro​fessional enough to overlook their small per​sonality conflicts. From Sandy's point of view, that was going to take a lot of overlooking.
"You need to get some more meat on those little bones before you start arguing with me," he murmured, and his voice gentled. "You're frail."
"Hand me a stick and I'll show you how

frail I am." Eyes almost as blue as her broth​er's blasted him.
"Did Ted tell you that you were going to have to learn how to use the computer and input records?"
He looked shell-shocked. "What?"
"I won't be here to program the computer," she continued. "You'll have to learn how to use it so that you can input herd records and breeding records and any other little thing you want access to."
He glared at her. "Like hell I'm going to learn to use a computer. If God had wanted men to use computers, we'd have been born with keyboards!"
She grinned at him. "Do tell?" She could imagine steam coming out of his ears. It made her feel superior, which was a rare sensation indeed when she was around him. "Well, Ted said you'd have to learn."
He cocked an eyebrow. "I'll learn to pro​gram computers when you learn to cook, cup​cake," he offered.
Her pale blue eyes flashed fire. "I can cook!"
"Ha!" He was enjoying himself now. He had her on the run. "I still remember the last time you helped us with a company barbe-
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cue," he recalled, tongue-in-cheek. "First time in my life I ever saw cattlemen eat fish. I fried that, if you recall."
"The cowards," she remarked. "It was good barbecue. It had a crust. Good barbecue always has a crust!"
"Not black and halfway through the meat," he replied easily.
"I can cook when I feel like it!" she raised her voice.
There was a muffled laugh from behind them. She turned in time to see her brother, Ted, come in from the backyard. His prema​turely silver hair gleamed in the light.
He glanced from Jobe's amused expression to his sister's outraged one and sighed.
"I fought in Vietnam," he recalled. "Amazing how much home reminds me of it lately."
Sandy flushed, but her glittering eyes didn't yield an inch. "He says he wants to work at the ranch in Victoria so he won't have to learn anything about computers!" she snarled.
Jobe didn't say a word, which somehow made it even worse.
Ted glanced at her and then back at his fore​man. "We have to move into the twentieth century," he told the other man. "God knows,

I resisted until the very last minute. But even the Ballengers yielded to the inevitable, and they did it some years ago."
"It's all those kids," Jobe mused. "They don't want their sons knowing how to do something they can't do."
"That's possible," Ted said knowingly, and grinned. "Our boy's barely a year old now and he's got a little computer of his very own."
"Indeed he does," Sandy chuckled, be​cause she'd given little Pryce Regan that be​ginner storybook computer for his first birth​day.
"If a little kid can do it, you can do it," Ted assured Jobe.
The other man lifted a blond eyebrow and a corner of his mouth in a full-scale grimace. "I don't like machinery."
"Just because the hay baler caught your jacket one time...!" Sandy began.
"It damned near caught my whole arm and jerked it off," he snapped back at her.
"Well, a computer can't jerk your arm off," she promised him.
His eyes narrowed. "So they say," he mut​tered. "But little kids can use one to build napalm."
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"I'll be the first to agree that some chemical formulae shouldn't be posted on the Internet where any child can access it," Sandy agreed, "and that some sort of monitoring device should be available to parents."
"Nice of you," Jobe replied. "But my kids would be too busy to sit with their noses in a computer all afternoon. They'd be out working with livestock and learning how to track."
"All day and all night?" Sandy asked sweetly. "And pray tell where are you going to get these mythical well-occupied children in the first place? As I recall, you've never found a woman who lived up to your high standards!"
"Certainly not you," he agreed with a go-to-hell smile.
Sandy got up from her chair furiously, rock​ing a little on her feet.
"Whoa," Ted said, stepping between them. "The idea is to feed herd records into the com​puter, not start World War III over it." He looked from Jobe to Sandy. "I want you two to try and make peace. You have to work to​gether on this thing. If you keep scoring points off each other, I'll never get my system up and running."

"I'd like to get him up and running!" Sandy flashed at Jobe.
Jobe looked haughty. "Don't be vulgar," he chided.
Sandy realized what she'd said and went as red as a radish.
Ted shook his head. "You two are going to be the death of me," he said sadly. "And all I want to do is move into the twenty-first cen​tury with my cattle operation."
"And your horses," Sandy added.
Jobe looked hunted. "Computers are a curse."
"Well, you're cursed, then," Ted answered, "because whether Sandy sets up the system or I have someone else set it up, you're going to have to learn to use it."
When Ted used that tone of voice, nobody argued. Jobe's broad shoulders rose and fell in silent acceptance, but he glared at Sandy.
"She's good at her job," Ted said point​edly. "She can do this better than anyone else I know."
"So let her do it. Foremen are thick on the ground." He nodded toward Ted and turned on his heel.
"You're not quitting!" Ted snapped.
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Jobe glanced back over his shoulder. "Like hell I'm not." He kept walking.
"You can't find any place in Texas to work that doesn't use a computer!"
"Then I'll go to New Mexico or Arizona or Montana," he returned.
"What's the matter, Jobe, afraid you aren't smart enough to learn it?" Sandy asked in the softest, sweetest tone.
He stopped dead. When he turned, his eyes glittered like coals of fire. "What did you say?" he asked softly.
She'd seen grown men back down when he looked like that. It was one of the reasons he was such a good foreman. He hardly ever had to use those big fists on anyone.
But she wasn't backing down. Although she respected Jobe, she wasn't afraid of him.
"I said, are you afraid you can't do it?" she persisted.
He stuck his hands on his hips. "I could. I just don't want to."
She shrugged and turned away. "If you say
so.”
"I could learn it!" She shrugged again.
Jobe's high cheekbones were overlaid by dusky color. His nostrils looked pinched. Ted

had to smother a laugh, because nobody got under Jobe's skin like Sandy. It often amazed him that two people with such violent feelings never noticed that there might be more to those emotions than just anger.
"All right, I'll give it a shot," Jobe said, but he was speaking to Ted. "And if I don't like it, I'm not staying."
"I'll accept that," Ted agreed. "But I think you're going to find that it saves you quite a lot of time."
Jobe stared at him. "And if it saves me all that time, what am I going to do with it?"
"Improve the breeding program," Ted re​plied at once. "Go to seminars. I'll send you to conferences to learn more about the newest theories in genetics. You can have more time to study, right down to finishing your degree in animal husbandry."
Jobe looked tempted. He thought about it. Finally, he nodded. "When do you want to start?"
"As soon as she's back on her feet again," Ted informed him, nodding toward Sandy. "She's had a bad time with the flu. I want her completely recovered before she takes on a project this size."
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"I'm okay," she protested, and then ruined the whole thing by coughing.
"So I see," Jobe muttered. "You shouldn't have got out of bed so soon. Are you crazy!"
"Don't you call me names!" she snapped right back, and coughed again. "I can take care of myself."
"Sure," he nodded, "look what a great job you've done. If Ted hadn't come up to Vic​toria after you, you'd be dead of pneumonia, all alone in that apartment."
She really would have enjoyed disputing that theory, but she didn't have a leg to stand on. She blew her nose and tucked the hand​kerchief back into the pocket of her jacket.
"We'll shoot for next week," she promised. "That will give me a little time to work out hardware and programs. I'll probably have to do some engineering on the programs to make them work the way you want them to. But that's just a little thing, no problem."
"You go back to bed," Ted told her. "I've got some things to talk over with Jobe."
"Okay," she agreed. She felt weaker than ever, but she shot the foreman a smug look on her way out.
He glared at her. His hand clenched at his

side. "For two cents," he began under his breath.
She went up the staircase, and Ted drew Jobe into his study and closed the sliding doors.
"Stop baiting her," he told the younger man.
"Tell her to stop baiting me," Jobe returned hotly. "Good God, she lays in wait for me! Snide little remarks, sarcasm...do you think I'd take that from any man on the place?"
"You two have always rubbed each other the wrong way," Ted said pointedly. "Want something to drink?"
"I don't drink," Jobe reminded him.
"Lemonade or iced tea?" Ted continued.
Jobe chuckled. "Sorry. My mind wasn't working. Lemonade."
Ted took the pitcher out of his small icebox and filled two glasses. It was a hot day even for August, the air-conditioning notwithstand​ing.
The younger man sighed heavily and sipped lemonade, his pale eyes narrow as he stared out the window at the fenced pastures beyond.
"I don't mind so much that she knows com​puters inside out," Jobe murmured. "It's just that she can't resist rubbing it in. Hell, I know
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I'm not machinery-minded. But I know animal husbandry and genetics backward and for​ward!"
Ted knew hurt pride when he saw it. He wondered if Sandy even realized how thin Jobe's skin was. Probably not. She did her best not to notice the ranch foreman.
"Of course you do," Ted commiserated. "And she's not really rubbing it in. She loves her work. She's a little overenthusiastic about it, maybe."
Jobe turned, running an impatient hand through his thick hair. "She's a high-powered engineer with delusions of grandeur," he mut​tered. "Jacobsville was never big enough to suit her. She wanted bright lights and suave company."
"Don't most young people?" Ted asked.
Jobe's broad shoulders rose and fell. "I never did when I was young. I was happy with ranch life. There was all the time in the world, good people around me, the local bar if I needed cheering up, and plenty of friends when I needed them." He glanced at Ted cu​riously. "Didn't those things ever matter to Sandy?"
"They mattered," the older man replied. "But she had a good brain and she wanted to

use it. She's made a career for herself in a field that wasn't overpopulated with women in the first place."
"Oh, yes," Jobe said harshly, "it was im​portant to show people that a woman could do anything a man could."
"If it was, it was your fault," Ted said crit​ically, and held up a hand when the other man started to speak. "You know it," he continued unabashed. "From the time she was a teen​ager, you were always lording it over her, making fun of her when she tried to help the mechanic work on machinery, taunting her when she couldn't lift bales of hay as easily as the men could. You gave her a hell of an inferiority complex. Sandy grew up with just one thought in mind, to prove to you that she could do something better than you could. And she has."
Jobe made an angry gesture. "She spent all those years complaining about how small Ja-cobsville was. She didn't want to spend her life in a hick town, she wanted sophistication. She said often enough that she didn't want to end up wearing cotton dresses married to a cowboy."
Ted's eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he stared at the other man. He looked away.
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"Kids don't realize what's important until they become adults. I think you might find that Sandy's attitude toward Jacobsville has changed. She's crazy about our little boy, you know. She sits and plays with him all the time."
"He's not her kid," he said pointedly. "She can leave anytime the pressure gets too much. How would it be if he was her own kid, and she couldn't run away from him?" 

    "Ask her."
Jobe laughed coldly. "Who, me? If I ever marry, it's going to be some sweet small-town girl who doesn't give a damn about making a name for herself in a man's world. I want a mother for my children, not a computer expert."
Neither of them knew that Sandy had for​gotten her glass of lemonade and had come back, silently, to get it. She'd paused just out​side the door and that was when she'd heard Jobe's words.
Her face colored frantically. She turned and went silently, slowly, back up the staircase, feeling kicked in the stomach. Well, she'd al​ways known that in Jobe's mind, the thought of her and marriage didn't follow each other. He wasn't in the market for a computer expert,

and she wasn't going to settle for a male chau​vinist who wanted a biddable little wife who'd stay pregnant half her life having his children.
She'd always known that. Curious, that it should come as such a shock now. But, then, Jobe had always had the power to hurt her more than anyone else ever could. He made her feel small, inferior, worthless. And she wasn't. She was as intelligent as any man on the place, and more intelligent than most; cer​tainly more intelligent than him.
As for marriage, there were plenty of men in the world who'd be proud to have a wife who could engineer computer systems! Men​tally she went back over her dates in the past year and grimaced. Well, there were plenty of men who'd have loved having an affair with her, she amended. She was a little short of marriage proposals.
That didn't matter. She was going to be a career woman. The world was her oyster. She could fit in anywhere now, and she didn't have to depend on any man to support her. She didn't want children, anyway, although she loved Ted and Coreen's little boy. Her eyes went dreamy as she thought about how cuddly he was.
Jobe wasn't cuddly. He was the most irk-
r
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some man she'd ever known, and it was just unfortunate that she had to work with him on her brother's ranch.
If only Ted would fire him. There must be a dozen men who could do his job twice as well as he could do it. Men with college de​grees, who knew genetics blindfolded, who could buy and sell livestock, improve breeding stock, and beat the hell out of any cowboy who got fresh with Ted's baby sister...
She didn't like remembering how protective Jobe had been about her when she was younger. Ted didn't get the chance to watch her; Jobe did it for him. He always seemed to turn up when she went out on dates, even if he only had a soft drink at a cafe where she was eating, or a bag of popcorn at any theater she went to. He'd been around during one of the worst nights of her life, when one of her boyfriends drank heavily and started trying to force her into the back seat of his car.
Jobe had dragged the boy out by his belt and pummeled him royally, before calling the police and having him arrested. His shocked parents had to come and bail him out. The boy had gone to live with a grandmother out of state the next day and he never came back.

His parents, nice people, looked shellshocked for weeks afterward when they saw Jobe.
The men had razzed him about his special care of Ted's sister. They thought he was sweet on her. Sandy knew differently. He was just overbearing, obnoxious and determined to keep her from getting married to anybody lo​cally. He'd even admitted it once. He wanted her out of town and out of his life. He wasn't taking any chances that she might marry a lo​cal boy and set up housekeeping nearby.
Meanwhile, Jobe went through women like water through a sieve. He was pleasant, atten​tive, courteous, but no woman was ever able to get a commitment out of him. He was the original bachelor, as slippery as an eel when wedding rings became the topic of conversa​tion. He was thirty-six now and still seemed to have no aspirations toward being a husband and father.
Sandy didn't care. He could stay single for​ever as far as she was concerned. She hated him. Yes, she did! He was so cruel, so vi​ciously cruel...
Tears were sliding down her cheeks when she got back to her room and closed the door quietly behind her. Why, oh, why had she to love such a man, and for so long, with no hope at all of anything except rejection?
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Chapter 2
Coreen Tarleton Regan opened the door qui​etly, having heard the muffled sobs from the hallway. She sat down on the bed beside her best friend and slowly gathered her in her arms.
"I hate him," Sandy sniffed, savagely wip​ing away tears. "He's an idiot!"
"Yes, I know," Coreen said with a gentle smile. She pulled a tissue from the box beside the bed and handed it to Sandy. "Dry your eyes. Ted's sent him to Victoria for the rest of the day, to pick up some herd records at the office there."

"Good! I hope aliens kidnap him on the way back!"
"Now, now, think how we'd miss him around here."
"I wouldn't!"
Coreen's blue eyes smiled. "Didn't it ever occur to you that he might like you? All these little snips could be nothing more than a way to attract your attention."
Sandy's red-rimmed eyes glared at her. "No."
"He used to be your shadow," Coreen per​sisted. "Until you went away to college, at least."
"My keeper, you mean," she muttered. "Even then, he was making fun of me, putting me down."
"You're very intelligent. Maybe he felt threatened."
"He's intelligent enough," Sandy replied with a muffled cough. "He just doesn't like women who are smart. I heard what he just said to Ted downstairs. He said that all he wanted was a bunch of kids who didn't know one end of a computer from the other." Her eyes flashed. "As if I'd want kids with a man like that!"
Coreen just patted her shoulder, trying not
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to look as helpless as she felt. She wondered if Sandy knew how transparent her feelings for Jobe really were. Probably not, or she'd be horribly embarrassed. Sandy thought of herself as impervious to Jobe. Actually it was pretty much the reverse. Coreen, herself a veteran of turbulent relationships, knew exactly how her best friend felt.
"You feel lousy, don't you?" Coreen asked gently. "Why don't you try to sleep for a little while?"
"That might be a good idea." She forced a smile. "You're the best friend I ever had, you know."
"You're the best friend I ever had," Coreen replied warmly. "Don't you worry, if worse comes to worse, I'll help you push Jobe into a shark-infested ocean somewhere and I'll swear I don't have a clue where he is."
Sandy grinned through her tears. "Now that's real friendship."
Coreen nodded. "Exactly what I thought!"
But if Sandy had hoped that a day's absence would improve her situation, she was badly mistaken. Jobe came back from Victoria in a foul temper and avoided Sandy for the rest of the week. That suited her, because it gave her
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time to get a little better before she began the arduous job of teaching Jobe how to use a computer.
He presented himself in Ted's office the fol​lowing Monday looking like a man facing im​minent execution.
Sandy, in slacks and a tube top, had her hair in a bun and was cool and comfortable, at least on the surface. Jobe was wearing jeans and boots and a long-sleeved red-checked shirt. He looked the image of a rodeo cowboy. Sandy knew for a fact that he could ride anything on the place, from a bull to Ted's meanest stal​lion.
It amused her a little that he always but​toned his shirts to the top button. He was a modest man. She'd never seen him stripped to the waist or the least bit rumpled. Even his blond hair was neatly combed. He was one of the cleanest cowboys she'd ever known. Maybe that was an effort to make up for his nasty temper, she thought privately.
"All right," he said curtly. "Let's get to it."
"Sit down," Sandy invited, putting him in a chair in front of the computer.
He glared at it. "This is going to be a dis​aster," he muttered. "I'm not mechanical."
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 “Even you can't tear up this computer. It's almost foolproof."
"Where's the switch?" he asked, frowning at the console.
“This entire complex plugs into a surge spike. You push the red button, here, on the strip," she demonstrated, "and everything comes on, including the printer."
He watched the screen. "There's nothing there," he said pointedly.
"Give it a minute."
They waited and the menu came up.
"See?" she said, smiling. "Now take a look at the options. What you want is here." She moved the cursor with the mouse to a par​ticular box and clicked on it. A screen opened up with all Ted's herd records on it.
"Where did that come from?" he asked.
"I typed it in while you were away last week. This is only a partial listing. You'll have to do the rest when you have time. Now this is how you select options and make changes."
It was slow going. He'd never even played computer games before. It was like teaching a child, and every bit as aggravating. He hated every minute of it, and made his dislike ap​parent
"It's a waste of time," he said shortly when
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they'd gone through the preliminaries six times. "I keep all these records in my head. I can tell you everything there is to tell about any particular breeding cow on the place, and every bull to boot."
"I know that," she replied calmly. Jobe's memory was legendary. "But what if you get sick or have to go away? Who knows it then?"
He shrugged. "Nobody." He glanced at her. “Is Ted planning on firing me?'' he asked cannily. "Is that why he wants all this on a computer?"
She grinned. "He's waited a long time, hasn't he? You were working here before I went away to college."
"So I was." He didn't like being reminded. It showed. He looked back at the computer screen. "Now that we've made changes, how do we keep them there?"
She showed him how to save the file and then how to pull it back out again.
He sighed. "Well, I guess I'll get used to it eventually."
"Sure you will," she assured him. "It's not hard. Even little kids do it. They grow up with computers now."
"One day," he murmured, "the power will
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all go off, and nobody will know how to do math or write. Civilization will vanish in a heartbeat, and all because people trusted ma​chines to do the work."
She hesitated. "Well, maybe not right away," she said.
He looked up at her with narrow gray eyes. "How am I supposed to supervise the daily operation of this place, and the ranch in Vic​toria, and input all these damned records at the same time?"
Sandy pursed her lips and whistled. "I won​der if Ted thought about that?" she mused. She studied his lean face. "Do you really need to sleep and eat?"
"Yes."
"In that case, I guess Ted is going to have to hire somebody with computer experience to put the records in files."
"I guess he is."
"We'll advertise..."
"No need," Jobe said, getting to his feet "Missy Harvey just graduated from the tech​nical school with a diploma in computer pro​gramming. She needs a job and she's fun to have around."
"Ted will have to decide about that," Sandy said stiffly, because she knew that Jobe
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had been dating Missy on and off for a few weeks.
"I'll speak to him," Jobe said, and walked out.
Sandy stared after him with confusing emo​tions. She didn't want Missy here, in this house. But what sort of protest would she be able to make without sounding like a jealous shrew? As if she'd be jealous of Jobe! Ha!
All the same, when Jobe mentioned it to Ted at supper that night, Coreen shot a quick look at Sandy.
"We wouldn't need her permanently," Jobe emphasized. "But I can't handle what I have to do every day and spend several weeks typ​ing in herd records one letter at a time, too."
Ted was frowning thoughtfully. "I didn't consider that," he said after a minute. He glanced in Sandy's direction. "I don't suppose you'd like to do it?"
She grimaced. "I've already taken all my sick days for the year, Ted," she confessed.      “I have to go back to work or I could lose my job."
"God forbid," Jobe murmured nastily. She shot a vicious look his way. "I love my job as much as you love yours," she replied. "Stop baiting me."
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He slammed his fork down on the table, gray eyes blazing. ''You're the one who does the baiting, honey."
"Don't call me honey! It's demeaning!"
Jobe stood up, bristling with anger. "To you, just being a woman is demeaning," he said icily, ignoring Ted's glare. "You don't have a clue, do you? You dress like a man, work like a man, think like a man. Hell, you even act like a man. You always have to know more, do more, than any man on the place!"
She stood up, too, shaking with fury. "Not any man," she said, correcting him. "You! I have to be better than you!"
"Sandy," Ted said warningly.
"Oh, why try to protect him?" she de​manded, throwing down her napkin. "He started it, making hurtful remarks and down​grading me when I was barely sixteen. To hear him tell it, I couldn't do anything!" She low​ered her voice. "Well, I'm twenty-six now, and I can do a hell of a lot of things that he can't. And if you want to know, it feels really good to get to talk down to Jobe Almighty Dodd for a change!"
Jobe's high cheekbones had gone a ruddy color as he glared at Sandy. "That'll be the

day, when you can talk down to me, lady," he returned.
"It isn't hard to do, when you can't tell the difference between the enter key and the de​lete key on a computer!" she said with a haughty smile.
He didn't have a comeback. He gave her a look that could fry bread, turned on his heel and left the room without another word.
Sandy, still shaking, stared after him with a sick, empty feeling.
"That," Ted remarked, "was the worst mistake you've ever made. You don't ridicule a man like Jobe."
"Why not?" she raged, near tears. "He rid​icules me all the time!"
"Sit down."
She sat, defeated, deflated, tired to the bone.
Ted leaned forward on his elbows and glanced at his wife, who seemed to understand what he was feeling—as usual.
"Sandy, Jobe's mother was a scientist," he said quietly.
"Ted, no," Coreen tried to head him off.
He held up a hand. "She needs to know." He looked back to his sister's fixed expression. "Jobe's mother worked in nuclear research. His father was a cowboy, like he is, who knew
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the weather and animals and not much more. His mother had several degrees and spent his young life making his father feel stupid and inadequate. She did it so well that he shot him​self when Jobe was ten."
Sandy thought she might faint. She picked up her glass of iced tea and pressed it to her cheek. "Oh, my God," she whispered.
"It didn't even seem to bother her," Ted
recalled coldly. "Not even when Jobe packed
his bag and went to live at the juvenile hall."
"I thought you had to be arrested and sent
there," Sandy ventured.
"Bingo," Ted said, smiling humorlessly. "He stole a horse and even though the owner wouldn't press charges, he was arrested and arraigned. His mother didn't want him—not intelligent enough to stay with her, she said— so the state provided for him until he was old enough to get a job and go to work. He's been here ever since." His face was colder than his sister had ever seen it. "Pity you didn't ask me why I wanted you to teach him to use a computer. The herd records could have waited, but Jobe was losing ground with the men be​cause most of them are more computer literate than he is."
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Sandy put her face in her hands. "I'm sorry," she whispered.
"Tell him, not me," Ted said relentlessly.
"She didn't know, Ted," Coreen inter​jected. She got up and put her arms around Sandy. "I don't suppose either of us thought you needed to know," she told the other woman.
Sandy brushed away tears. "He isn't stu​pid," she said angrily. "His mother must have realized that!"
"She didn't want him in the first place," Ted said sadly. "She was one of those strait-laced people who put appearances before ev​erything, and she'd had a major fling with a cowboy and got herself pregnant. She married him only to please her parents and friends, and made him pay for it every day he lived."
"Where is she now?" Sandy asked.
"Nobody knows. Jobe never speaks of her." He shook his head. "It's a good thing you don't like him, I suppose, in the circum​stances. Because he'll never forgive what you said today."
Sandy felt sicker. She averted her eyes. Co​reen handed her a handkerchief and patted her back awkwardly, giving Ted a helpless look over Sandy's bent head.
290
A Long Tall Texan Summer
"You'll hire Missy, I guess?" Sandy asked without looking up.
"Yes," Ted said flatly. "She's the kind of woman who builds a man up. She'll repair the damage you did, and then some. She's a gentle soul."
"I wouldn't have said that Jobe needed a gentle woman," Sandy said through her teeth.
Ted cocked his head and stared at her. "How would you know what he needs?" he asked. "You've never cared a hoot what he did."
"I suppose not." She shifted in the chair and uncrossed her legs. "Missy doesn't like me."
"I'm not surprised," Ted replied. "She thinks Jobe's sweet on you."
Sandy's heart leaped. "Do you?"
Ted laughed. "You're better off not know​ing what he says when you aren't around. You've damaged his pride, but no woman can touch his heart. They say his mother buried it alive."
Sandy put down the handkerchief Coreen had given her, slumping a little. "I didn't mean to put it like that. He's always attacking me. I just had enough, that's all."
"Oh, I'm not protecting him," Ted re-
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marked. "Jobe can take care of himself. But hitting below the belt is pretty low."
"I won't do it again."
"You won't get the chance," her brother predicted. "I don't imagine he'll let you within clawing distance a second time." He gave her a curious look. "As for Missy, I think you can handle anything she can dish out, can't you?"
She smiled back at him. "I guess so. I'm your sister, after all."
Ted's remark about Jobe's attitude toward his sister turned out to be a pretty accurate prediction. Jobe never mentioned what Sandy had said to him, but his manner changed over​night. He treated her the same way he treated Ted, with courtesy and respect, but nothing more. Even the old antagonism was gone. Ap​parently, he'd decided to be indifferent.
Missy wasn't. Her devotion to Jobe was ev​ident the minute she stepped into a room with him. Her long straight black hair fell in a cur​tain around her oval face and big brown eyes. She had a pretty mouth and a nice smile, and although she was very thin, she wasn't un​pleasant to look at.
But she didn't like Sandy, and it showed.
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She listened silently while Sandy told her what she would be expected to do. She didn't have to speak; her eyes said plenty.
Sandy was dressed for work, in an expen​sive gray silk suit with neat little plain low-heeled shoes and her hair in a French pleat. She handed the last of Ted's files to Missy and looked around to see if she'd forgotten any​thing.
"If you have any questions and you can't find Ted, Coreen will know where to look for him," she assured the young woman.
"If I have any questions, I'll ask Jobe," Missy said coolly without looking at her. "Af​ter all, he's the boss around here, not you— Oh!"
She gasped as Sandy caught the back of her chair and swung it around sharply. "You work for the Regans," Sandy said curtly, "which makes me your boss as well." She leaned closer to the girl with threats in her whole pos​ture. "You're only here because my brother wanted to do Jobe a favor. I don't owe Jobe any favors, so, given the least excuse, I'll shoot you out the door like a bomb," she added with a cold smile. "I hope that's clear." Missy, suddenly white-faced and shaking, nodded.

"Good," Sandy said, standing erect. Her eyes blazed at the younger woman.
"I'm sorry," Missy stammered.
Sandy didn't even answer her. She whirled and went through the door, almost colliding with Jobe.
He glanced past her at the tears running down Missy's cheeks. "Had your razor blades for breakfast, I see," he said coldly. "If you've got a problem in this office, take it up with me."
"This is my home," Sandy reminded him with fury. "And nobody here talks to me as if I were the family pet! You might relay that to your girlfriend. She seems to think she works for you."
She pushed past him and walked out, her face so red that she looked positively feverish.
Missy ran into Jobe's arms and cried. "She was hateful to me!" she whimpered.
He smoothed her dark hair involuntarily, fuming over Sandy's remarks. "It's okay. I'll protect you."
Missy snuggled closer with a sigh. "Oh, Jobe, you're so strong...!"
Sandy heard that last remark as she went up the staircase and she could have chewed nails. It was all an act, surely Jobe could see through
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it? Or, perhaps he couldn't. If his mother had been a strong, independent woman, a woman like Missy might appeal to him as an opposite type from his despised parent.
Well, Sandy had too much pride to act like a simpering simpleton for the benefit of any man. Since girlhood, Ted had taught her that she wasn't a second-class citizen. She was a Regan.
She packed her suitcase and went down to her car without sparing a glance for the office. Let Ted see how much work got done with Missy making eyes at the foreman every wak​ing hour. When he'd had enough, Missy was going to find herself on the receiving end of much worse than Sandy had given her.
She didn't go back for a week, having trav​eled most of east Texas on business. She was worn to a frazzle when she pulled her small white sports car into the driveway at Ted's house and parked it. With her travel bag over one arm and her shoulder bag over the other, she marched up the front steps with weariness in every step.
She had her key in her hand, but the front door was unlocked. She pushed it open and went inside, closing it gently behind her in

case the baby was asleep. Ted and Coreen got precious little time together these days while their son was cutting teeth.
A sound coming from Ted's office caught her attention. The door was open, and as she neared it, the sounds grew louder. They were unmistakable, even without the deliberate soft moan.
She stopped at the doorway, her eyes as cold as a winter sky. Missy was lying across Jobe's legs, her head in the crook of his arm. He looked up and saw Sandy standing there, and an odd expression crossed his handsome face.
"Oh, don't mind me," she drawled, all too aware of Missy's sudden, frantic haste to get to her feet and rearrange her clothing. "I gather that Ted is now paying the two of you to test the springs in his sofa."
She turned on her heel and went up the staircase, ignoring the stern voice calling her name.
She should have known that she couldn't walk away from Jobe. He followed her right up the staircase and into her bedroom without hesitation.
"For God's sake," she said angrily, turning on him, "I'm tired! Have this out with Ted.
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He's your boss, as you like to remind me. I have no voice in the business except in an ad​visory capacity.”
She averted her eyes from his shirt, unbut​toned to the collarbone, and showing a dis​turbing amount of thick dark hair. She hated the very sight of him.
"I don't want Missy blamed for something that was my fault," he persisted.
She sat down on the edge of her bed with a hard sigh, pushing back strands of loosened hair. She still wouldn't look at him. "I won't say anything," she said stiffly. "But Ted would have."
"I'm aware of that."
She rubbed her fingers against her forehead. "I've got a splitting headache. Close the door on your way out, would you?"
He didn't leave. "Shall I send Mrs. Bird up with some aspirin?"
"I have aspirin of my own, if I want them." She looked at him then, with accusing eyes that gave away her contempt.
His jaw tautened. "Tell me that you've never kissed your boss in his office, Sandy."
The mocking remark didn't hit a nerve. "My boss is a gentleman," she said quietly. "He has a business degree from Harvard and

he's quite reserved. It would never occur to him to wrestle any woman down on a couch, much less an employee."
His eyes narrowed. They skimmed over her loose jacket to the firm thrust of her breasts under it, and his face changed imperceptibly. "Would he know what to do with you if he did wrestle you down on a couch?" he asked in a tone he'd never used with her.
She stared at him blindly, aware of the sud​den silence in the room, of his gray eyes hold​ing hers, of the ragged sound of her own breathing, the uneven throb of her heart at her rib cage.
"You have...no right...to say such things to me," she choked.
"Maybe I have more right than you real​ize," he said grimly.
"Missy's the one with the rights," Sandy said curtly.
"At least," he said softly, "she knows that she's a woman."
Sandy stared at him without blinking. It was ridiculous that she should feel betrayed. But she did. "Lucky you," she replied in a baiting tone.
"That's the one thing you've never tried— throwing yourself at me," he continued in a
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conversational tone. "Pity. You might have learned a few things."
She flushed uncomfortably. "I don't throw myself at men," she said unsteadily.
"Of course not," he replied. "You're much too superior to think about it seriously. Your mother should have taught you how to manage men."
She stood up. "Don't you make remarks about my mother!"
His eyebrows rose. "Was I?"
"Everyone knows what she was," she said angrily. "She left our father and ran away with another man, and shortly afterward, she left him for yet another one. No man could ever satisfy her," she said bitterly. "Well, I'm not like her and I never will be. I don't need a man!"
Jobe was oddly silent. He searched her white face for a long moment before his gaze fell to the hands clenched at her sides.
"So that's it," he said, almost to himself. "I knew Ted didn't like women until Coreen came along. I never really knew why." His jaw tautened. "I guess she did a job on both of you, didn't she?"
She drew herself up to her full height. "My mother is none of your business."

"That's a matter of opinion, but we'll let it drop for now."
"If you're through goading me, I'd like to rest. It's a long drive from Houston."
He stuck his hands into his jean pockets and watched her with keen eyes. "We're having a barbecue tomorrow, to coincide with Ted's horse auction."
"I'm sure you and Missy will enjoy it," she said pointedly. "I have no intention of attend​ing, if that reassures you."
He scowled. "Why should you think that?"
She laughed mirthlessly. "For God's sake, I know how you feel about me," she said in a hollow tone, turning away. "I've always known."
"How do I feel about you?" he asked in a strange tone.
"You despise me," she replied without turning. "Didn't you think I knew?"
Diana Palmer
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Chapter 3
Jobe stared at her straight back with conflict​ing emotions. "Who told you that?" he asked finally.
"Nobody had to," she said in a defeated tone. "When I was younger, nothing I did ever measured up to your expectations. I spent years trying to be what you wanted, and I al​ways fell short." She wrapped her arms around herself, as if she were cold, and stared out the window. "Finally I gave up."
He was scowling. "I don't understand," he said. "You don't care what I think. You've always been at my throat."
She laughed bitterly. "Haven't I, though?"

"Why?"
She wouldn't have told him ordinarily. But she was worn out and half sick from what she'd seen downstairs. There was no hope left where he was concerned, she knew that now. Her shoulders lifted and fell. "So you wouldn't realize that I was in love with you," she said, without looking at him. Even so, she could feel the sudden tension in the room. She let out a breath. "Oh, don't worry, I got over it," she said, her eyes on a distant horse out in the pasture.
"That's a relief." His voice sounded choked.
She nodded. "I imagine so. I didn't know anything about you. If I had..." She closed her eyes. "I suppose you had your fill of ca​reer women a long time ago."
"Who told you about my mother?" he asked curtly.
"Ted." She smoothed her hands over her forearms. "I'm sorry about what I said to you that day," she added quietly. "I meant it to hurt, but I'm sorry."
There was a long pause. "No harm done."
That wasn't quite true, she thought, but she didn't pursue it. She leaned her head against the cool windowpane. "You'll have things to
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do," she said, closing her eyes. "And I really have to lie down now. My head's splitting." After a minute, she heard footsteps and the closing of the door. Until they died away, she didn't even realize that she was crying.
Later, she was horrified at what she'd ad​mitted to Jobe. He must have had a good laugh about it, probably with Missy. God knew, the girl looked smug enough every time Sandy saw her. And as the barbecue got underway, it seemed that Missy had suddenly become the hostess.
Coreen put a stop to that immediately, her blue eyes flashing fire at the girl even as she gently sent her to the kitchen to make coffee. Sandy noticed that Jobe held her hand and drew her along to the kitchen to soften the blow.
"Honestly," Coreen exclaimed shortly thereafter, "did you see that? She's getting a little big for her britches!"
"Jobe indulges her," Sandy said without emotion.
"He can indulge her someplace else if she tries that again," Coreen said. "I'm not put​ting up with that sort of nonsense."
Sandy didn't say a word.

Coreen scowled at her. "Sandy, what's wrong?" she asked gently. "You haven't been yourself at all lately. Isn't your boss supposed to come down today to bring those papers you left in Houston?"
"You saw the fax he sent, I guess?" Sandy mused. "He said he might, but I doubt it. Mr. Cranson isn't much on parties. He's strictly a businessman."
"Does he drive a black Mercedes?" Coreen asked conversationally.
"Well, yes, he does."
Coreen grinned. "Then he's here." She let out a soft whistle as the big, dark man climbed out of the car. "Good grief, you didn't say he was a dish!"
"He is, isn't he?" Sandy murmured, smil​ing. "I'm very fond of him. But he's in love with someone else."
"Pity."
"Yes, it is," Sandy agreed. She went to meet her dark-eyed boss. "Glad you could come, Mr. Cranson."
"You might as well call me Phillip, under the circumstances," he said, handing her a thick file. "This is the dossier you mislaid, I believe."
"Yes, it is. Mr.—Phillip," she amended,
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"this is my sister-in-law, Coreen. Coreen, Mr. Cranson."
"Nice to meet you," Coreen said, smiling. "Ted and I have heard a lot about you."
"Hopefully some of it was good," he mur​mured with a dry glance at Sandy. He looked down at his expensive suit. "I seem to be overdressed."
"We're having a barbecue and later there'll be square dancing," Coreen said. "I hope you'll stay."
He pursed his lips and glanced at Sandy.
"I'd love it if you would," she said hon​estly.
He chuckled. "In that case, I'd be de​lighted."
He walked around the gathering with Sandy beside him, looking very comfortable now that he'd taken off his jacket and rolled up his white shirtsleeves. He was rakishly handsome, and Sandy had often wondered what had hap​pened to sour him against women so much. He never spoke of the past, but sometimes he sat in his office and glowered, intimidating young employees.
"Have you always lived here?" he asked Sandy when they paused to get coffee.
"Most of my life," she agreed "I love Ja-

cobsville. It may be a small town, but it has a big history."
"Does it? Tell me about it."
She did, and he listened attentively. Neither of them noticed a pair of gray eyes glaring in their direction.
Jobe paused beside Ted and Coreen. "Who is he?" he asked curtly.
"Her boss," Ted murmured, avoiding the other man's eyes. "Nice-looking man, isn't he? I wondered what he was like. She's been very secretive about him."
Jobe's eyes narrowed. "He's older than she is. A good bit older. And for all her age, Sandy is a babe in the woods where men are con​cerned."
If Ted was shocked at Jobe's words, and he was, it never showed in that poker face. "Well, she's twenty-six, Jobe," he reminded the other man. "It's past time she thought of settling down and having children."
Jobe's eyes flashed. "She won't marry. She's a career woman."
"Nonsense," Coreen said shortly. "She loves kids, and there's nothing she enjoys more than riding around the ranch."
"She can't cook," Jobe muttered.
"She's  never had  to,"  Ted  interjected.
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"We've always had housekeepers. She does pretty needlework, though, and she knits." He studied Sandy and her boss. "They look good together," he remarked. "Of course, he's a city boy. You can tell."
"He probably knows computers inside out," Jobe said irritably.
"Actually he doesn't," Coreen replied. "He's good at business, but he's pretty much limited to marketing. He doesn't ride, either."
"That's a shame," Ted added. "Because I can't see Sandy living anywhere that she can't ride. She loves horses."
"If he cared enough, he'd do what pleased her," Coreen remarked.
Jobe's face paled. He murmured something and went off alone, to be waylaid by Missy shortly afterward.
"I see Lady Boss has somebody to hang on to," Missy remarked pertly. "He isn't bad, but he's old."
Jobe didn't reply. He was glaring at them.
Missy pressed close. "Want to go some​where we can be alone?" she purred.
He scowled down at her. He didn't know why he'd let himself be tempted. She was cute and sweet, but she had no maturity at all. A

few kisses, and she'd become horribly posses​sive. He wondered if anyone else had noticed.
"Listen," he said quietly, "we work to​gether and I like you. But that's as far as it goes. We aren't a couple."
Missy's eyebrows lifted. "You kissed me."
"I kiss lots of girls," he said honestly. "You're sweet, honey, but I'm not in the mar​ket for an affair."
She colored. "Well, neither am I!"
"Or marriage," he added firmly. "I don't want it Not ever."
Missy looked as if he'd hit her with a brick bat. She moved a little away from him. "I...see."
"No, you don't," he said sharply. "It's not that I don't like you. I don't want a relation​ship, that's all."
She looked so young. Tears swam in her eyes. He felt guilty and ashamed as he looked at her. He should never have given her ideas.
"I'm sorry," he said quietly.
She pressed against him, crying softly. He gathered her close.
"Damn it, Missy!" he muttered.
"Don't fuss," she pleaded, sniffing. "I won't stand in your way, or anything. I'll just be around when you're lonely."
308

A Long Tall Texan Summer

Diana Palmer

309
He only half heard her. His eyes were on Sandy. Her boss had put his arm around her as they walked toward the barbecue pit, and his heart leaped with fury. He felt jealousy as if it were acid in his stomach, and wondered at the intensity of it.
Missy felt him stiffen and pulled away, dab​bing at her eyes with a tissue she'd produced from her pocket. "What's wrong?"
He didn't answer and she followed his an​gry gaze to Sandy and the big, dark man be​side her.
"You don't like her at all, do you?" Missy said with evident satisfaction. "I'm glad. Maybe she'll marry her boss and go away. I hate to see her upset you like she does."
"She doesn't upset me," he said stiffly. "Her opinion doesn't matter."
"Good. Then you can come and dance with me, can't you?" She coaxed him onto the dance floor. He went, but his heart wasn't in it. If only he could keep his eyes off Sandy, damn her!
Sandy, unaware of the reaction she was causing, ate barbecue with her handsome boss and then sat and talked computers until the music changed to slow, sultry songs.
"Care to dance?" Jobe asked suddenly.

She jumped. She hadn't realized he was so close. She hesitated.
"Oh, go ahead," Mr. Cranson chided. "You've been talking business with me all evening. Go enjoy yourself."
Jobe glared at the man, but he nodded po​litely as he took Sandy's hand and pulled her along with him.
She was stiff in his arms, so tense that she felt brittle.
"Relax," he muttered angrily. "What can I do to you on a dance floor?"
He'd be amazed, she thought wildly. Her heart was acting up, so was her breathing. Her legs felt like jelly under her. Only by holding her body rigid could she retain some sem​blance of dignity. She wanted nothing more than to press close, as Missy had earlier, and feel his strength. But that was the one thing she didn't dare do.
His big hand spread between her shoulder blades. His fingers linked into hers. His cheek rested against her temple as he moved slowly to the music. His sigh was warm in her hair.
"You always smell like violets," he mur​mured.
She didn't know how to answer that He had his own unique fragrance, a spicy smell that
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clung to his face, one that she always associ​ated with him. Odd how keen her senses were when he was close. Not that he ever was. She'd only danced with him once before in her life, and that had been a square dance. This was different. It was far too close, too inti​mate. She was vulnerable, and she didn't want to be.
"I'm... tired," she protested, weakly pulling against his arm.
"No, you aren't," he replied, holding her in place. His head lifted and he caught her eyes relentlessly. "Now, relax," he com​manded softly.
He seemed able to make her body obey. Lit​tle by little, she relaxed into him and shivered slightly at the reaction their closeness pro​voked in her. All her senses seemed to come alive at once, in a riot of sensation.
His big hand smoothed up and down her spine, riveting her to the lean, powerful length of him. She shivered again. Involuntarily, her cheek went to his warm, muscular shoulder and she gave in to all the forbidden longings of the past.
He sighed unsteadily. He was having his own problems with her closeness. It was good. It was better than he'd ever imagined it would

be. His eyes closed. She felt soft and sweet against him, womanly soft. The lights were low and they were a little apart from the other dancers, in the shadows. Impulsively he low​ered his head until he could feel her soft mouth under his searching lips. He made a sound, deep in his throat, and stopped dancing. His mouth opened, became demanding, fierce and hard on her trembling lips. They parted for him. She stiffened a little and then pressed close, a sobbing moan rising from her chest
His hand was at her neck, coaxing, guiding. He lifted his mouth only to lower it again, in soft biting kisses that made her tremble.
"Sandy," he groaned, looking around him in agonized hunger. There was a big tree close by and nobody was paying attention to them just yet
He maneuvered Sandy behind the tree and levered his body down against hers in a fever of need, crushing her gently between the tree and himself.
"No," he whispered when she managed a weak protest "No, sweetheart, no, don't fight..."
His mouth covered hers again, with slow, sweet ardor that brought her arms around him. She made no more protests. He kissed her until
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she would have fallen, but for the support of the tree and his arms. So many dreams came true in that space of minutes, so many painful longings. She hadn't dreamed that the two of them would generate such sweet desire be​tween them. She wanted him with all her heart, loved him, needed him. The world spun away and there was only the two of them and the desire that grew like a seedling.
Eventually he had to stop. His body ached, but he ignored it, pulling Sandy free of the tree trunk and into arms that were suddenly gentle and protective.
She couldn't stop trembling. She shivered helplessly in his arms while he rocked her in the warm evening silence, broken by sweet, muted strains of music.
He buried his face in her warm, scented throat, hanging there as he fought to control the raging desire she'd kindled in him.
Her eyes opened. She saw the shadowy leaves above them, and beyond them, the stars. It was like a moment out of time. She was afraid to break the silence, to speak. She didn't dare ask why. She didn't want to know. It was enough that he'd wanted her, even for such a brief time. She could live on it forever. Her
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eyes closed again and she stood against him without a protest, without a sound.
He let her go inch by inch, his face as hard as stone. He didn't say anything. She could feel his eyes, but it was too dark to see them. Her head lowered and she felt cold as he moved back.
The sound of her own breathing was unusu​ally loud. She didn't look up. Her arms wrapped around herself to warm her in the chill of his withdrawal. Her legs still felt un​steady.
They didn't speak. A full minute later, Missy's shrill voice calling to Jobe brought his head up. He cursed silently, but he turned and went to her. He didn't want her to see Sandy like this, vulnerable and defenseless. He didn't think any of his own turmoil would show in the dim light.
"There you are," Missy said, linking her arm through his. "They're about to play the last song. I'm ready to go when you are. Wasn't it fun?"
He didn't answer her. His mind was spin​ning.
Sandy got her breath back and went in search of Phillip Cranson, smiling blandly at people she passed. No one looking at her
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would ever guess that she'd been so aban​doned in a man's arms only minutes earlier. For the rest of the evening, she was the perfect co-hostess. She even managed a nice smile for Missy and Jobe as they left after the last dance. But she didn't meet his eyes. She won​dered if she would ever be able to look at him again after the way she'd behaved.
By the next morning, she'd convinced her​self that it hadn't happened, anyway. She slept late and had to be dragged out of bed by a disapproving Coreen.
"Come on, sleepyhead, you can't spend your life in bed! I want to go riding."
Sandy blinked. "Riding? Before daylight?"
"It's almost noon, you idiot," Coreen chuckled. "Ted's going to baby-sit while we're out."
That got her attention. "This I've got to see," she said, and got up.
Sure enough, Ted was in the living room with his son, his face radiant as he held the little boy in his arms. It was amazing, the change in Ted since he and Coreen had mar​ried. Her taciturn brother was the picture of a contented parent, and a loving husband. It hadn't always been that way. He'd given Co-
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reen a lot of pain before he'd finally given in to his feelings for her and stopped dwelling on the age difference between them.
He looked up as the women entered. "Take as long as you like," he said generously. "I'll stay home."
Coreen snuggled up to him and kissed him tenderly before she pressed her lips to her son's tiny forehead. "Isn't he a miracle?" she sighed.
Ted was looking at her instead of the baby. "My life is one long miracle since I put that ring on your finger," he replied.
Sandy felt like an interloper. "I'll go out and saddle the horses," she offered with an approving grin.
"I told Jobe to do that," Ted said. "But he may need help."
Sandy's eyes flashed. "Is Missy with him?"
"Missy doesn't work Saturdays," Ted re​minded her.
"Amazing," Sandy said under her breath. "I've got to get my hat," she said aloud, be​cause she didn't want to go to the stables and be alone with Jobe, not after last night.
"Don't take long," Coreen called after her. "It's going to rain later, they said."
"Okay!"
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She was back within five minutes, and Co-reen went out the door with her.
Jobe was lounging against a bale of hay when they walked in. He didn't say anything, but the look he gave Sandy in her trim, well-fitting jeans, would have made any woman's knees weak. He didn't smile or joke or say a word. He just looked.
 “Thanks, Jobe," Coreen called to him as they mounted.
He shrugged. "No problem. I'm going out to check on the baler. They were having trou​ble with it earlier, and it's due to rain. Mind if I tag along as far as the bottoms?"
"Of course not," Coreen said, ignoring Sandy's hunted expression.
Jobe drew his own horse, already saddled, out of a nearby stall and swung gracefully into the saddle. They rode along in a pleasant si​lence for a few minutes.
"Don't hold those reins so tight," Jobe chided Sandy. "You'll hurt his mouth."
She loosened them at once. She didn't argue or snap back, which was so uncharacteristic that Coreen shot her a startled look. But when she saw her friend's face, she hid a smile.
"I'm going to ride over and talk to Hank
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for a minute about the new foal we've got in the barn," she said. "Be right back!"
Sandy wanted to call after her, but she couldn't admit that she was afraid to be alone with Jobe. Alone, she mused humorously, in the middle of a ranch with cowboys every​where. What a laugh!
Jobe's gloved hand rested on the pommel. He didn't look at her, but off into the distance, his broad-brimmed hat pulled low over his gray eyes. "That rain would be welcome two days from now. I hope it holds off until we've got this hay up."
"Will it be hard...to fix the machine?"
He turned his head and looked into her eyes under the brim of her wide-brimmed straw hat, seeing the nervousness there, the unfamiliar vulnerability. He maneuvered his horse closer to hers.
"Don't be afraid," he said unexpectedly, holding her gaze.
She laughed unsteadily. "Afraid? Of you?"
"I wasn't going to follow up on what hap​pened last night, Sandy," he said solemnly. "It was a moment out of time. Nothing to worry about."
Her heart fell. She didn't look at him. "I see."
A Long Tall Texan Summer "Unless..."
She glanced up. "Unless?" His narrow eyes fell to her mouth. 

    "Unless you're willing to take a chance with me."
Her breath caught in her throat. "What... sort of...chance?"
He searched her drawn face carefully. "The sort we tried together last night," he replied. "It was good. Better than I'd ever thought it could be. We've both had our share of false starts with the opposite sex. Why don't we see how we do as a couple for a while?"
She felt her heart stop in her chest. It was the last thing she expected him to say to her. "What about Missy?" She choked.
"What about her?" His face hardened. "I haven't made her a single promise."
"Yes, I remember. You don't make prom​ises to women."
"Don't make a joke of it," he said flatly. "I'm not kidding. This is serious business."
She caught her lower lip between her teeth and stared at him, half-afraid. "You're a sin​gle man. You like it that way. I'm not...not in the market for an affair. I'm sorry."
She started to move away, but his hand caught hers where it held the reins.
"I'm not talking about an affair, Sandy,"
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he said. He managed a smile. "Ted would kill me. He lives in the past, too."
She glared at him. "So I'm old-fashioned. So what?"
"I don't mind," he mused, chuckling. "In some ways, I'm old-fashioned myself."
She moved in the saddle and heard the leathers creak. "What did you have in mind?"
"Suppose we go out to eat and take in a movie?" he suggested. "Or is that too middle-class for you?"
She flushed. "I'm middle-class, too."
"Like hell you are," he countered. "You and Ted were born to money. You've never been without it"
"I earn my own way now," she reminded him, refusing to admit why she'd decided to go out to work when she stood to inherit a fortune from a trust when she turned twenty-eight.
"Yes, I know you do," he replied. "And I know why."
She met his eyes, shocked. "You...do?"
He started to speak, and just as he opened his mouth, Coreen came galloping up beside Sandy.
"We'd better get moving," she said with an apologetic smile, indicating the black
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clouds building. 'That hay will be a dead loss if the rain gets it."
"So it will," Jobe agreed. He shot a wistful glance at Sandy, tipped his hat and rode away.
 “Sorry I interrupted," Coreen began.
"In the nick of time," Sandy said, forcing a laugh. "Don't worry. Everything's fine."

Chapter 4
If Sandy had hoped to avoid Jobe's offer of a date, the rain didn't stop him. He came look​ing for her late that afternoon, after the hay was in.
It was dark and rainy outside and Sandy had been sitting in the garden room out back, watching the rain come down on the pecan trees.
Jobe found her there, curled up on a sofa in white slacks and a brief blue top.
"Avoiding me?" he asked quietly.
She sat up abruptly, flustered. "Why, no, of course not."
He moved right into the room, took off his
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hat and sat down beside her on the sofa. "I like thrillers," he said without preamble. "There's one at the theater downtown. If you'd rather see something else, I believe there's a comedy at the Grand."
"I like thrillers."
He nodded. "We can have a pizza or a burger and fries before we go to see it. Or there's a cafeteria, if you'd like that better."
He was testing her, she concluded, to see if she minded an inexpensive meal.
She searched his eyes for a long moment. "I don't have to go to the best restaurants or to the opera or a play, in case that's what you were thinking," she said gently. "I like a burger and fries, and movies suit me very well."
"It isn't what you're used to, though," he added. He sighed. "To tell you the truth, I had second thoughts about asking you out at all." He twirled his hat in his hands. "Maybe it's a bad idea."
She didn't know what to say. She shifted a little. "Whatever you want to do is fine," she said.
"Is that so?" His eyes glittered. He threw his hat on the floor, caught her around the

waist and bore her down on the sofa, finding her mouth with his at the same instant.
She couldn't get enough air to breathe, much less to protest. He was rough with her, as if her reply had angered him. There was no hesitation, no tenderness, in his demanding mouth or the weight of his body over hers.
She made a soft sound of protest and he relented, lifting his head to glare at her.
"This is what I want to do," he said harshly, looking at her as if he hated her. "It's what I've wanted to do since you were sev​enteen, damn it!"
She paled, seeing the self-loathing written all over his face. He wanted her and hated himself for it. If she had dreams of happily ever after, they turned to ashes from the look in his eyes.
Suppressing quick tears of anger and dis​appointment, she put both hands against his shirtfront and pushed.
"Let me up, please," she said through her teeth.
To her surprise, he did. He got to his feet and whipped his hat off the floor with an angry hand.
"I don't want to go out with you, thanks all the same," she said in a choked tone. She
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sidestepped him and the instant she was an arm's length away, she ran all the way up​stairs, into her room, locking the door behind her.
Tears ran down her cheeks, and she wiped them away angrily. He was the cruelest man she'd ever known. How could he treat her like that, after all the years they'd known each other? It broke her heart that he had no more respect for her than that. It made her furious that she'd let her guard down at all.
She went into her bathroom and washed her face, cold with suppressed rage.
She didn't even think as she dragged her suitcase out of the closet and started packing. No way was she going to stay here after that.
A quick change of clothing, from jeans into a neat beige suit, her hair in a bun and her purse over her arm, and she was on her way down the staircase.
She paused at the kitchen doorway, where Mrs. Bird was cooking supper.
"I have to go back to Victoria," she told the woman. "An emergency."
"Oh, did the phone ring, then?" Mrs. Bird asked. "I was out in the yard getting in the throw rug, I must have not heard it."
"You must not have," Sandy agreed with

a straight face. "Tell Ted and Coreen that I'll phone them later, would you?"
"Of course, Miss Sandy."
She smiled at the housekeeper and marched out the front door and down to the garage.
Jobe was leaning against the trunk of her car. She stopped short when she saw him, but only for an instant.
"If you'd move, I could put my suitcase in the trunk," she said with ice dripping from every word.
He searched her wan face, noting the red​ness of her eyes. "You're always running away," he remarked.
"And you don't think I have good reason to?" she demanded.
"This time, yes, you do," he replied. His narrow gaze slid over her face. "I'm just as hesitant about getting involved as you are. I didn't mean to hurt you," he added heavily, noting with a grimace the swollen place on her lower lip where his teeth had caught it.
"No harm done," she replied tightly. "Would you move?"
He stepped aside, watching irritably as she put her case in the trunk and closed it.
"Wouldn't it be better to get it out of our systems?" he asked.
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She straightened. "Didn't you do that, on the sofa?" she asked with cold irony.
His jaw tautened. "I don't make a practice of hurting women. I'm sorry."
"You wanted me to leave."
He let out an angry breath. "All right, maybe I did," he said shortly. "There are so many obstacles...."
"Yes, there are," she agreed at once. "Missy's just your style, uncomplicated and sweet. I'm sure you'll be very happy to​gether."
"As happy as you'll be with your boss?" he asked harshly.
She turned at the door. "Mr. Cranson is in love with someone else," she said. "I like him very much, but I'm not romantically involved with him."
He was surprised at her lack of guile. "You seemed affectionate with him."
"I like him," she repeated. "I don't like you," she added with a venomous look. "Not one bit."
"I could work on that, if you'd let me," he replied.
She avoided his eyes. "You don't want me here," she said perceptively, bringing a fleet​ing surprised look to his features. "Maybe you

were flattered by what I told you, about the way I used to feel toward you, but you don't want me here and it shows. You needn't feel guilty on my account, because of an old crush that I'm over. You don't owe me anything."
He scowled faintly.
"For God's sake, you don't even like me," she said heavily. "You never have. You said you knew why I went away to work. That ex​plains it all, doesn't it?"
"You were seventeen," he recalled, "when you went to college. I knew it was to get away from me. I just didn't know exactly why."
"You were dating Liz Mason," she replied sadly. "We all thought you'd probably marry her." She moved one shoulder. "I wasn't pretty like Liz, and I couldn't talk cattle. It was no surprise to me that I rubbed you the wrong way. You picked at me all the time. I left be​cause it hurt too much to be around you."
"It wasn't because I didn't like you," he returned.
She managed a smile. "I understand that now," she said with what dignity she could muster. "You wanted me, didn't you?"
He nodded, a curt, angry nod of his head.
"And you still do," she said with gathering
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misery. "Maybe I should be flattered, but I'm not. Bodies are cheap, a dime a dozen."
"The sort of chemistry we have together isn't all that usual," he remarked. "In fact, it's quite rare."
“I want more than a few nights in bed with a man who has nothing but desire to offer," she said honestly. "That's why I've never been a rounder. I'm much too serious for light-hearted affairs."
His chin lifted and he didn't even blink. The intensity of his gaze made her heart race. "I could take you to bed anytime I liked," he said quietly. "That was true when you were seventeen and it's true now. I've always known it."
She flushed. "You arrogant...!"
"Oh, hell, don't fidget," he muttered. He stuck his hands into his pockets. "I haven't done anything about it. And if I've antago​nized you, it was for your own protection. Just how much willpower do you think I've got? If you'd ever thrown yourself at me, neither of us would have had a prayer."
She stiffened. "I don't throw myself at men."
"Good thing," he replied. "Otherwise, you'd have found yourself standing in front of

the nearest minister I could produce. I don't play around with women who don't know the score."
"I'm not some ignorant schoolgirl!"
He drew in a long breath. "I know exactly what you are, Sandy," he said quietly. "It hasn't made things easier." He searched her face. "If you're determined to leave, I won't try to stop you. Maybe you're right. We'd both have a lot of adjusting to do. I don't know if you could really settle for a middle-class life, and I'm not the sort to give up my job and live on my wife's income."
"I don't want to get married," she said through her teeth.
He saw through the pretense, but he didn't say anything. "Have a safe trip," he re​marked, and turned away.
Sandy watched him walk off, her heart down around her ankles. She didn't know what he really wanted, and he wasn't going to tell her. As usual, he was going to force her to read his mind.
"I hate men," she muttered to herself.
She climbed into the car, started it and drove away. All the way to Victoria, she kept the radio playing as loud as she could stand it, just to stop the thoughts that plagued her. She
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shouldn't have left, she should have stayed and let things take their course. But she was afraid of being hurt. Jobe couldn't guarantee her that they'd find anything more than desire in each other's arms, and desire wasn't enough.
But she'd never know what he was offering. She'd been too afraid to risk her heart with him. Now she was going to pay the price.
Pay it she did, for two solid miserable weeks, trying desperately to put Jobe to the back of her mind. But he wouldn't stay there. He kept popping up all the time, especially in conversations with Coreen.
“He won't even talk to Missy lately," Co​reen mused over the phone. "He's so morose that one of the men asked if he'd had a relative die or something. It's strange, you know, for Jobe to be anything but pleasant and easy​going."
"Maybe he had bad news," Sandy said stiffly.
"Oh, no, it's not that. He's been this way since you left."
Sandy's heart jumped. "Pull the other leg."
"I'm not kidding," Sandy told her. "He misses you."

She didn't say a word. After a minute, she changed the subject and Coreen didn't say anything else about the ranch foreman.
But two days later, Ted called.
"We've run into a snag with the com​puter," he told Sandy. "The files won't come up, and I have to have them for a production sale. Can you come down and have a look?"
"Okay. I'll be home first thing tomorrow."
"Good girl!"
He hung up and she considered the work​ings of providence. Fate was taking a hand. She wondered what would be waiting for her in Jacobsville.
She packed her case and left early the next morning, refusing to admit to herself how much she'd missed Jobe, how much she cared for him.
He wasn't in the office when she went to have a look at the computer, but Ted was.
He glowered. "I never did trust the damned things," he muttered while Sandy checked files on the hard drive. "Now see what it's done, it's eaten my damned herd records!"
"It hasn't," Sandy replied. "They've been erased, but I can recover them. Just stop curs​ing and give me a little time to do it."
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He made a rough sound, can?"
4'Yes." She ran through the files. "How did it happen?"
"Missy was upset and hit the wrong keys, or so Jobe said."
She looked at her brother curiously. "What upset her?"
"I don't know," he replied dryly, "but I think it was because Jobe didn't want to go with her to some party in town. She bought a new dress just for the occasion."
"Why didn't he want to go?"
"Ask him." He perched himself against the desk. "He's been hell to talk to lately. He snaps, no matter what you say to him. Irritable as all hell, since you left that day. Odd, isn't it?" he added with a cool smile and narrow, intent eyes.
Sandy colored in spite of herself. "We both agreed that we're better off with the status quo."
"In other words, you're too scared to take a chance on him, is that right?"
She stopped working with the computer and whirled around in her chair. "We're both scared," she replied. "He doesn't think I can settle for a middle-class life, and I don't think
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he's capable of any feelings that aren't phys​ical. Does that put things into perspective for you?"
Ted chuckled. "I thought it was something of the sort." He folded his arms across his chest. "But sometimes you have to take a chance," he added gently.
"You'd know," she replied, remembering how hard he'd fought Coreen's influence. Her eyes softened. "I guess you and Coreen had to make adjustments when you decided to get married."
"You don't know the half of it," he replied, tongue-in-cheek. "We were explosive to​gether. Well, we still are, but not quite in the same way."
"I get your meaning." She studied her hands folded neatly in her lap. "I ran."
"I know."
She shifted in the chair and crossed her long legs. "Actually, I think he ran, too. We've spent a long time at each other's throats. It's hard to make peace."
"Especially the sort of peace he wants to make?" Ted probed gently.
She flushed. "Yes."
He took a long breath. "Honey, I can't tell you what to do with your life. I can't promise
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you that things would work out if you and Jobe put your differences aside. But I've been alone and I've been married. Believe me, mar​ried is better."
"I don't think he wants marriage."
His face hardened. "He'd better."
"Now, Ted, don't start playing big brother."
"Don't you start with lectures on modern morality, either," he snapped back. "This is a small town in Texas."
"And you're going to tell me that women don't live with men if they aren't married and that all kids are born in wedlock here."
He made a face. "Of course not. But you're family."
"Yes, I am. I think you're terrific, in case I haven't said so," she murmured. "But I'll live my own life, whether you like it or not."
He glared at her.
She shrugged. "Actually I'm not much on loose relationships, either, which is why I ran. Jobe isn't a marrying man."
"All men are, with the right woman," Ted replied.
"I thought Missy was the right woman."
His eyebrow jerked. "You wouldn't think

so if you'd seen her light out of here yester​day, madder than a wet hornet."
"Everybody argues. Usually they make up."
"Why don't you?" Ted returned.
She studied her hands again. "He isn't around."
"Yes, he is."
A soft sound in the hall caught her attention. She turned just as Jobe came in the door. But not the man of her memories. This one was cold-faced and looked as hard as steel. He barely nodded at her before he turned to Ted.
"We've got six horses in the road. The fence broke out on Jasper Road."
"How?" Ted asked, all business as he stood up.
"A truck had a flat going the speed limit and ran through it. I've got men out looking for them."
"I'll go and help. Sandy says she can get the files back for you," he added, nodding to​ward Sandy. "You can help her while I see about my horses."
He left, and Jobe cursed under his breath.
"I don't like it any better than you do," Sandy said with a speaking glance in his di-
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rection. "But we seem to be stuck here to​gether.”
He paused by her chair, watching her fin​gers race across the keys. "What are you do​ing?" he asked, diverted.
    “I’m using a program to recover files. If you wipe something out accidentally, most of the time you can get it back if you know how." She went on to explain about tempo​rary files and the manner of their storage, and the use of the recovery program.
"That's incredible," he said.
"Yes, isn't it?" She smiled. "I grew up watching 'Star Trek' reruns. I wanted to be a computer expert, just like Mr. Spock."
"A lot of kids did," he agreed, smiling back. "You make this look easy. It isn't."
"I've been doing it for a lot of years. Prac​tice improves most things. Look how good you are with horses and cattle," she added, punching more keys. "Because you grew up with it."
He stood behind her, watching the screen. His lean hand touched her hair lightly. "I missed you," he said suddenly.
She caught her breath. "Did you?"
"Ted said he was on the verge of firing me," he continued. "He knew what was

wrong, I think, but he wouldn't put it into words." He paused. "How's your temper been, while we're on the subject?"
"Not much better than yours, according to my co-workers."
He drew her up from the chair and pulled her into his arms. "Then I think it's time we made some decisions," he said.
"What sort?"
He smiled and bent his head. "This sort,” he whispered against her warm mouth.
It was like coming home. She pressed close, savoring the muscular warmth of his body in the silence that followed. She hadn't a protest left. She followed where he led, eagerly, with​out reservation.
When he lifted his head, she looked up at him with her heart in her eyes.
He looked oddly hesitant, his gaze intent and a little worried.
"What's wrong?" she asked.
He touched her cheek. "Cold feet," he murmured, chuckling.
"I know how you feel." She sighed. "But I'm miserable, just the same."
"We know each other pretty well by now," he remarked thoughtfully. "God knows, we
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aren't kids. Let's just take it one day at a time and see how it goes."
She nodded. "Okay."
He bent and kissed her again, lightly this time. "No heavy stuff, either," he murmured against her lips. "We could be in over our heads much too quick."
She sighed and laid her cheek against his chest. It felt familiar, safe. Her eyes opened and she studied the office across his patterned shirt.
 “Remember when my puppy died, and you found me crying in the barn so Ted wouldn't see?" she recalled.
He chuckled. "You didn't want me to see, either."
"Nothing ever seemed to bother you and Ted. I felt like a sissy. But you picked me up and held me until the tears stopped. Remember what you said?"
"That tears healed a broken heart," he mur​mured. "Do they?"
"You wouldn't know. You never cry."
His hands linked behind her waist. "I did when my father killed himself," he replied. "He was a good, decent man, but he wasn't smart enough to suit my mother. She said she

needed a man with a proper education, with the mind of a genius."
"Do you know what happened to her?" she asked gently.
He stiffened. "No."
"Sorry."
"It's all right. I didn't mind the question. I lost track of her after he died. I suppose she's still doing research in some top-secret lab somewhere. Maybe she's even found a man smart enough to suit her, but I don't imagine she stayed with him. You see, if he was too smart, she wouldn't like the competition."
"My mother wasn't all that smart, she was just a rounder," she volunteered. "It warped Ted, really badly. If Coreen hadn't come along, I doubt he'd ever have married."
"She's a peach," he agreed. He looked down at her with a tender smile. "So are you. Under that hard exterior and that computer brain, you're a sweet woman."
"Is that a compliment?"
His mouth brushed hers. "Oh, I think so," he murmured. His breath whispered across her nose. "I've spent years trying to pretend that you were just another career woman like my mother. But when I see you with that little boy of Ted and Coreen's in your arms, you don't
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look much like a hard-boiled career woman, Sandy."
She searched his pale eyes curiously. "You've never talked about children, except once," she recalled, and looked uncomfort​able. "You told Ted that you didn't want a bunch of little computer experts..."
He put a long forefinger over her lips. "We all say things we don't mean," he told her. "I didn't mean that. I've been fighting a losing battle with you for years. It's hard to stop."
"I know. I thought my life was exactly as I wanted it. Then I'd come home and see you..."
He nodded. "I understand perfectly." He drew her closer and bent to kiss her again, softly. "This feels nice."
"Mmm, doesn't it, though?" She chuckled. She closed her eyes. "Eventually I should do something about Ted's files."
"They can wait."
"I suppose so. But..."
The front doorbell rang. They looked to​ward it. Mrs. Bird went to let a visitor in, and they both frowned when they saw who it was.
Jobe let go of Sandy as Missy approached. She looked very cool and pretty in a yellow

sundress. She had her purse and a file folder in both hands.
"I thought you might need these herd rec​ords," she said with a sweet smile at Jobe. "I accidentally took them with me when I left." She glanced mutinously toward Sandy. "I guess you came to look for those lost files?"
"I found them," Sandy said smugly.
Missy looked uncomfortable. "I didn't think you could recover lost files."
"Where did you train?" Sandy asked point​edly.
"It's a good school," Missy said defen​sively, flushing. "They taught us how to re​cover stuff. I just forgot."
"Bad business," Sandy returned coolly. "Especially when so much depends on stored information. Fortunately for Ted, I knew how to get his herd records back. There's a pro​duction sale this month, as I'm sure Jobe must have mentioned."
Missy smiled. "Well, I guess he did, but then we didn't talk about business all the time, did we, honey?" she asked Jobe.
He looked very uncomfortable. He'd made it seem as if he and Missy were involved to protect himself from Sandy, and now it was going to get him in serious trouble. He could
342

A Long Tall Texan Summer
tell from the expression on Sandy's face that she still had doubts about him and Missy, and he didn't exactly know how to dispel them.

Chapter 5
Missy saw Jobe's uneasiness and decided to let her remarks sink in for a while. "Well, I'll be off now. See you Monday," she told Jobe with a flash of dark eyes and a secretive smile.
"Sure," he returned.
Missy had left the herd records on the desk. Sandy glanced through them. These were the missing ones that Missy apparently thought she'd successfully deleted. She must have had ideas of spending today inputting them again in lobe's company.
"Too bad," she murmured. "She missed out on a whole day here reinstating them. Shame."
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Jobe looked worried. "I didn't encourage her to do that. I know it looks bad..."
She moved toward him, her clear eyes steady and bright. "I've seen Missy in ac​tion," she said. "I'm not jealous. Well, not much," she murmured.
He chuckled. "A little?"
She shrugged. "Microscopic."
He bent his head and kissed her slowly. "Do you like Chinese food?"
"I love it," she whispered.
"Good. Get your purse and let's go."
"But Ted's files...!"
"They can wait until you've eaten. Aren't you hungry?"
"Ravenous."
"All right, then. Come on!"
He caught her hand and held it all the way to the black pickup he drove. He put her inside and buckled her in, watching her possessively the whole time.
"Pickup trucks make good bait for catching women," he murmured dryly. "Look what I caught." He bent his head and kissed her.
She traced his upper lip. "Works both ways," she whispered, and kissed him back.
"What the hell...!" Ted exclaimed as he drew up beside them and got out of his car.

"What are you doing? What about my herd records?"
"We're hungry," Jobe explained. "Want to get Coreen and the baby and eat Chinese?"
Ted let out a rough sigh. "I hate Chinese." He glanced from his flushed sister to his smug ranch foreman. "But I guess you have to eat sooner or later. Oh, get out of here," he mut​tered. "The records can wait a while."
"Thanks, Ted." Sandy grinned at him.
He grinned back. "Problem solved?" he asked.
"Just beginning," Jobe replied before she could. "But we're no sissies, are we?"
"Not us," Sandy agreed.
They waved at Ted and drove away.
For the next few days, life took on a dream​like quality for Sandy. She didn't go back to Victoria, opting to take a week off—the va​cation time she'd never used.
She and Jobe were inseparable, to Missy's irritation. They went riding and one day, he took her to Turner's Lake nearby. It was a popular fishing hole, where customers paid a fee to throw their lines into a lake stocked with game fish.
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 “Isn't this fun?" he asked, slapping at a mosquito as he adjusted the tension in his line.
She was sitting beside him with her bare feet dangling off the pier. “Heavenly," she agreed, and meant it. She hadn't been fishing since childhood. It was peaceful here, even with other fishermen scattered around, and be​ing with Jobe was sheer joy.
"I've never taken a woman fishing before," he mused, glancing at her from under his bibbed cap. He drew up one long, blue-jeaned leg. "You're pretty good at it."
She glanced at the two fish on her string and the three on his. "Well, I'm a fish behind," she remarked.
"Oh, you're doing fine. It looks better if you let the man catch more fish."
She tossed her pole aside and, laughing, threw herself across him to the ground.
"You chauvinist pig," she murmured.
He linked his arms at her back and grinned up at her, his blond hair disheveled, his hat in the grass. "You might as well get used to it," he reminded her. "I'm consistent as all hell."
"I noticed." She sighed and bent to put her mouth softly over his hard lips.
He held her there, savoring the taste of her

in the early afternoon heat. A mosquito stabbed into his wrist and he never noticed.
She felt a surge of joy like an explosion deep in her body and sighed as he turned her in the long grass and his powerful leg eased between both of hers. His mouth became sud​denly demanding. She felt her lips part as her heart rocketed under her rib cage. His search​ing hand found her breast and seconds later, so did his hungry mouth.
She cried out softly.
It wasn't a protest, but it brought him to his senses. He lifted his head, grimacing as he re​alized where they were.
"Sorry," he murmured, helping her up with a rueful smile. "We came here to fish. I for​got."
"So did I."
He chuckled. "Maybe you'd better wear this, just so people don't get the wrong idea when we do things like that."
He tossed a small, gray velvet-covered box into her hands. "Go on," he coaxed. "Open it."
She hesitated, because she had a pretty good idea what it was. A question came with it, and he was going to expect an answer pretty quickly. She looked up into his eyes and knew
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what the answer would be. There was, after all, only one possible.
Her hands fumbled and she opened the box. Her gasp was audible. "You pig!"
She closed the box over the cartoon char​acter lapel pin and threw it at him. "How could you?"
"Wait a minute, wait a minute, it's the wrong box! Here!"
He had to stop laughing before he could dig the right one out of his pocket. "That was for my little cousin...tomorrow's her birthday. Here. This is yours."
He put it into her fingers and pulled it open. His eyes never left her face.
"It isn't the Hope diamond," he said qui​etly, watching her look at the small diamond engagement ring. "But the sentiment that goes with it is every bit as large. I love you. I want to share my life with you."
She felt the tears rushing down her cheeks, leaving hot, wet tracks behind them. The ring blurred. The way he put the proposal was shat​tering. Until that moment, it had never oc​curred to her that he might love her.
She looked up, seeing him through a mist. "Don't you want it?" he asked solemnly.
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"Am I totally mistaken about what you feel for me?"
She shook her head. "Oh, no," she whis​pered. "I love you. I just didn't know that you loved me."
"Blind as a bat," he mused, although relief was in his voice. He took out the ring and slid it on her finger. "If I'd loved you less, I never would have picked on you. We only hurt the ones we love. Don't you listen to old say​ings?"
"You must love me terribly..."
"Do shut up..."
He kissed her again, much more posses​sively this time, and eased her down into the grass, regardless of chiggers and mosquitoes and yellow flies and possible snakes. She didn't notice the wildlife population being po​tentially crushed beneath her. Every sense was caught up in the feel of lobe's hard mouth on her lips, his caressing hands on her body.
"I like kids," he whispered.
"So do I."
"Good thing," he murmured hungrily, "be​cause I have in mind buying us a big ranch one day, and we'll need lots of kids to help us manage it."
She chuckled. "What about my job?"
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''What about it?" he murmured. "Although you might try to spend less time on the road, later on."
She looked at him possessively. "You don't mind if I work?"
He shook his head. “That's up to you, sweetheart. I can support you. Not the way you've been supported," he said firmly, "but adequately."
She put a finger against his mouth. "I'll set​tle for whatever we can earn together. Our kids can inherit my trust"
His expression lightened. "You'd do that?"
"I know how proud you are, Jobe," she confessed. "I wouldn't want to make you un​comfortable. I'm used to working for my liv​ing. In fact, I like it. If we can build something worthwhile together, with our own hands, I'd much rather have it than all the money in the world."
"I didn't give you enough credit," he mur​mured.
"I didn't give you enough, either," she said. "I thought you only wanted me."
"I do," he said quietly. "Very much."
"Yes, but I didn't know you loved me." She searched his lean face lovingly. "It means the world."

"To me, too," he whispered, and bent again. "God, Sandy, don't make me wait too long." His arms became demanding. "I want you with me all the time. We'll have the fore​man's house, and you can plant all the flowers you like, and cook for...me..."
He lifted his head and grimaced. "Oh, my God, we'll starve," he said, so plaintively that she burst out laughing.
She nuzzled her smiling face into his throat. "Don't you worry, my darling, I've already enrolled in a cooking course at one of the schools in Victoria. I'm not cordon-bleu, but I can produce an unburned steak and scalloped potatoes anytime you like."
"Can you, really?" He rested his weight on his elbows and looked down into her eyes la​zily. "I can make a cake."
"You can?"
"A pound cake, nothing fancy." He traced her eyebrows. "I guess we won't starve, after all. Although," he added wickedly, "I don't think we'll spend much time worrying about food the first week we're married."
She touched his mouth. "Are we going to wait until then?" she asked without meeting his eyes.
He stiffened. "Of course we are!" he said
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shortly. "Good Lord, woman, you aren't try​ing to seduce me, are you?"
Her eyebrows arched. "Who, me?"
"Good thing," he murmured, "because I'm not that sort of man. I plan to wear a white suit at our wedding..."
She hit him. "I can just see that!"
"I am," he repeated.
"Because you're a virgin," she said, tongue-in-cheek.
He didn't smile.
Her eyes widened. "You're thirty-six!"
He still didn't smile.
Her heart jumped into her throat. "You have got to be kidding!"
"You came along at a traumatic time in my life," he recalled lazily, fitting her small hand to his big one. He grinned at her. "I fell head over heels in love with you the day we met, and I never wanted anyone else." He shrugged. "I guess we start even, don't we, honey?"
She drew him down to her and kissed him with all her heart. Tears burned her eyes. "I can't believe it."
"You will," he said with a wistful sigh. "I expect we'll fumble a bit at first. But it comes

 
353
Diana Palmer
naturally for birds and things, so I guess it will for us, too."
She laughed through her tears. "Of course it will! Oh, Jobe...!"
The sound of footsteps finally broke them apart. Jobe looked up at a big, bearlike man in a bibbed cap carrying a fishing rod.
"I never even caught a fish," the big man said gruffly, "and your spinning rods are on a tour of the lake. Some people have all the damned luck."
He stomped off. Jobe sat up with a dazed Sandy, and they watched the progress of their rods across the lake"
"I guess we might as well go home, unless you want to swim out after them," Jobe of​fered.
She shook her head. "Not in that water," she said dryly.
"I see what you mean." He retrieved their strings of fish and they wandered back to the truck, pausing just long enough to kiss each other on the way.
The wedding was arranged by a gleeful Co-reen. As much as she hated to, Sandy had to leave Jobe long enough to get some work done in Victoria.
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Her boss, Mr. Cranson, gave them a crystal bowl for a wedding gift, and her co-workers went in together to buy a set of dishes and some flatware. Coreen and Ted gave them towels and sheets and small appliances. They'd have enough to start housekeeping, at least, and the bathroom in the foreman's house was being remodeled by Ted as another small gift.
Missy hadn't said a word about the wed​ding. But Sandy was uneasy, just the same, because she knew how possessive and venge​ful the woman was. It wasn't like Missy to waltz off without a word when she'd lost a man she had her heart set on.
Sure enough, the last day Sandy was to spend in the apartment in Victoria, there was a knock on the door.
Expecting Jobe, she was surprised to find a tearful Missy on her doorstep. The tears were real, too.
"Come in," Sandy invited.
"Thanks." Missy sniffed, holding a hand​kerchief to her eyes. "I'm so sorry to come here and bother you at a time like this," she confessed, blowing her nose noisily, "but there are things you simply have to know be​fore you marry him."

"Sit down."
Missy perched herself on the sofa. "I'm re​ally sorry."
"You said that," Sandy reminded her.
Missy cleared her throat. She contrived to look tragic. "Well, it's like this," she began. She took a deep breath. "I'm pregnant."
Sandy's eyebrows rose. She smiled. "Con​gratulations,"
Missy looked taken aback. "You don't un​derstand. It's Jobe's."
Sandy searched the other woman's face. For one instant—of which she was very ashamed—she let herself imagine that it could be true. Then she measured Missy's word against Jobe's and all her doubts went away at once.
"Do tell me all about it. Do you want some iced tea?" Sandy offered, and went to get it.
"You're taking this very well," Missy said, shocked.
"I suppose I am. Come on. Tell me all about it."
"He seduced me," Missy said, sobbing.
"You poor thing," Sandy commiserated. "The louse!"
Missy's eyes widened. "You believe me?"
"Of course I do," Sandy lied.  "I'm so
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sorry for you. The pig. How could he do such a thing to such a sweet girl?"
Missy sipped her iced tea and peered at Sandy, trying not to grin. This was going bet​ter than she'd ever dreamed it would.
"He said he loved me," Missy continued. "He took me out to eat and then we parked on this lonely, deserted road. He started kiss​ing me and one thing led to another, and...it just happened."
"And naturally, you aren't on the Pill?"
Missy glanced at her. "How...how did you know?"
"Well, if you're pregnant..."
"Oh. Right. Yes. Well, I'm about six weeks along," she added. "At least, I think I am. I haven't been to the doctor. But I'm sure it couldn't be anything else. And you know, Jobe will surely marry me if there's a baby on the way, what with Jacobsville being such a small town, and my reputation, and his repu​tation."
"Of course," Sandy agreed readily.
Missy put down her tea. "You do under​stand that he can't marry both of us?"
Sandy smiled. "Certainly, I do."
"Well...then what are you going to do?"
"I'm going right down to Jacobsville with

you to tell him what I think of him," Sandy said flatly. She got to her feet. "Let's go."
Missy's indrawn breath was audible.
"Come on!"
She got up. "Right now?" she exclaimed.
"Right now. You've got your car, haven't you?"
"Y...yes."
"You can follow me. I'll just get my purse..."
They went out the door together. Sandy was enjoying herself. She couldn't wait to see the look on Jobe's face. It would be something to tell their grandchildren. It would also show Missy exactly where she stood.
"Two birds with one stone," Sandy said to herself as she led the way down the highway to Jacobsville.
Missy parked near the front door, but she was slow to get out of her car. Jobe's black pickup was parked nearby. He was probably in the office, cursing the computer, Sandy mused.
She led the way into the house> with Missy dragging behind, and went right into the of​fice.
Jobe was sitting on the edge of the desk,
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talking on the phone. He looked up and saw the two women, and ended his conversation.
“This is a surprise," he said.
Sandy smiled. “I’ll bet it is. Uh, Missy has something to say. Go ahead, dear," she coaxed the other woman, waving a hand in her direction. She sat down in the nearest chair and prepared to be amused.
Missy cleared her throat. She was flushed as she looked from Sandy to Jobe.
"I'm pregnant," she blurted out.
Jobe looked hunted. His eyes went imme​diately to Sandy, and he scowled, as if he was daring her to believe what any normal person would at the moment.
She didn't crack a smile. She did arch an eyebrow, and the twinkle in her eyes grew more noticeable.
"I said, I'm pregnant!" Missy returned. She folded her arms over her chest and smiled smugly at Jobe. "What are you going to do about it? I've already told her," she added, nodding toward Sandy.
"What did she say?" Jobe asked curiously.
"She understood that you're going to have to marry me."
Jobe's lip curled up. "We'll call the news​papers and the television people, too," he

mused. "You're going to make history if I’m the father of your child."
She looked uneasy. "I don't understand."
He picked up the telephone. "Of course, I'm certain that the real father of this child will be eager to learn about it. I'll set you up with an appointment this very afternoon at Col-train's clinic. They can take a blood sample to check if you are pregnant and then when the baby is born they can do a DNA test. That will rule me out immediately as the father."
Missy's face went red. "They...they can't do that sort of thing!"
"Sure they can," he said. "Coltrain has a lab in Houston do his important work. You'd be amazed at what a test will reveal these days. And if you're pregnant, you should be seen at once." He held on to the receiver. "Betty? This is Jobe Dodd. I want you to set up an appointment today for..."
"No!" Missy cried.
She rushed forward and hung up the re​ceiver at once, panting for breath. "No, I...uh, I don't want to do that!"
"Why not?" Sandy asked. "I'd think a pregnancy test would be the first thing on your mind right now."
Missy looked hunted. She stared at Jobe,
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who had his arms folded across his chest. He wasn't smiling.
He glanced at Sandy. "While we're on the subject," he began, "I'd like to know right now if you believe her," he added, nodding toward a frozen Missy.
Sandy smiled softly, her eyes full of love and trust. "Don't be silly," she said gently.
"You said you believed me!" Missy ac​cused.
Sandy got up. "I wanted to see how far you'd go," she replied simply. "Now stop this play-acting and tell the truth, Missy. You don't want to do something like this to Jobe. You're not a bad enough person to try to ruin his life deliberately."
Missy's lower lip stuck out. "I love him!"
"No, you don't," Sandy said. "If you did, you wouldn't be trying to trap him into mar​riage. You want people to be happy if you love them. We all know that Jobe wouldn't be happy with you unless he really loved you. And he doesn't."
Missy's eyes clouded. She looked mutinous. "I could love him enough for both of us!"
Jobe shook his head. "That isn't possible. I love Sandy. I always have. You're a sweet kid, honey, but it wasn't love."

Missy's shoulders slumped. "I guess I knew that all along. I didn't want to admit it." She flushed even more. "I guess I made a real fool of myself."
"Not to me," Sandy said. "Not to Jobe, either. I imagine he's flattered, in a way. But it's time to stop pretending."
"Okay," Missy admitted, "I'm not preg​nant. He only kissed me once, like you'd kiss a kid who was hurt. I built a lot of dreams on it." She drew in a long sigh. "I guess there's somebody out there for me. Maybe I'll find him one day."
"Of course you will," Sandy said gently. "But in the meantime, I think it might be bet​ter if you found a different job. One where there's an eligible man or two."
"Not here," Missy mused.
"Not here," Sandy agreed. She looked at Jobe quietly. "This one belongs to me," she said, and watched his high cheekbones go ruddy.
Missy saw it, too. She managed a smile on her way out. "Well, I hope I get invited to the wedding, at least," she said. "I'm not a bad loser."
"No, you're not," Jobe agreed. He smiled at her. "Stay out of trouble, sprout."
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“I’lll do my best. I'm really sorry,” she added sheepishly. "It seemed like a good idea at the time. Maybe I wasn't really grown up until now." She went out the door quickly, closing it behind her.
Jobe got up from the desk with a sigh and walked to Sandy, pulling her into his arms. "You didn't believe a word of it, hmm?"
She shook her head. "I know you too well. You've never lied to me. Not even when it would have been kinder. It was pretty simple to tell where the truth was. Besides," she added, pulling his head down, "I love you."
"I love you, too," he whispered, and kissed her back hungrily.

Chapter 6
 Two weeks later, they were married. They didn't plan on a honeymoon, but Ted sent them off to Nassau on an airplane and neither of them had the heart to argue with him.
Nassau was the most unexpected, glorious sight of Sandy's life. Despite the wealth that she and Ted enjoyed, it was the one place she'd never been. The day they arrived, she and Jobe didn't even wait to change clothes. They tipped the bellboy who carried their lug​gage to their sixth-floor room at the huge, gaudy hotel on Cable Beach and then took a cab into downtown Nassau, where they walked down the narrow streets past the gaily
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colored straw market and friendly people, idly gazing at passenger ships at Prince George Wharf and pausing to look in store windows.
The air smelled of the ocean and adventure. They saw the statue of the island's first royal governor, Woodes Rogers, in front of one of the older hotels in town, and then strolled along Bay Street, holding hands and dreaming.
When they got back to the hotel, they started to change for dinner when Jobe turned and just stared at Sandy as she stood there in only her lace teddy, with her dark hair down around her shoulders.
He had his shirt off. His broad chest, hair-covered and muscular and deeply tanned, drew her like a magnet. With her breath in her throat, she went to him, her heart racing.
She looked up at him, noting his own ten​sion, the ragged sound of his breathing. "Now," she whispered huskily.
He reached for her, gently, and brought her to him. "Now," he whispered back, and bent to her mouth.
Several feverish minutes later, they were on the bed, trembling against each other with the sound of the ocean loud even outside the closed window as they fought layers of cloth​ing to get to the skin underneath.

"Oh, Lord...I’ve torn it," he groaned as he finally got the teddy out of the way and his mouth burned against her small, taut breasts.
"Who cares?" she panted, clutching his head to her. "Oh, Jobe, oh, dear God!"
She arched as the suckling motion of his mouth sent thrills of pleasure into the most secret places of her body.
Her soft cries made him wild to have her. He managed to get out of the last of his cloth​ing and his mouth bit into hers as he eased quickly between her long, trembling legs.
"I'm sorry," he whispered urgently. "I'm sorry, it's going to be...rough."
"I don't care!"
She adjusted her body to his in a violent fever of need, so hungry for him that nothing else mattered. She barely felt the flash of pain as he went into her, the pleasure that followed drowning her in such exquisite sensations that she stretched like a wanton under his powerful body and sighed loudly.
"Yes," he groaned, searching for her mouth as his hips moved down and he shiv​ered. "Did you even dream...that it would feel like this?" he asked huskily.
"Never!" She met his mouth and lifted to him, matching his rhythm, trembling with each
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new contact. "This is wicked!" she whispered when he paused and looked down the length of their joined bodies, coaxing her to look as well.
"We're married," he whispered unsteadily. "Two of the oldest virgins in the continental United States... Good God!"
Her sudden urgent movement caught him off guard and he cried out as she moved again, twisting up to him.
He ground his mouth into hers with a sharp groan and suddenly there was no time to savor it, to lengthen it. There was tension and urgent need. He drove into her, drowning in her sweetness, her husky little cries of ecstasy. When he felt her arch and cry out, he was already in the throes of his own fulfillment. He seemed to black out as the most harshly sweet pleasure he'd ever experienced pulled his powerful body so tight that he thought he might actually faint...
Minutes later, drenched in perspiration and shaking in the aftermath of their frenzied love-making, Sandy lifted her head to look at her new husband and she couldn't resist a huge, wicked grin.
"I guess it was worth waiting for, huh?" she teased.

He rolled over, his face aglow with love and happiness. He laughed like a boy. "Oh, yes, my darling. Well worth it," he replied. He bent to her mouth and rolled over in the same instant. “I love you insanely. And just in case you didn't get the message the first time...!"
He wasn't the only one insanely in love and aching to prove it. Sandy's last conscious thought was that marriage to Jobe was going to be one long, sweet adventure. And this was only the beginning!
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