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Mattie Ryan had no illusions about her temporargbamd. Long, lean,
darkly compelling--Josh Brand was every woman'safsyn And everyone
in Texas cattle country was gonna wonder why irelidlazes he'd marry
his gawky cowpoke neighbour! Well, Josh needed mrfar his baby, and
Mattie needed--well, Mattie needed a man!

The arrangement seemed simple: a one-year, nodomanitment. But

Mattie, in all her experience, did the unthinkab&he'd fallen for her
husband. Worse, she welcomed Josh's steamy staras)g caresses and
words of seduction. And now the last thing Mattianted was for her
torrid temporary marriage to end...
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CHAPTER ONE

“I wouldn't want to lose a wife-that's really rouglBut otherwise, |
wouldn’t mind having your problem,” Bear Holcombidsas he leaned
against the bar and looked at Josh Brand.

“No, in my circumstances you wouldn’t want it,” osaid to the hulking
man who fit his nickname. “I'm not ready for a women my life. | just
want a nanny for my baby, not an affair. I've hhtee nannies in less than
two months. | wanted a nanny, and they wanted bang”

“Stop advertising locally where they know who yowe,& Tom Shellene
drawled, leaning back in a chair with his booteet fepropped on a table
and a beer in his hand, his shaggy blond hair Imgngyver his eyes. “These
women know you’re an eligible bachelor.”

“I tried that,” Josh replied, glancing around th&rbom at the empty,
scarred tables. Afternoon sunlight streamed throtigh one narrow
window that gave a limited view of the main streét_atimer, Texas. “I
got ten replies-only two were worth interviewingné®woman talked two
hours straight. The other one had child-rearingasdeghat weren’t
compatible with what | want for my daughter.” Heolkoa long drink of
cold beer and placed the bottle on the bar. “Wlzgdpkened to the little
rosy-cheeked, gray-haired grannies like the lomad?”

“They've got careers or their own families,” Beaawled.

“So it seems.” Josh smoothed errant wisps of blwaad on the six-month-

old baby sleeping in a carrier at his elbow on lthe. He picked up the

carrier. “I better clear out before Brad sees ud @mses a fuss about a
baby in a bar in his jurisdiction. See you guysn@n, Li’l Bit.”

They mumbled goodbyes, and Josh stepped into wanxaslsunshine. The
sun blazed high above the quiet main street. Lighected off the chrome
trim on pickups parked around the town square. fWeestory sandstone
county courthouse was bathed in a rosy hue, ahdntdberry trees shed
circles of dappled shade over the courthouse l&ignally Josh loved the



town, his ranch and springtime, but this year heiddd into one nightmare
after another, and now he barely noticed his smdmgs.

He fastened Elizabeth Mary Brand'’s carrier ontolihek seat of his black
pickup and went around to climb behind the wheel.

“We’re going home, Li’l Bit. Maybe this week’s adilivfind just the right

nanny for you." He drove along the wide main stfethe small town in
Clayton County, on the edge of the hill country. mhinutes they were
heading northwest along the highway on the waysd'hple B ranch.

His thoughts churned, and he glanced at the slgdpaby, feeling love
wash through him. She was so tiny, so fragile hgelboved her fiercely and
didn’t want to give her up. His mother in Chicagould take Elizabeth,
but he couldn’t bear to part with her. Frustrathd, struck the steering
wheel with his fist.

An hour later as he neared home, ,he swung arogndva and saw a blue
pickup up ahead, pulled off on the wide shouldarda¢h the shade of a
cottonwood. The pickup was jacked up, a tire lyomgthe grass beside it.
He put his foot on the brake to slow down. Turninghe baby, he said,
“Li’'l Bit, I may have to help my fellow man.”

Then Josh noticed the driver, who was bending otres, faded jeans
pulling tautly across her backside as she pulledtite up onto its tread
and rolled it to the wheel. Instantly he recognittesl yellow pigtail and the
longest pair of female legs in Clayton County.

“Well, Li’'l Bit, | guess | don’t have to offer myéip. If | do offer, that self-

sufficient cowgirl will take my head off.” Aboutffy feet away he pressed
down on the accelerator and watched his neighbaittid Ryan, squat
down and put the spare tire in place. Tossing dweg blond braid over her
shoulder, she started to replace the lug bolts.

“Oh, hell. Old habits die hard,” he grumbled, atohgped on the brake to
slow beside her and lower his window. “Hey, Mathieed help?”

She slanted him a look over her shoulder, her fitdshed green eyes
gazing at him solemnly. “Hi, Josh. No, thanks.”



“Okay,” he said, closing the window and accelegtonce again. Down
the road a ways he glanced in his rear-view mitoosee her pick up the
flat tire and toss it into the bed of the pickuNotv there’s a lady, Li’l Bit,
who wouldn’t want an affair.”

His eyes narrowed as he pictured Mattie Ryan imrirgl. Almost six feet
tall, she was full-bodied, long-legged and as imtelent as a barn cat.
And sour on men. He remembered vague rumors aleowgetting dumped
by a boyfriend in college, but he wasn'’t certaioattdetails.

He and Mattie had grown up on neighboring ranchstgblished by their
great-grandfathers. Josh’s dad and Old Man Ryare aévays battling
each other, but they were civil to each other wbenin public. Mattie’s
mother died when she was ten years old, and Frgak Rad raised Mattie
like the son he never had. Mattie had to be ardweaty-eight or twenty-
nine. She had two younger sisters who had londefythe area and never
returned.

Now Frank Ryan was dead, and Mattie had her gratitendo care for
and the Rocking R ranch to run. And he heard she een having
financial troubles lately because of her fathdhess and death.

Josh drove home mechanically, plans and possdsliinvolving his
neighbor revolving in his mind.

Later that night he decided to give at least tiweeks of thought to his
ideas while he scrambled around trying to work helph his cook, Rosalie
Benson, take care of Elizabeth at the same timéheédend of a week and a
half, feeling desperate, he called and made animiopent with Mattie,
telling her he wanted to discuss business.

As she was replacing a harness in the tack rootimedbarn, Mattie heard a
car motor. She strode out of the barn in time ® &eshiny black pickup
approaching the house, a plume of dust dancingarptckup’s trail. Her

heart missed a beat while she clamped her jaw gritmvas Josh Brand’s
pickup. And Gran was in town and wouldn’t be in bHoaise to let him in.



Feeling her long braid Hop against her back, Mgtiggged toward the
house as Josh’s pickup swept around the curveomt fnd disappeared
from view.

With each step anger pulsed in her, because sHd gaass why he had
come. His would be the fourth offer to buy her siice Dad died. She
clenched her fists. She could run this ranch! Heddy had raised her to
take over when he was no longer able to run itloAg as Gran was alive,
she wasn'’t going to sell, and she wasn’t goingose Iher home because of
bad weather or diseased cattle or a big loan. Aridbacause of any man
trying to coax her into selling. The day would comieen she would sell,
but it wasn’t now.

When she rounded the corner, Josh Brand stood omdreh with his
hands on his hips while he waited for her to anstwverdoor. Her pulse
skittered, and she mentally swore. At twenty-eight was six years
younger than Josh Brand, and in all the years skeavn him he had
never once seemed aware of her as a female. Nermeast other males in
the county aware of her as a female. Which wasaalitright. She had
grown accustomed to the hurt when she had bedadhiand towered over
all the boys her own age. But she hadn’t towerest dosh, and he had set
her pulse racing in a manner she couldn’t contnol didn’t like. Still did.
He might not be aware of her, but she was too awninem.

His black hair was caught behind his head withrig sff rawhide, and his
wide-brimmed black hat was pushed back on his hdmsdKiowa heritage

showed in his dark hair, eyes and skin, his prontiregheekbones, his
imperious straight nose. Her gaze ran across bsdshoulders and down
the length of his lean body. “Josh!” she calledshe jogged toward the
house.

Josh turned to watch Mattie. She was graceful aolash way, her long
legs stretching over the ground, her breasts swindieneath the blue
cotton shirt. He felt queasy, his stomach churnifiige woman was an
unknown quantity and formidable. Half the men imwmowere scared of
her. She could be as forceful as her ornery dadl f@nthe hundredth time
Josh wondered whether or not he was doing the tighg. His gaze ran



over her in a practiced assessment. She was & fetnale and looked as
healthy as his best horse.

Mattie took the steps two at a time, glanced upde Josh’s eyes raking
over her. Her anger rose another notch while ahflusrned her cheeks.
Self-conscious about her dusty work clothes, skaadtled her fists. “Did

you Want to see me?”

At the top step she paused and looked up-a unigperience. She knew
Josh was taller than she was, but she hadn't beerclbse to him before
and hadn’t realized exactly how much taller he wis.dark eyes studied
her with an intensity that took her breath. TherBisawere a tough bunch,
and she suspected he was going to try to pressuratb selling the place
by making her an offer that would be damned tengptin

She lifted her chin and stared back at him" withioliriking, wondering
which one of them would blink or look away firsGHall we go inside?"
she asked.

“Any time.”

They stood in silence, and she realized he wasvaseaof the contest of
wills as she. She inhaled deeply. When his gazppd to her bosom, her
anger soared, even though he had been the filsbkoaway. She met his
dark gaze again and thought she could detect a ihamusement, but it
was gone in seconds.

She reached for the door, and he bent down. Fdiirdidime she saw the
baby carrier, a diaper bag and a sleeping baby.k88e he had a child
and that he had lost his wife in a car wreck thaistgyear, but she supposed
he had someone to care for the baby. It startledohsee him carrying the
baby with him.

“That’s yours?” she asked, and then realized haliculous the question
was. “Well, of course, | guess it is.” She feltthed and more annoyed than
ever with him for causing her discomfort. “You wdnlt have someone
else’s baby.” She couldn’t remember whether it wdmy or girl. Judging
from the pink dress, she assumed it was a girl.



“Come inside,” she said, leading the way into theldallway. The floor
shone with polish, and their boots clicked agaihstbare wood as she led
Josh and his baby past the living room with itkiputlark furniture. They
passed the large family room, and she led the wiaythe small room that
was her office at the southwest corner of the house

She motioned to a straight-backed chair and wa#itednd her oak desk,
hoping to keep things as businesslike as possitidegat him out of her
house as quickly as she could. Her gaze ran oeefathiliar glass-fronted
bookcases, the hat tree, the green leather chdiase a seat. Would you
like something to drink?”

“No, thanks.” He set the carrier on the chair nexthim and sat down,

dropping his hat and the baby bag on the floorslie sat behind the desk,
she was disconcerted. Josh’s piercing dark eyes rhad feel nervous,

female and vulnerable. And she hated feeling ttegt. \Bhe glanced around
the room again, her gaze pausing a moment on the faap of the ranch

hanging on the east wall. She reminded herselfshatwas owner of one
of the largest ranches in the area and that the ammass from her

shouldn’t intimidate her. She tried to ignore tlaetfthat she found him

handsome as sin, and she wished her pulse woudd tgua normal rate.

“Now, what did you want to see me about?”

“You get right to the point, don’t you?” he askddis time there was no
mistaking the amusement in his voice.

“Why on earth would we do otherwise?” she snappeuthoyed that he
made her uneasy. He was too masculine ajgoealing “We don’t have
much to chitchat about.”

“We’re neighbors, Mattie. We should get to be fderi

"l think it's three generations too late for thasfie said, still flustered by
him and annoyed with herself. What was it abouh Br&nd that made her
come unglued? With other men she could stay coa eollected.

Embarrassed, she realized how unfriendly her seénsounded and
added, “Well, 1 guess we could try to be friendsriowing men had no



interest in striking up a friendship with her, dfieed her head to look at
him. “But | don't think that’s why you called me.”

“No, it's not,” he admitted, still studying her dsshe was a prime bit of
horseflesh that he was considering purchasing. laleed one booted foot
on his knee. He looked relaxed as if this weredfiice and she was the
visitor. “My wife was killed four months ago in aarc wreck,” he
announced gruffly.

“I remember hearing that, and I'm sorry,” she satihcked to see the pain
in his eyes. She knew how much the loss of a laweel hurt, but Josh
Brand had always seemed invincible. She was dattiat he was still so
obviously suffering from his loss. “At least youMeayour baby.”

He nodded and glanced at the sleeping child. “Itviarkeep Elizabeth,”
he said, and his voice became more gravelly. Hik daze returned to
Mattie. “That’s why I'm here.” As he stared at hehe had a premonition
of disaster. She couldn’t imagine why or what loissl had to do with her.
Maybe he wanted to sell his place to her. The thoatartled her, and her
mind raced. With a sinking feeling, she knew sheld¢mever buy it. She
was strapped for money as it was, and worried abowtshe was going to
keep the Rocking R going. Josh Brand had a marseiauch. In her mind
she pictured the rolling fields and the cattle khew he owned.

“Mattie, I've tried to hire nannies and | can’'t irone who is remotely
satisfactory.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” she said, puzzled. Thennh@ad lost his mind if he
had come to hireer as a nanny.

Josh stared at the woman across the desk. Releckehd his tongue. He
knew once the words were out of his mouth, he aouldke them back.
He clenched and unclenched his fists and looketh agaElizabeth who
was blissfully sleeping, unaware of the turmoil amgjuish of her father.

His gaze swung back to Mattie. Big green eyes dtatehim, and the
fleeting thought crossed his mind that the womdatse was pretty. He
inhaled, realizing the train of thought and knowithgt it didn’'t matter



whether she looked like Attila or Cleopatra. HeoKs were beside the
point.

“How do you feel about children?" he blurted, woridg when he had lost
all finesse.

She blinked, looking startled, then glanced at d&leth. “They’re nice,”
she replied cautiously, sounding curious and gjaairhim intently.

“Yeah. Mattie, | can’t find a nanny, and I've cottemake a proposition to
you.”

“Oh, if you think | would hire out as a nanny-olo!h couldn’t ever-”
He held up a hand and shook his head. “Of courté no

Startled, she bit her lip and stared at him. “lliye not suggesting | be a
nanny, what are you suggesting'?” she asked, heiosity running
rampant because he looked as if he was goingnt faiveat beaded on his
forehead, and he was ashen in spite of his dark &tie had seen Josh
Brand in fights when he was young and she had keerronco riding in
rodeos. He was as tough as her father, yet he doagkef he was coming
apart right before her eyes. “Are you all right?”

“I'm fine.” When his compelling dark eyes met heskge felt threatened, as
if whatever this man wanted from her, she was gaingave the fight of
her life to keep from giving in to him.

“How are your sisters?”

“They're line,” Mattie answered, becoming more pedz

“I understand Carlina is married and lives in Danaed won’t come back
home.”

“That’s right. Neither she nor Andrea will ever cerback here to live,”
she said. “Pardon me for asking but aren’t we idgffrom why you're
here?”



“Not exactly.” He leaned forward, placing his ellswan his knees, his feet
squarely on the floor. “Our ranches adjoin. As derstand it, your sisters
won't be returning to live here and don’t want tiaech. You don’t have

any heirs, no husband.”

“I'm not selling,” she announced frostily, drawimgrself up, feeling icy
inside. “My sisters have said | can deal with thach as | see fit. | can
manage their shares. | run this ranch, and it'somothe market. Not now,
not tomorrow, not because I've lost my dad.”

“I'm not buying.”

She opened her mouth to continue, realized whal $e8td and snapped her
mouth closed. More confused than ever, she starbaoima He gripped the
arms of the chair and his knuckles were white. fTiadnat do you want?”
she asked.

“l want you to marry me.”



CHAPTER TWO

Stunned, Mattie stared at him, unable to speak. W8t realized herd
mouth had dropped open, she closed it. “That’s labelg absurd!”

“Hear me out,” he commanded in a tone of voice thatle her close her
mouth again.

Josh stared at her while his heart drummed. He iwadeep now. He
glanced at Elizabeth for reassurance and thenneduhis attention to
Mattie, who was staring at him with wide-eyed alatfrhe had drawn a
gun on her, he suspected she would have coolly toievrestle him to the
ground for it, but his proposal must have frightetier as much as it did
him. Somehow it reassured him to know that.

“I need a woman in the house. | don’t want a wifethe fullest sense. |
need a mother for Elizabeth, someone who is ig&li and strong and
kind.” Mattie’s face flushed, and she blinked, dralwondered if she was
startled that he thought she possessed thoseigsialit

“You don’t know anything about me,” she whispered.

“I've known about you all my life, the same as yknow me. And I've
asked around.”

Pinpoints of fire flared in the depths of her eyasd he spoke quickly
before she could complain about his inquiring inéo background.

“We could operate our ranches together. You'd beharge of hiring a
nanny for Elizabeth and seeing to Li’'l Bit's uplyging. In return, you'd
have my help, and you'd become part owner of mghatim willing to
give you a share of my land in exchange.”

Shocked speechless, she stared at him in silemeestiinned to think of a
reply. Disconcerted, she ran her hand across hexhdad. “That is
absolutely preposterous! Just go hire a nanny awbk.”



“I have, and it didn’t work out.”

“Well, try again,” she snapped impatiently. “Youdimen to work for you.
A nanny is the same sort of thing. Why didn’t tteennies work out?"

His face flushed, and his gaze slid away. “So facan't find anyone
grandmotherly, and the others-well, hellfire.” Hiark eyes met hers. “I'm
not so damned appealing, but so far, the only diweshired want a
permanent relationship.”

“For heaven’s sake, marry one of them!”

“They want the real thing,” he said stonily. "Thesant more than | can
give. I'm not going to love another woman.” His eeibecame gravelly,
and she could see the pain in his eyes as hedaideemotions. “I don’t
want to marry for love. | don’t ever want that heahe again.”

“I'm sorry,” she said, seeing his pain and feelsagl over his loss.

He shrugged, then smoothed the baby’s hair asniéassure himself that
he still had her. Mattie’s sympathy mingled withr BBock. It was obvious
he thought she would be quite happy to settle foelibate relationship
that didn’t involve heart or body, but merely aremeer of his household.
She felt annoyed and flattered at the same timel gtill shocked. And

beneath all her shock, his words echoed in her nhitelligent and strong

and kind._ The praise was astounding. She glanced atebpisg baby.

“I don’t know one thing about a baby.”

“You don’t have to. You know calves and foals amho run a ranch.
You can hire a nanny. With you there, | won’'t hgweblems with one.
You and | can work out a damned good business geraant if you stop
to think about it. You'll be gaining a lot of larid-

“So will you, actually.”
“Yes, | will,” he replied solemnly. “You don’t havany heirs. The danger,

as | see it, is that you might fall in love somedayl want to marry. We
could annul the marriage and break the ranches bpck would want a



prenuptial agreement to protect Elizabeth’s inhege. Also, | wouldn’t
want you to bring any scandal to her, but | domitk you would.”

“This is absolutely ridiculous! I'll run an ad afire you a nanny and you
can forget marriage.”

He leaned forward another few inches, running hrsdnover his head. His
fingers were long and blunt, the nails closely med. She glanced at his
face, and his dark eyes snagged and held her iatterit know I've
shocked you. I'm desperate and I've had time tamkhihis over. You
should give my proposal some thought. There ararsdges to you. You
have your grandmother to take care of. You've haough year, and your
father’s illness ran up big bills. You're still s#ing your sister Andrea to
college-to medical school, from what | understand.”

Annoyed, Mattie frowned. “You've been snooping imay life,” she
complained, only half thinking about what she wayirsy while his
proposal spun in her mind. Josh Brand wanted hdtidd&yan, the
Clayton County spinster-to marry him. Impossiblélo&k held her in a
vacuum, and she had to force her attention to Wwhavas saying.

“Everyone in these parts knows about each othetsinless. This
community is close. Everyone knows everyone. Yoovk®a lot about my
life.”

“Maybe, but | don’t knowyou.We can’t marry. We're strangers.”

“I'm not talking bout a real marriage. If you watite physical side, | can
do that, | suppose, but my heart is as numb asitdsi.”

Agitated, she stood and went to the window to labkhe rolling land that
belonged to her. What Josh proposed was imposs#ble.couldn’t even
imagine herself in any kind of marriage to him, mube most platonic
relationship.

“Josh, I'm sorry, but | have my life.” She turnexface him. “I don’t know
babies or how to be a wife. I'm flattered that yasked-"



“Mattie, I've been asking questions. Your dad maged a large section of
the Rocking R. You have some big debts.”

“Dammit! No one in this county can keep his moutilitsfrom the banker
on down to-"

“Come over for dinner tonight,” Josh said abrupitherrupting her. “Let’s
get to know each other better.”

At a loss for words, she stared at him in silence.
“Just dinner, Mattie. Not scared of me, are you?”

“No! All right,” she answered, her heart flutterin§he felt lost. She had
never dated seriously, never flirted or had caswdtionships with
boyfriends. She had worked with men all her lifat bhe had never had
personal relationships with any man. Josh Brandjusighe opposite. She
could remember from school functions, football ganaed rodeos that
Josh had had females fluttering around him sincevae a little kid. And
she remembered his beautiful, sophisticated wife.

“Good. I'll come pick you up about seven.”

Elizabeth stirred and let out a wail. He turned amdbuckled her, then
picked her up out of the carrier, talking softlyiter. Mattie stared at him,
watching the transformation of this man who wasmnssculine and tough.
He cradled the baby, cooing to her as he jiggledahd tried to calm her.
His voice gentled, his features softened; he lookerkdibly appealing, no
longer formidable. He fumbled in the diaper bag @noduced a bottle,
which the baby grasped and yanked into her mowhJdrge brown eyes
watching him constantly.

“There’s my girl,” he said, smoothing her hair. iZdbeth, this is Mattie.
Mattie, this is Elizabeth.”

"She’s sweet,” Mattie said perfunctorily. “I've nevbeen around babies.”

“I hadn’t, either. They'll put up with a lot,” heagl without taking his gaze
from his daughter.



“I really don’t think-”

He raised his head, his eyes focusing on Mattié witook that made her
pause. Without taking his gaze from her, he crossedoom, closing the
distance between them. Her pulse jumped as shéhedhtasim stop only
inches from her. He stood too close. She couldctietiee scent of
aftershave, of talcum, of milk. The baby made softking sounds while
he held her bottle, and Mattie glanced at her.dbkth’s fingers were
incredibly tiny and dainty, her dark lashes longl ahick, and she had
beautiful rosy skin. Mattie’s gaze lifted to meeisli’'s again, causing
another leap in her pulse.

As he leaned closer, she noticed the faint stutblieis jaw, his thick black
lashes. He shook his head. “Don’t act in haste,’s&iel in a low voice.
“Come have dinner and we’ll talk some more. Thibkwat what you have
to gain...and what you have to lose.”

“I think you have the most to lose. You may fallave again.”

His eyes were direct and unblinking as he shoolhbal. “Never again. |
adored Lisa. With those marriage-hungry nannidslt las if a noose were
closing around my neck. But | need someone foraBbkth and if you agree
to do this for me and for her, I'll do right by y6u

“That’s easy to say now.”

“Think about what you want in a prenuptial agreem&iou ask for high
stakes, and you’ll see how sincere | am and howhnhuietend to stand by
what | promise.” He stared at her a moment in sgewhile her heart
pounded like galloping hoofbeats. “I'll see youwsaven.”

He turned, put on his hat and was halfway to ther é@fore she realized
it. As she looked at his broad shoulders, shedieted. He held the carrier
and baby bag in one hand, the baby in the other.

“I'll help carry something,” she said, catching wgh him and taking the
carrier and bag.



They walked outside to his pickup where he turmethke the carrier from
her. His fingers brushed hers, and she felt antredetingle from the
contact. Why was she so aware of him? She watcimedéittle carrier on
the back seat of the truck.

“Can you hold her a minute?" he asked, thrustirgglihby into her arms
without waiting for her answer. The moment the leoteft Elizabeth’s
mouth, she screwed up her face and began to pmiist loud wail. He
gave the baby her bottle, and her tiny hands closeil. Mattie looked at
the small, warm bundle in her arms. Two little dagles seemed to stare
right through her with the same directness asdtbef’s. -

When she looked at the baby, Mattie was frighteaed uncertain. She
couldn’'t be responsible for this tiny person. Pagiipped her, and her
gaze lifted from the infant to her father. Josm&zhinto the car, his jeans
pulling over his muscled legs while he buckleddherier into the pickup.

Turning, he said, “Come here, Li’l Bit,” his usuab-nonsense bass voice
changing again to a gentleness that made Mattié el took the baby
from Mattie. "I'll pick you up tonight.”

After he strapped Elizabeth in securely, he stradeund the pickup,
climbed behind the wheel and was gone, roaring dthenroad, sending
dust spiraling up behind the pickup while she stameshock.

Marriage. Josh Brand wanted her toarry him. It was unbelievable,
impossible, amazing. And at one time in her lifee svould have been
ecstatic. Now she was older and more realistic. Mtieman needed to do
was continue advertising for nannies, hire a nreéable one and then
wait. Later, he would marry a woman he truly lov8tie shook her head,
catching her braid and pulling it across her shewutd brush the ends of it
with her fingers. Turning around, her gaze sweptrinch: the long, low
barn, the corral, the bunkhouse, the other outimgkj but her thoughts
were on the man driving away.

She had a date with Josh Brand for dinner. Sheatelf life had turned
topsy-turvy. Why would he ask her to marry hilnAeed a mother for
Elizabeth, someone who is intelligent and strond kimd ....The words

dazzled her until she faced reality. Josh Brandreckr paid the least bit



of attention to her before. He wanted a glorifieshmy to be in charge of
the real nanny. Mattie clamped her jaw closed amade back into the

house. She couldn’t do that, but she had agreé#uetdinner, so there was
no escaping the evening with him. Now she had toryvabout what to

wear.

And when she told Gran what she was doing, all wellld break loose.

Gran thought she should be married and was cohstayihg to get her to

socialize more in town. As if it would do her angagl. She had grown up
in this county, and none of the men had ever watttethte her. Until now.

She shook her head and entered the house, goiegildito the closet in

her bedroom.

At six forty-five Mattie paced the forty-foot livinroom. Usually the house
was a haven of comfort with its familiar cowhidedamaple furniture, but
tonight her stomach churned.

“Mattie, for corn’s sake, sit down!” Irma Ryan sdrat her granddaughter.
“And | think you should take your hair out of thafernal braid and wear a
dress.”

“| feel more comfortable in jeans,” Mattie remarkddcking her fingers
together nervously, looking at her diminutive, weHitaired grandmother
and idly wondering why all the other females in fRgan family were
under live and a half feet tall. Irma was dwarfgdtiee old maple rocking
chair. Her feet, clad in sneakers, were propped @ower rung, the white
toes peeping out beneath the hem of jeans.

“I don’t think you should be ready and waiting. LJetsh come sit and talk
with me awhile.”

“All he wants to do is talk business. He’s inteeekin acquiring part of the
ranch.”

“Nonsense! He wouldn’'t ask you to dinner at his deuf all he wanted
was to try to buy some land. Mattie, you shoultehsto me.”



Mattie’s conscience hurt. She couldn’t recall elyerg to Gran in her life,
but she also couldn’t bring herself to tell Graattdosh Brand had asked
her to marry him. Gran would be planning the wedditown to the last
detail.

“I hear a car,” Mattie said, going to the front wow to shift a lace curtain
and look at the black pickup coming up the roadai@the house. Why
did she feel destiny was driving full tilt to hevat?

"Go back to your room, and Lottie will let him iRhat’s her job.”

In spite of her nervousness, Mattie laughed. “Yod hottie both want to
look him over.”

“Of course we do,” Gran admitted. “Lottie’s workéa us since you were
a baby. She’s like a mother to you, and she’d tikesee the man who
wants to take you out.”

“It's not that big a deal.”

“Mattie, don’t you dare leave without bringing himhere to see me. Now
humor your granny and go to your room and let nflet@him. | haven't
really had ten words with a good-looking young nragears.”

“And you don’t need to start tonight.”

“Please,” Irma said, gazing through her bifocalshwiide blue eyes. “I
don’t get to do many things | enjoy.”

Mattie threw up her hands and left the room. Hamngdmother got to do
plenty that she enjoyed, from chewing tobacco &yiplg poker in town on
Saturday afternoons with a bunch of old codgers.

When the bell chimed, Lottie Needham hurried fréva kitchen. Her gray
hair was a cap of curls around a rosy face, andsshiked at Mattie. “I
know Miz Ryan wants to meet your beau.”



“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lottie, he’s not my beaMittie paused and bit
her lip, waving her hand at the short, stout wonvao was like part of the
family. “Go ahead and get the door. I'll be in nopm.”

Mattie hurried upstairs and down the hall, goingtie window to look
down at the black pickup. She turned, glancingragathe mirror. She had
scrubbed and washed her hair and tried on halfzerddifferent outfits,
deciding in exasperation to dress like she wouldaher night. She wore
jeans, a blue shirt and had braided her hair. Avedh&d only the tiniest bit
more makeup than she always wore. How could shaedsfige evening
with Josh? She didn’t know how to make small talkg all he wanted was
a business deal that she could not agree to. Whenglamp palms against
her jeans, she went downstairs.

Halfway down the stairs she heard Josh’s voice lssdlaughter. Now
what had Gran said to make him laugh? Then Grast out laughing.

“You two sound as if you are enjoying yourselvdgldttie said, entering
the room. “Evening, Josh.”

He unfolded his long frame from the sofa and stood, dark gaze

sweeping over her in a manner that made her skgteti He had changed
clothes since earlier in the day. As she expettedyas in jeans. He wore
a navy shirt with the sleeves turned back. His |bterk hair was tied

behind his head with a bit of rawhide. He was dahdndsome; a devil in
blue jeans trying to buy her soul. In spite of ther pulse jumped at the
sight of him. Whether she liked it or not, he &titra primitive reaction in

her. At the same time, her awareness of him madeldgbly nervous in

his presence.

“Hi, Mattie,” he said quietly. “If you're ready, e be going. Irma, |
enjoyed talking to you.”

“You come again,” Gran said happily.

“l intend to,” he answered with equal cheer. Hektddattie’'s arm lightly

as they left the room. Their boots scraped thespell hardwood floor, and
as they passed the floor-to-ceiling gilt-framedrovirshe glanced at their
image, shocked again at how tall he was. She ystmllered over men or



was at least their height. But not Josh. His sine atrength were
impressive.

“You look pretty,” he said quietly, and she glancgd

“Thank you,” she answered, without believing hellyemeant what he’d
said.

They left the house and crossed the porch, desugrtlie steps to his
pickup where he opened the door for her. She reaidrehe handle at the
same moment, and hand closed over his.

“Sorry," she said, flushing, wondering if he hag@achow seldom she had
been out with a man. She climbed inside the pickiogn watched him go
around and slide behind the wheel.

"Your grandmother is interesting. | can’t rememieser talking to her
much before.”

“She’s a character. She’s had two heart attackd, it still a shock to
realize that she outlived my dad. | always thoughtould have him
forever.”

“Yeah, | know,” Josh answered gruffly, and she iresl she had struck a
nerve and he was probably thinking about his wife.

Sorry. | didn’'t mean to remind you of your loss.”

“That’s all right. | have to live with it.”

“Where’s Elizabeth?”

“Rosalie, my cook, is watching her tonight.”

“Why don’t you get Rosalie to be a nanny as welha®ok?”

“How | wish! Rosalie is getting up in years, and tk&ls bought her a
condo in Arizona. She’s leaving next month.”



Mattie felt awkward and uncomfortable and too awafré¢he man beside
her. Her gaze ran over the rugged planes of hes fas strong cheekbones,
his mouth that was faintly chapped, yet as appgasithe rest of him. He
exuded an aura of self-confidence that increasechéeousness. Afraid
he would catch her staring, she turned to lookhat land flashing past
them, the stands of oaks on the hillsides, thehfragival of spring
wildflowers. “We got a lot of rain last week,” shemarked.

“Glad to have it. You've got. good water on youndavith Cotton Creek.”

"Yes, thank heaven," she replied, knowing she rettkbwater resources
than he did and wondering if that was a large pamvhat prompted his
proposal.

“Josh, this really is impossible,” she blurted rarsly. The man tied her in
knots. He was appealing, sexy, popular with evesyonthe county-she
didn’t belong with him.

“What's impossible?” he asked easily. “My proposal?

“Yes. | don't think you’ve given enough thoughtitd She fished in her
pocket and withdrew a slip of paper. “I sat downd #mought of the women
| know who live here and can marry you.”

He laughed, a throaty chuckle that sent tinglesapg through her. “Did
you now! How do you know what kind of woman | wolike to marry?”

“You proposed tomeand I'm all but a stranger-so you're obviously not
particular.”

“'m damned particular. |1 gave this a lot of thoughlready,” he said,

shooting her a glance that made her toes curl. Ntaniéy she forgot her

list as she thought about Josh Brand spending hbimeng about her and
considering her as marriage material. Even if it wdoveless marriage, it
still involved getting emotionally entangled. Theea of emotional

entanglement with the man beside her took her hiaaay.

“Well, go ahead. Whao’s on your list?" he asked veithusement.



She straightened the paper. “How about Reba Taletidg
He shook his head. “Too unreliable.”

“Reba?” Reba lived in Latimer and was the towndr@n in Spencer, a
neighboring town. As far as Mattie knew, Reba wafical and reliable
and rather attractive. And she had just brokenngagement.

“All right, how about Candice Webster?”
“She was the first nanny. And no. Definitely not.”

Biting her lip, Mattie glanced at him. He gave lere quick glance in
return, and she looked into his eyes filled withedmination. When he
returned his gaze to the road, she noticed a mélsglag in his jaw.

“Alyssa Hagen?”

“Never. Woman never stops talking and has a laingh would drive a
man to flight.”

Worried, Mattie ran her gaze over her list. The maas damned
particular! “Barb Crandall?”

He reached over and withdrew the list from Mattig'syers, balled it up
and tossed it into a litter bag on the dash. “Tkam@yway. | think I've
made the best possible choice. And I've considekenly female I've ever
known.”

Mattie bit her lip again and turned to look at taed. She was flattered,
astonished, wondering if she would ever get overangazement. And she
was uneasy. She couldn’t possibly marry Josh Brdiek notion was
totally unthinkable. The man could have almost amman he wanted.
Why would he want her?

They rode in silence while her thoughts seethe@. Stould just outright
ask him, but it was difficult. She couldn’t evenatlavith him on this
introductory level. It was beyond imagination tanthabout marrying him
and dealing with him daily about everything in hér. And he disturbed



her. She was intensely aware of him. He was toadive, too incredibly
masculine. She rubbed her damp palms together nglgo

“Relax, Mattie,” he said quietly.
“It’s difficult under the circumstances.”
“We're just going to a simple dinner and discussfatures.”

She didn't reply and watched the sun slanting engky, shadows growing
slightly longer, until he turned onto his ranchdodoo soon to suit her,
his sprawling ranch house came into view. She e¢dutdcall having seen
his home before. The house was long. The overhérgeosloping roof

covered a porch that circled the house. Pots @fdis hung from the roof
and more pots with bright red hibiscus stood onpieh. A hummingbird

darted among the flowers. Beyond the house wermuarstructures: a
barn twice the size of hers, a corral, a bunkhoaskop, another building
that might be an office, two small buildings. Slavsa tractor in a shed
and another pickup parked in front of the thred-g@age. The buildings
were in good shape, and the place appeared thrandgwelcoming. Josh
parked the truck and came around to open the door.

“C’'mon. I'll show you the house. Rosalie took Eldh to her house. It's
just down that road a ways,” he said, pointing tooad that angled off
from the house and disappeared between stand&sf oa

Nervous, Mattie climbed out of the pickup and faled him across the
porch. He opened the back door and waited whileeskered the kitchen.

“How about a beer? Wine? Iced tea?”

“Tea sounds good,” she said as she looked aroutiteaiak cabinets and
terrazzo floor. The room was spacious and invitthg,aroma of hot bread
still hovering in the air. On the tile counter sd@v two pans with golden
loaves swelling over the sides.

He handed her a glass of iced tea. “Sugar or lefnon?

“No, thanks.”



He set his cold beer on the kitchen table and maleser, resting his
hands lightly on her shoulders. The warmth of hands kindled a
responding warmth in her. She was intensely awhteno, suspecting he
thought nothing of the casual touch of his hand$i@nor his standing so
close, to her.

“Mattie, relax. You look as if I'm the devil andvié asked you to sell your
soul.”

“That’s sort of how | see you. Your proposal shatkee, and | think you

should find a nanny and forget a loveless marrfagjge said, noticing his

thick lashes, his sculpted lips. When he movedeclosher, his presence
made her more nervous than ever.

“Come look at my house,” he urged in a coaxing &ditat she couldn’t
resist.

She nodded, and he moved away. Even though thieekitevas spacious,
he dominated it with his height and broad shouldansl his raw
masculinity. Her gaze slid down his back to hisnships, and her mouth
went dry.

He turned to slant her a curious glance. “Are ydail we?”

“Yes!” Burning with embarrassment because he hadjltaher studying

his hips, she caught up and walked beside him antarge, comfortable

family room, in forest green and brown decor, wattstone fireplace. A

game table stood in one corner and an antiquewde mounted above the
fireplace. The furniture was large, as if it hadbeaelected for a tall man.
She crossed the room to a wall paneled in knotte gind covered with
pictures.

“That’s the rogues’ gallery,” Josh remarked, comingstand beside her,
his shoulder lightly brushing hers. “Here’s greedrglpa Daniel Brand.”

“Who tried to kill my great-grandfather,” she saith amusement as she
moved closer to look at the faded picture of a edmman with a beak of a
nose above a thick mustache.



“I think it was the other way around,” Josh repligghtly, and she laughed.

“At least by the time our fathers took over the alas, they weren't
shooting at each other. They just didn’t speakssithey had to.”

“That’'s Daniel’s rifle mounted over the fireplacde made that table,”
Josh said, pointing to a sturdy, simple table bzt nicks in the legs from
hard use. He pointed to a picture of horses onotheosite wall; “My
grandfather hung that picture. It was his favorsie we’ve always kept it.
The little rocker was my grandmother’s chair.”

“Your roots go back like my family’s.” Mattie movealong the row of
pictures, examining another faded photograph ofak-dkinned, black-
haired woman and Daniel Brand.

“That was Daniel’'s wife, Little Star. She was fblbod Kiowa.”
“She’s a beautiful woman.”

“We have more Kiowa blood. Here’s the next generatiGrandpa Isaac
was a half-breed. He married Summer Setaingiahandtll-blood-here’s

her picture,” Josh said, pointing to another hudbaife portrait that bore

a family resemblance to Josh in their dark eyes faid and prominent
cheekbones. Mattie gazed at the pictures, but steemore aware of the
tall man standing so close beside her, his bodylligouching hers. She
walked along, gazing at pictures until she camenthat featured a small
boy with brown eyes, flowing black hair and a cogkin. She knew it had
to be Josh. “This is you.”

“Yeah. Mom put these up. I've never bothered chagghem, nor did
Lisa.”

“This is the house you grew up in?”

“Yes. This room and the first two bedrooms aredhiginal house that my
great-grandpa Daniel built. Dad redid the kitcher added the other
rooms. After Dad died, Mom remarried and moved ic&go. When Lisa
and | married, we moved in here. Lisa had the hoas®deled, but she



didn’t change much in this room or the dining rodrhe dining room table
was my grandfather’s. And there are a few old w®hblere that belonged to
great-grandpa Daniel.”

“Sounds like our house.”

They moved to an adjoining formal living room thad an off-white
carpet and the same forest green color in the spdred furniture. “Lisa
did this room over. I'm hardly ever in it,” he sarda flat voice, and Mattie
realized that every time he mentioned his wifestiended pained.

She followed him into a dining room that held aganahogany table with
twelve chairs. A silver tea service gleamed on ploished sideboard.
“You have a nice home.”

“Thanks. The bedrooms are down the hall,” he sa&lally. “Want to sit
outside with me while 1 grill steaks?”

“Sure,” she answered, thinking both of them hadgdeat went far back in
time. Their backgrounds were the same, but thersithilarities ended.

He returned to the kitchen to get a platter of kteand they stepped
outside to a deck where he motioned toward lawmrsh&it down while |
cook these. Rosalie already prepared potatoes amots, so dinner’ll be
ready soon.”

As soon as the steaks were on, he pulled a cleme @nd sat down facing
her.

“You really have a beautiful place,” she remarkéthe ranch has done
well. | hear you just acquired two new quarter kerfom Ed Williams'’s
stables.”

“I'm trying to improve our stock.”

“That should do it.” He studied her, and every tineegave her one of his
long intense looks, she felt ensnared and at alvhsdage, as if he were
trying to see into her soul and succeeding. “Yon'dobject to my Indian
blood, do you?”



“Of course not,” she replied, startled.

He shrugged broad shoulders. “I didn’t think youud but some might. |
run into occasional prejudice.”

“It isn’t youwho’s causing my objections to your proposal-it's.rhdon’t
know anything about babies.”

“It doesn’t take long to learn,” he replied in afi-landed tone as if the
whole matter were settled in his mind. She wondé&@d many things in

his life didn’t go the way he wanted. He had lost Wwife and father, but

other than that, she suspected he usually did idatanted and got what
he wanted.

He went to the grill, and she watched him turngteaks, her gaze running
down his back to his narrow waist, over his trincksade.Her husban@
Impossible! Her pulse skittered at the thought.

In minutes they sat down in the kitchen to thickakss, baked potatoes,
crisp steamed carrots with slices of homemade bread

“You're a good cook.”

“Thanks, but Rosalie gets most of the credit. |'dolo bread. Are you
riding in the July rodeo?”

She shook her head. “I don't participate as much wesed to. How about
you?”

“I'll be in calf roping.”

They discussed ranch life, and she felt as if leeves were stretching to a
breaking point. She wanted to get to the subjest|ime his offer and go

home to her peaceful life. Even if it was lonelyetthe man across the
table from her was handsome and charming. A tinybbng excitement

tugged at her, and she tried to ignore it.



When they finished eating, he refused to let hdp iém clean up, “It
should be cooler out now. Let’s walk, and I'll shgau the barn.”

She nodded, although she was tempted to give arfono his proposal
and go home. She suspected he wanted to show ffahch, but she
didn’t dare give a thought to becoming part of it.

The sun was slanting toward the western horizonnvthey went outside,
and a slight breeze had sprung up. His house wasced oasis with a
green lawn and beds of blooming flowers. Sprinkigi®vly revolved,
sending sparkling silver streams over the grass @kl live oaks spread
branches above the lawn, creating cool shade idatkehours. A picket
fence surrounded the backyard, and they followednaling walk toward
the gate.

“Why can’t your mother come stay for a time untiuyhire a nanny?”

“Mom is busy. My stepfather is Thornton Bridges. '$ea state

representative, and he has his sights set on rgrfiomthe Senate next
election. They have a busy social life, and Monmts a lot of charities.

She’d be glad to take Elizabeth to Chicago, butn'dwant to give up my
daughter.”

Breezes tugged at Mattie’s hair as she lifted bhee fand gazed across his
rolling land. In the distance she could see a loéndhite-faced Herefords
grazing. They left a flag-stone path, went throagpate and followed the
wide, graveled driveway toward the large bam. Aieaame bounding up,
frisking around Josh.

“Down, Grady,” he said gently, and the dog felbiistep behind them.

She glanced at Josh surreptitiously, unable to ineagyhy he had selected
her in spite of what he had told her. He had soyntdwices. Suddenly the
butterflies in her stomach were back, flutterinddiyi. Dinner was over,
and she had to tell him no, for once and for aikti

They walked through the spacious barn, where Jbetved her the tack
room, and then they strolled to a fenced pasturerevmares were grazing.
They stood beside the fence to look at the hots&tswere as fine as any



she owned. Josh leaned against the fence and ttoriade her. He caught
her braid in his hand and toyed with it, the tugaiast her scalp too faint
to be the cause of the tingles she experienced.w&imeed to back up
because he was standing so close.

“I gave thought to what | wanted before | asked,yMattie,” he said
quietly. His brown eyes were compelling as he destter gaze.

She looked up at him and realized again that he omasof the few men
she had known in her life who made her feel petites. just impossible. |
don’t know anything about babies. | really don’tokn anything about
men, either.”

“You work with men daily. You have all your life.”

“I've never dated, and that's different,” she sdekling her nervousness
increase. Her skin felt prickly, and she was toesooous of him.

“It doesn’t matter one iota to me that you've nedated. And | doubt if
neveris the correct description. You've dated some,’sha&l. “You dated
in college.”

“Very little, and it meant nothing. | feel like I'mn anachronism, a real
throwback to another age and time when there wermen like me. I've
never seriously dated anyone.”

Josh wondered about the stories he had heard. 8beskittish as a colt
around him, but he suspected it was because gfrbjosal, not the fact
that she was out with a man. Her gaze remainechenmares. Only the
pink that suffused her cheeks gave a hint to hadinigs.

“I thought you dated someone seriously in colléget’s what | heard.”

The corner of her mouth lifted slightly in a wry & “Then you heard
wrong. Gran might have started a rumor becausehabealways wanted
me to find a man-but no, | didn’t. I'm taller thanost men | know.
Growing up | was a tomboy. Sometimes | think | scssme men.”



“You don’t scare me,” Josh said quietly, wonderadgput her, realizing
maybe she had been hurt by the boys she had grpwnith. And he
wondered how much her father had kept men away.

Josh’s gaze roamed over her profile, her wide bitbe,thick blond hair,

her big eyes and full rosy lips. His gaze droppetidr slender throat and
full breasts that thrust tautly against her blugtsfihe woman was more
than attractive. Surprised at himself, he studiedrhore closely. She was
a good-looking woman, but he had never really raticer before. And he
was amazed how he noticed her now. It was the time he had really

looked at a woman since Lisa’s death.

“You work with men. You ride in rodeos. If you hawvedated, it's been
your choice some of the time.” Another blush deegethe color of her
cheeks, and he saw that he was right.

“Maybe so.”

He caught her thick braid and tugged on it slightyget her to look at
him. As she turned her head, he looked into gukelgreen eyes that held
tiny gold flecks in the center. “You don’t havekonow men or have dated.
Our marriage wouldn’t be much different from yoife Inow except we’ll
be under one roof and you’ll be in charge of Eletats nanny. | don’t care
about a physical relationship. | wouldn’t ever ®rmyself on you. I'll give
you all the room you want.”

Another blush, this time fiery, turned her throadacheeks red. “I can’t
imagine the arrangement you're suggesting, anéhk tithin six months
from now, you would regret it terribly.”

“You're wrong. I've given this a lot of thought.”
“Besides a sham marriage being something you shtiulash into, there’s
another reason for me to say no. I'll tell you stimmey I've never told

anyone else. | wouldn't ever tell Gran, as a mattéact.”

Mattie paused, and he wondered what deep secratahabout to reveal
to him. He was still thinking about her as an atipgawoman. Why



hadn’'t anyone dated her? He decided it definitelg ko have been her
choice most of the time.

“What haven’t you told anyone?” he prompted, wontgkvhat secret she
harbored.

Her green eyes went beyond him as if she were ganio the horizon.
“Someday | hope to sell the ranch and get far anawy here.”

Stunned by her admission, feeling a sudden pastéld of guilt for trying
to involve her in a plan that was to his advant&gedropped her braid. As
he looked down at her, he felt all his plans crungbto pieces.



CHAPTER THREE

“You don’t want this?” he asked, waving his hand &eling astounded.
“I figured you would live and breathe and sleepctang. That’s all you've
ever done. What else do you want?"

“My father always relied on me, and he brought meaicarry on when he
was gone. But | want something else."”

“Lord, generations of your family lived on that cuh you'd just let it all
go?”

She raised her chin, her eyes flashing fire, angusssed that when Mattie
made up her mind, she could be mule stubborn. “Mteis left without a
gualm. If my family is all gone except me, why dddve to preserve a
heritage that | no longer want?”

“It's hard to imagine you don’'t want it,” he saithinking about some of
his arguments with Lisa over his staying on a ranch

“I would never have done anything to hurt Dad, tarch life isn’t all |
want. He never asked me. He just assumed. He ledistgrs go. By the
time they were high school age, they were in bogrdchools, and they've
never returned. Nor will they ever.”

“Your father’s gone now, so what's keeping you Rére

“I have Gran. | won't hurt her by selling out whighe’s alive. I'll stay
until Gran is gone." Mattie shifted and raised tlein higher, and he saw
the determined glint in her eyes. "You have to swgau won't tell
anyone, Josh. I've never told a soul. It would K&ian, and | won'’t have
her hurt.”

“I won't tell,” he answered perfunctorily, still pglexed and mulling over
her revelation. “What do you want to do?”



She looked down and ran a slender finger alongdieHer nails were
neatly trimmed, and her hands looked delicate, ¢hengh he knew she
probably had as many calluses on her palms asdhe di

“It may sound foolish, but for years I've dreamefdgoing to law school.

I've read some law books.” When she looked up, & the defiance in

her bright gaze, as if she expected him to laudieat

Instead, he felt defeated, because she had sebmeearfect answer to his
dilemma. And he felt the old guilt tug at him asreenembered how much
Lisa had hated ranch life and begged him to movbdcity.

“Well, there goes that idea.”

“I appreciate your offer,” she said, dropping handtl from the fence. “I'm
flattered.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “You were the meréelution. | thought
we’d fit together like salt and pepper.”

“I can’t imagine moving here,” she said. “But I'faftered.”

He gave her a faint smile and tugged on her bfddu underestimate
yourself."

Pleased, she smiled up at him. “Can you take meshww?”

He nodded and started walking back toward the pickith her. “Are
there any other relatives to take over the ranch?"

“No. Dad’s only brother settled in Arizona on achrthat belongs to his
wife’s family. Uncle Dan won'’t leave Arizona.”

“Maybe you should have discussed this with your.'dad

“It never occurred to him that | could possibly wamything else, and it
hasn't occurred to Gran. And neither one would hageepted it. My

sisters had a long history of rebellion from thaedithey were old enough
to know there was some other place in the world/&”



Josh could understand why it had never occurredhdo father or

grandmother that she would want to leave. Ranches/er the state had
been passed down through generations of the samdiefa It was

tradition, accepted from the time of childhodde had never given a
thought to doing anything else, and it hadn’'t ocedirto him that Mattie
could possibly want to leave. There was no boyheRyan family to pass
the ranch to, and Mattie was the oldest girl. Ahd bnly one who had
taken to ranching.

Disappointment washed through Josh again along antither prickle of
conscience for keeping Lisa on the ranch when sthe'tdvant to stay.
Keeping her until it killed her.

He glanced at the woman at his side, curious abeutand her dreams.
“Why law school?”

“I think it started when | was ten and Mom wasddllby a drunk driver
who had a long record of arrests. He got away witleven a fine, and |
was so incensed that | dreamed of growing up acdrbeng a lawyer and
prosecuting people like that." She smiled up at.Hifinat was idealistic,
and | was filled with childish dreams, but the id#abecoming a lawyer
appeals to me. | don't want this rural existendenay} life. | feel like
there’s more out there, and | want to have a chamsee for myself.”

“What did you major in?”
“Animal science. | had a minor in English-it wasath liked the most. But
| loved my Dad and would never have hurt him. Heted me to study

animal science.”

“I dropped out my junior year to come home and this place when my
dad died,” Josh said.

“It appears you've done a good job.”

“I try. Your father could have lived to a ripe dde. If he had, what would
you have done?”



“I probably would have stayed forever. Maybe at sgmint | would have
told him what | wanted, but | doubt it. It's lonelyithout him, and the
battles are constant-weather, sick animals-you kradwthe problems
involved. Ranching isn't the same without him, artbn’'t want to fight
for the ranch all my life.”

They walked in silence until they reached the pckand then she turned
to face him. “Josh, keep looking and find a nanvigu'll be glad later.
You shouldn’t go into some loveless, arranged ragai”

‘I want to keep Elizabeth,” he said, feeling hisatteconstrict because he
couldn’t work and care for a baby at the same time.

“Let me run an ad and interview nannies. Maybédyt have to reply to
me, | can help find the right one for you.”

“That’s a thought. | might do that. I'll write omty ad and bring it by.”

She smiled, her full lips parting, a sparkle comingher green eyes that
was inviting. Why hadn’t she dated? he wonderednaglast wrong men
and wrong times? He contemplated what her life adod like if she left
the ranch. “I think if you go to law school and bet a lawyer, you'll find
what you’re looking for...and someone you do wardate.”

She shrugged. “I'm twenty-eight and getting sahyways.”

“Come on, old lady. I'll take you home.”

Relaxed, glancing at his house briefly, she climbed the pickup and

rode in comfortable silence while Josh drove hen&oAs he walked to

the door with her, he paused and placed his hamd®oshoulders. Instant
awareness of his touch, of his nearness, flashedigh her, and for one
moment she saw clearly what she had tossed awaghton

“If you change your mind about lawyering, let meoian”

“Bring your ad over, and I'll run it and do somearviews.”



“Sure, Mattie.” He brushed her cheek with a kisss lps were warm;
there was a faint smell of beer on his breath,&oroment she wanted to
lean closer, wanted to discover what it was lik&igs. him. She 'suspected
it would be best that she never know.

“Thanks for dinner, Josh. I'll never forget youoposal.”

“I'm damn disappointed, Mattie. I'll be back tomow or the ,next day
with my ad.” He grinned and shrugged.

His lopsided grin exuded charm. Creases appearbis icheeks; his even
white teeth were a contrast to his dark skin; Shddcremember times in
the past when she had watched him in public plandsseen him laughing,
looking enormously appealing. If he ever turnedtmcharm, she thought,
it would be impossible to resist him.

She watched him stride through the darkness toplukup and climb
inside, roaring away down the road. As he droveyalass swamped her.
She looked at the land that she felt part of; tresland that sometimes
made her feel suffocated. The ranch was a tougtmister; decisions
were difficult, and the burden of running the plagas squarely on her
shoulders.

Darkness enveloped the ranch, and quiet settledinding her of how
alone she was. Had she made the mistake of heotifght? If she sold the
ranch and left, would she later regret what shedwte and look back on
Josh’s offer with longing? A loveless marriagauldn’t be a good bargain.
She thought again of Josh’s fleeting kiss on heekhHe was handsome,
exciting, but she suspected that in the kind chregement he wanted he
would barely be aware of her.

With a shrug she went inside, thankful Gran hadaaly gone to her own
small house that was several hundred yards dowrrahe. Right now

Mattie didn’t feel like answering a lot of questsoabout why she was
home so early and why she wouldn’t be going outh \Wash again.



Two days later, as she stepped out of a stallenbtirn, a dark silhouette
filled the sunny doorway.

“Mattie?”

Her pulse jumped when she' recognized Josh’s l@iss.V'What are you
doing here?” She felt a guilty blush heat her chegblkcause his proposal
had occupied most of her waking hours. Even thalghhad said no, she
couldn’t forget or get Josh out of her mind. As slached him approach,
she remembered her offer. “Did you get your adtemi?”

“Irma said you were in the barn with a sick mare.”

Mattie turned to rub the sorrel’'s neck. "She’s &ettDoc was here
yesterday, and she’s come around nicely.”

Josh moved closer to look at the mare. In jeansaandhite T-shirt, Josh
made her aware of her own appearance, and shedoustysvard tendrils
of hair from her face.

“Do you have the ad?” she repeated.

Josh turned to her, and her pulse jumped anothehras she faced him.
He pushed his broad-brimmed black hat to the bé&dksohead and thrust
out his hand beside her to lean slightly againstdtall while he moved
closer to her. His T-shirt clung to his muscledsthend powerful biceps.
Her heart began hammering as she gazed up at him.

He shook his head, and she could see a look ofrdietgtion in his gaze
that made her mouth go dry.

“Mattie, you said you’ll never sell this place amd) as your grandmother
is alive. Did you really mean that?”

“Yes. | won't do that to any of my family. Afterrra is gone, then I'll
sell,” she replied, and hoped her voice didn't sbbneathless. Josh was
standing too close, watching her too intently. Astee could tell by his
stance that he was going to try to talk her intmsihing.



“I remember your grandfather. He died some yeaos’ag

“We lost him two years ago and Dad this year,” dad stonily,
momentarily feeling the sense of loss that came déen now.

“How old was your grandfather?”

“He was older than my grandmother. He was eighty-fehen he died.”
She wanted to move away, but Josh was hemminghh&he could detect
the enticing woodsy, barberry scent of his afterehaee the faint dark
stubble on his jaw. She was barely aware of thenversation, and her
nerves felt as if they were jumping with little cpas of electricity from
his proximity.

“I remember them talking about your great-grandfatiwho lived to be
one hundred. How old is Irma?”

“She’ll be eighty-one her next birthday.”
“And how's her health?”

“She has a heart condition, but it hasn’'t given treuble for several

years,” Mattie said. “Josh-" She paused, at a Idsturbed by him. She
tried to back up and bumped the stall. He movedetlcand she could feel
the warmth of his body.

“Mattie,” Josh said, his voice lowering. “I've beeonsidering all you told

me. If you're staying on the ranch as long as ltives, you could be here
several more years,” Josh said, watching her. kles ere wide, and the
pulse near her throat was throbbing. He wonderée iflisturbed her, and
he found the notion refreshing. Feeling certaihisosoul that she would be
perfect for Elizabeth, he was willing to take sonmsks to get what he

wanted.

Mattie’s heart seemed to stop and then pound \iglemecause she could
guess what he was getting at. “Yes, | could.”

“Marry me. We’'ll draw up a prenuptial agreementttleds you out of the
marriage when Irma dies.”



“No! | can’'t!” Panic rose in her. She didn’t knowoWw to deal with this

forceful man. She had hired and fired ranch haddalt with men angry
with her or her father, but that had never beeea tiks. What was it about
Josh Brand that seemed to make her knees Weak emdnind stop

functioning?

"Listen to me," Josh ordered quietly, and she cdser mouth and then
caught her lower lip with her even white teeth. tivimany me and stay for
one year. Elizabeth will be a year and a half altj by then we’ll have a
good nanny all settled in. You stay one year, dhgdy for law school for
you. I'll pay all your costs. I'll pay off the mayage your dad took on the
ranch.”

Stunned, she stared at him while the amount ofrtbegage danced in her
mind.

Josh smoothed the collar of her white cotton shitti Mattie drew a quick
breath. How could she marry this man and live urnidersame roof with
him? He disturbed her just standing here talking.

“If you stay five years-which would see Elizabetttioi school age-I'll give
you a quarter of my ranch when we part, or buy ylo& comparable
amount or give you the money. Plus all the other.”

Shocked, she blinked and bit her lip and gazedtupima in speechless
amazement. “You can’'t! That's too much-"

“Not where my daughter is concerned,” he answetreeltly, but she heard
the note of steel. One look into his dark eyesstr@lknew he meant every
word he said.

“We're back to where we were. dan't take care of her,” she said,
butterflies fluttering wildly in her stomach. Theam was hell-bent on
getting his way.

“I know better. You run this whole damn ranch, mussck horses, help
mares when they foal, bring calves into the woyldu can hire a nanny.”



“You know there’s more to it than overseeing a nghshe said, mildly
annoyed and feeling a bubbling panic at his imgdecdone and lavish
offers. “I lost my mother when | was ten. | know atht's like to be
without a mother. Your little githeedsa mother.”

He flinched, and Mattie felt as if she had beenttacsh. “A nanny may be
the best | can do,” he replied stonily. “But I'livg her all the love | can.
And if you’re there-even for just a year-you can g off to a good start.”

“Josh, | can’t-"

“Listen,” he commanded in a tone that made herdbhgr arguments. His
voice was quiet, yet there was an air of authanyg determination about
him that ended her talk.

“We'll draw up a prenuptial agreement. If we decidepart before Irma
dies, you get your ranch back intact-and all tiegs | just promised you.”

She closed her eyes to shut out his disturbingemdgan’t do it.”

“Yes, you can. You're perfect. We can work togeth¥ou can run your
ranch and I'll run mine. The difference is, youille at my house and be in
charge of the nanny and Elizabeth. That's all.”

Josh held his breath. This was the perfect womha.v®uld be as capable
as anyone could possibly be. She was soft-hedreénew, or she never
would have been as loyal to her family as she Btdjing on the ranch
when she dreamed of leaving. And the little he badn around her, he
liked her. She hadn't talked incessantly. She coule as well as any man
he knew. She could run the ranch better than marknlew. And she was
honest and forthright-refreshing qualities aftex tdoy flirtations of the last
three nannies. She was a fine-looking woman, tdthofigh he wouldn’t
have let it matter if she had been as plain as & Inem. He wanted Mattie
Ryan. He needed her. And he had to make her needHg knew she was
in tight times and shouldering the responsibiliyesy by herself. And he
knew how lonely and frightening that could be.

She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Move away.”



Instantly he stepped back, and she strode away fiom His gaze ran
over her back. Her jeans were tight, and she hagh#oing little sway to
her walk that made him notice her fanny and heg legs. With surprise,
he realized how he was looking at her and how b@ylwas responding-
something that hadn’t happened since Lisa. In spitethe flagrant
enticements of the nannies, he had been as nunteaground, but he
wasn’'t numb now. This was a lot of woman, and a rssingood-looking
one at that.

Mattie spun around and faced him as if she wereedramd ready to duel.
She had her hands on her hips, and he could seigasieof fire in her
eyes.

“I think you’ll regret this terribly. Suppose yoalfin love again?"

“I'm not going to. | adored Lisa and | won't falhilove. | feel numb,” he
said, knowing that until five minutes ago it hacebehe complete truth.
“And | can get along out here on the ranch.”

“l think you’re wrong. It's too soon. In six monthsthink you’ll feel
differently and you’ll want to fall in love."

“Then we can get the marriage annulled, and youhease all | promised
you. Ask what you want in the pre-nuptial agreeméake the stakes
higher if | leave you, Mattie. Then you'll see hearnest | am about this.”

Mattie stared at him while her heart raced. Forfits¢ time in her life she
felt as if she might faint. She knew he was malangiistake. She was
terrified at the thought of having full respongittyilfor a little baby. She
was equally terrified at the thought of living undee same roof with a
forceful, dynamic man like Josh.

At the same time she was tempted as hell to ac&ya.was lonely and
missed working with her father. Josh was handsaitneng and masculine.
She was drawn to him. The thought of living under $ame roof, working
with him daily, sent her heart into flurries, buthield an appeal that she
could not deny. If he hadn't offered her anythihgs proposal would still
appeal to her. To propose marriage, even a platomé; and add to his



offer his willingness to pay the mortgage, give hdrefty settlement, pay
all her law school costs-how could she turn thatmi®

With his dark gaze holding hers, he walked towagd With every step he
took, her heart pounded. Her palms were damp andrhetions churned.

He stopped only inches from her and tilted her alprto gaze down into
her eyes. “You're the woman | want and need. Askitwlou want.”

"You're more than generous with what you've offeteshe could barely
get out the words.

“I don’t think you need time to think about it. Yograndmother lives in
her own house here on the ranch, and we can mavi mey ranch. You
live in that house alone. How can you lose? Youehaverything to gain.
You can walk out of the marriage at any time after first year. I'd like
you to stay at least one year. That’'s not askingnach, is it?”

She couldn't talk and she shook her head.

“We can go to the lawyer tomorrow. Your life withange very little.”
“It'll change beyond measure if | have a baby onlmapds.”

“Not after we hire a nanny to look after her.”

“We’ve been over that. You know I'd mother her Knew how.”

She stared at him, knowing he was waiting and kngwie wanted an
answer right now. And she knew what she should anse such a
proposition. It would get her out of the red antbithe black. It would
help ,in so many ways. And she was so damned lone¢hat empty house.
Running the ranch alone was an enormous respahsibiet she couldn’t
bring herself to answer, because she kept thinkbwut the tiny baby he
had brought over with him on that first visit. Hawuld she take care of a
baby? And if she married Josh Brand and lived utidersame roof with
the sexy, handsome man standing only feet fromdter would surely fall
in love with him.



The notion terrified her. He already set her putseng. He was appealing,
intelligent, dynamic. She might lose her heart clatgby. And he might

fall in love again-with some other woman-or neward again. If she was
in love with him, could she survive? And what abbet dreams of law
school?

“I think you know your answer,” he said quietly.
“No, | don't,” she replied, thoughts whirling in hmind.
“What have you got to lose?”

“Suppose | fall in love with you?” she asked blyntFor an instant he
looked startled and then he grinned with a brigbegting flash of his
white teeth.

“You haven't fallen in love with anyone yet. | dorthink you will, but if
you do-we’re married. I'll be your husband.”

“You won't love me in return.”

His smile vanished, and she felt as if an icy wemwdshed over her as he
gazed at her solemnly. “I don’t think either oneusfruns that risk. No, |
won't love again. Not ever. But | don’t think ydufall in love with me,
Mattie. You're very practical and you've made itety-eight years
without falling in love. | don’t think you will nowWhatever happens,
you're getting a lot in exchange,” he reminded Ketow badly do you
want law school?”

“Badly enough to go the first chance | get.”

“Then there’s your answer. You won't fall in lovieyou have that goal in
mind.”

Josh knew what he wanted, and he suspected sheowasng on the edge
of acceptance. He moved closer and saw the waily dooher face. He
touched her shoulders lightly and gazed at herrudbed her throat with
his thumb, feeling her soft, warm skin, finding Ipeilse. It raced, and that
pleased him.



“Mattie, we can do so much for each other. Say yooarry me. You'll
gain and I'll gain and Elizabeth will gain. You womget hurt. You can’t
lose.”

“You said you hired three nannies and then fireenthin short order.
You've made three mistakes. What about me? Youdcagret this almost
immediately.”

“I'm not going to regret it.”

“You don’t know that!” she snapped, still flusterbgl his thumb running
so lightly back and forth on her throat. Tinglesliaded from his touch,
dancing through her like tiny sparks tapping herves. She was
disappointed by his answer, yet he was being hoésy would he fall in
love with her?

“I'll be bound for a year, as well, bound by whatel promised you. And |
told you, name what you want if | try to get outtoé arrangement.”

She looked into his eyes and felt the clash ofsvbiktween them. And she
was conscious of more than that. While he mightdrapletely unaware of
it, she felt an electrical tension around him. Rigbw she felt as if she
stood too close to a raging fire. He disturbed had he was so handsome
it was difficult to think and not just stare. Sitenstretched tautly between
them while she debated his offer.

As Josh watched her, he could never recall havathduch a difficult time
talking a woman into anything, except when he’ddrto get Lisa to stay
on the ranch. And he intended to get what he waimtéhis situation. He
didn’t see how Mattie could do anything but gaimahcially, she would
be far better off. They could get along under cv&f.rShe was biting her
lip, staring at him, and he could see the turmoilher expression. Her
cheeks were flushed and her pulse raced, but lpectiesl she was on the
verge of agreement.

“Marry me, Mattie,” he urged again and held hisatine



They stared at each other while her heart pourfdechmon sense told her
the whole idea was preposterous. But his offer asmdrresistible as the
man himself. Taking a deep breath, closing her agagshe were jumping
off a diving board, she nodded. “Yes, | will.”

“Ya-hoo!” He let out a whoop and scooped her upigharms. Startled, she
clung to him, aware of his broad shoulders benkatrarms, too conscious
of being held in his embrace, a sensation thatma® than pleasant. Her
heart raced while he spun around.

“Josh! Put me down!”

He gave another exuberant shout and set her ofeéeand hugged her.
“Thank goodness!”

His arms were strong, and she felt the clean T-bleineath her cheek, the
warmth and solid hardness of his body.

“Yahoo!” he exclaimed again and bent his head 83 kier swiftly. When
his mouth touched hers, her heart thudded, antreething stopped. Her
lips parted involuntarily. Her body seemed to cactrand grow hot while
her pulse roared.

Without thinking, she pushed against his cheststépped back, looking
as startled as she felt. “We might as well kiss:ré/going to marry.”

“That isn’t part of the deal,” she mumbled, dazeet, lips still tingling.

“Whatever you want. This is great, Mattie!” His lisnwere on her
shoulders and his dark eyes danced with exciterfféati won't regret it!
I'll call a lawyer, and we’ll draw up the prenugtagreement tomorrow.”

She felt her head spin. Although it had been at lighpulsive kiss, one

that she was certain he had already forgottenlipestill tingled. She felt

as if lightning had streaked out of the sunny skg aapped her. She felt
hot and shaken along with being worried about htusiasm. “Josh, slow
down.”



“No, there’s no need to slow down. We both know twva want. How
soon can we have a wedding? Do you want a greairt&g”

“No, | don’t,” she answered solemnly, wondering @kawhat she had let
herself in for. She was unaccustomed to impulsaxiberant men. Her
father had been a strong, silent man of few woatsl seldom had his
emotions shown. How could she cope with Josh?

“The wedding is a sham,” she said, only half thingkabout the ceremony,
wondering more about him. “I'm not getting all gigssup and go through
all the folderol as if it were real. And it won'ddk good for you. People
will think you should have waited longer.”

His smile vanished. “I adored Lisa and everyonewsd. All right, we’ll
have a tiny wedding. Only Very best friends andifgnHow soon?"

“I have to look at a calendar.”
“Let’s go tell Irma.”

“Don’t you think we ought to go out together maydree more time before
we announce this to the world?"

He paused and looked at her. Mattie had her hand®ephips again, her
brow furrowed in a frown while she bit her lip. ldeuld see where people
would gossip, anyway, but it might be easier forttMaf he took her out a
few times.

"I'll pick you up for dinner tonight. This is Tueag. We can go out every
night this week, and Saturday we’ll ‘eat in towrd @averyone will see us
and start speculating about us.”

“We might as well announce it's a marriage of cangace.”

“No.” He thought about the overtures of the nantieshad hired. And he
knew Mattie had been hint by local men. He didndmivanyone causing
her more hurt or making fun of her marriage. Anddlgn’t want any more
women coming on to him. “I want people to thinlsiteal.”



She shrugged. She would prefer people thought gerauine marriage;
she’d been laughed at behind her back enough irifeéme. “They’ll
wonder why you married me.”

“Anyone with a grain of sense would be green witkye”
“Thank you,” she said flatly.

Josh saw the disbelief in her eyes and heardheinvoice. He guessed she
had been hurt a lot of times in a lot of ways. Heved close to her and
tilted up her chin to gaze down at her.

Mattie’s pulse leaped as she looked at him. “I'nh Igying or flattering you
to get something,” he said quietly. “There’s nodée do either, and I'm
not into lying. Do you think | would ask someonenmarry me-even if it is
a platonic marriage of convenience-if | didn’t resp the person? I'm
turning Elizabeth over to you. | wouldn’t do thiklididn't like being

around you. There are some women | could not atudeave under my
roof. We're going to be living together and workitagether. | have to
have someone intelligent, capable-and someone,| Mattie.”

She stared at him, her heart thudding, while hisd&evrapped around her
like a silken cloak. And she knew with a sinkinglfeg that she was going
to fall in love with this man who would not love rhim return and who

would someday dissolve their marriage without akbeed glance. She
wanted a law degree, she reminded herself, antiathdetter keep that in
mind and hang on to it like a lifeline or she wagar the worst hurt of her
life.



CHAPTER FOUR

"You look gorgeous, love!" Standing in the churclhsdal room, Irma
smiled up at Mattie, her blue eyes sparkling, Wii& bifocals slipped
down her nose. When Mattie shivered, Irma touch&dalhms with shaky
fingers. “Child, you're ice-cold!"

“I don’t think | should have had this big weddind\attie wanted to cry
out the truth-that the man she was marrying neede@dnny and not a
wife-but she and Josh had agreed to keep thetwutitemselves. She knew
it would hurt Irma to hear why they were going tngb with this
ceremony.

"Nonsense!"
“Grandma, he’s only been widowed a little over fowwnths now.”

“Don’t be so old-fashioned, Mattie!” Irma sniffethuching the lace on
Mattie’s white silk wedding gown. “You're both froold families, and we
have so many relatives and friends. Why, your ubae flew his whole

family from Arizona for this wedding. If your fathean't give your hand
in marriage, at least his brother graciously offer8o, see, it would be
ridiculous for you to slip off and have a tiny waalgl We might as well
celebrate and have a party. You won't be doing #gain in your life

time.”

“You're fight about that,” Mattie mumbled, lookingover her

grandmother’s head at her reflection in the ovateoni Her hair was in an
elaborate pile with curling tendrils tumbling dover neck. She barely
recognized herself, yet she was pleased with tlageémn the mirror. Her
insides fluttered and she wished she had insisted small wedding, but
Irma had had her heart set on giving her this Wegldind inviting all her
friends and their relatives. Sunlight streamed ugtothe window, and as
Mattie adjusted the veil behind her head, her diamhengagement ring
flashed with brilliance.



With a knock on the door, Andrea thrust her hedad the room. “Wow,
look at you!” she cried, stepping inside and clgdime door behind her.

Mattie had asked Carlina to be her matron of homod Andrea, her
younger sister, to be maid of honor. Andrea. crdske room in a deep
blue knee-length dress that Mattie had selectedadtpractical, and Mattie
wished again that she had insisted Irma give upidea of a large
wedding. Yet as she looked into Irma’s twinklingesy she knew she
wouldn’t have had the heart to hurt her grandmother

When Andrea stood beside her, Mattie looked atybenger sister in the
mirror. “You look so pretty,” Mattie said. Andreaaw petite, with blond
curly hair and deep blue eyes. Both her sistereweder five foot six.
Next to Andrea and Carlina, Mattie always felt tatb.

“You're a beautiful bride, Mattie. I'm so happy fgou!”

When they turned to hug, a knot burned in Matttbimat. She had been
closest to Andrea, and had always felt like a motbeher baby sister.
While Mattie longed to tell Andrea that it was aash marriage, she
couldn’t. If Andrea knew how this marriage was a&dless contract of
convenience that would pay her college tuition &ilts, she would be
crushed and beg Mattie not to wed.

“Hi,” came a lilting greeting as Carlina swept inttee small bridal room. A
pretty brunette with blue eyes, accentuated by khe dress, Carlina
crossed the room. “You look gorgeous!” she saigigmg Mattie.

“You're both great to come for the wedding.”
“l can't believe this whirlwind courtship, and thgbu’re marrying Josh
Brand!” Carlina exclaimed. “I always thought youigarry someone quiet

and solitary like Dad."

“How would you know what Josh is like?" Mattie adkdarely giving
thought to her question.



"Remember, | dated one of his friends for a timmedking of time, they're
waiting for the bride. Uncle Dan is ready. Grandneof they're looking
for you.”

“My dear, if only your precious mother and fatheuld see you,” Irma
said, her blue eyes filling with tears.

Mattie hugged her, and soon her sisters left wigrtgrandmother. Mattie
took one last look at herself in the mirror. “Whatn | doing?” she
whispered, feeling a sudden urge to run out th& lb@or. Remembering
the bills that Josh had promised to pay, she tod&egp breath, squared her
shoulders and left to find her uncle.

Looking like a smaller version of her father, herccie stood waiting. As
she joined him in the narthex, she felt anotherdumher throat. With a
thick head of graying hair and a square jaw, hie ldyes flicked over her
and he smiled. “You look beautiful,” he whispereldem he linked her arm
through his.

“Thank you,” she replied, barely aware of what sfes saying, an inner
voice screaming that she was acting out a farce.chiarch was filled with

friends. Irma had been seated in a front pew. Actbs aisle from her sat
Sibyl and Thornton Bridges, Josh’s mother and stépf. Mattie knew

Elizabeth was in her grandmother’s lap because Jash decided he
wanted his daughter at the wedding.

As soon as Carlina and Andrea reached the encedisife, a peal of organ
music heralded the bride, and the guests stoodtieMaioved down the

aisle, her gaze meeting the dark eyes of her hdstmabe. She tingled

from head to toe. He looked dark, dangerous, ddgywas everything in a
man that she knew nothing about, or how to deah.wite dates she had
had with him had been uneasy evenings; she felt eén barely aware of
her existence. And now with this brief ceremony tla¢ Ryan land would

belong to him as well as to her. He was a thredtanhe same time, a
salvation. And his steady gaze made her pulse ramrepalms damp and
her breathing irregular.

Feeling a leaden weight momentarily lift from higalders, Josh inhaled.
While he congratulated himself that his nanny peotd were over, he



stared in surprise. The woman drifting down thdeatsward him was
beautiful. He had realized Mattie was attractivet be could not recall
ever seeing her in a dress until now. The golderelavoman gazing
steadily at him was gorgeous. His gaze flicked ower, pausing
momentarily at the heart-shaped neckline of thetevliress and the
alluring curves it revealed. Her waist was tiny ahe had a regal bearing
as she came down the aisle. He felt better. Sheimelfigent, beautiful,
cooperative. He had made a lot of deals-buying,ld&ging horses and
cattle-but this might be the best deal he had ewaile. Mattie stopped a
few feet from him, and her green-eyed gaze nevehie The men in this
county must have been blind and just plain stupidet Mattie slip past
them, but thank heavens they had.

Staring at her husband-to-be, Mattie didn’t hearwords being said, and
then Uncle Dan placed her hand in Josh’'s warm @@lpee brushed her
uncle’s cheek with a kiss before turning to Joslis Hark eyes were
unfathomable. She could barely repeat her vowsspdning, “I, Matilda

Maude Ryan, take thee, Joshua Kirby Brand, to belamjul wedded

husband.”

It was impossible, yet she was repeating vows had listening as Josh’s
bass voice clearly responded, “. _ .to have anddid from this day
forward...”

Dazed, she went through the ceremony. Looking atwlde gold band
Josh had placed on her finger and the plain goidi lsdne had slipped on
his, Mattie felt as if she were in a dream. Heralltecaught when the
minister intoned, “You may kiss the bride.”

She looked into dark brown eyes that held a glinsadness and she
realized he was remembering his wife. ksl wife. He leaned down and
brushed her lips with the most feathery touch af tiouth, yet it sent a
wave of warmth curling through her down to her to&s they looked at

each other, the sadness in his expression vanish@hentarily replaced

by an intense look that seemed to probe her stis. fime his eyes were
filled with curiosity.

And then the moment was gone. He linked her arwutit his and guided
her down the aisle. He paused to brush his motratréek with a kiss



before swinging Elizabeth up into his arms, flaghtnsmile at Mattie that
caused a sting of wistful longing. If only this wageal wedding and his
smile was one of true love!

Raising her chin, she told herself to forget suidlly sotions. She had a
business arrangement with the man and nothing nidre.moment they
emerged into the narthex, her attention was takemyuvell-wishers.

As soon as pictures were taken-something Irma hatiged-they drove to

Mattie’s ranch for the reception that spread thiotlge house and across
the patio. Inside and out, tables were laden witbdf The chocolate

groom’s cake was in the house; the immense whitiding cake was on a

table on the patio. Also on the patio, fiddlergayeld country tunes. Within

minutes, Josh was standing in front of Mattie. ldd Bhed his coat and tie,
rolled back . his sleeves, and the sight of him enaer pulse skitter.

“Shall we dance? Everyone’s waiting for us to de filhst two-step.”

“I don’'t know how to dance!” she said, horrifiedathshe hadn’t thought
ahead to this moment.

He grinned, amusement flickering in his dark ey8elax. A two-step is
the simplest there is. Just walk backward and steime to the music.
One step and two.”

“I can’t!” she exclaimed, aware of people gatheriogvatch them.

“C’mon, Mattie. This is easier than barrel raciagd | know how well you
do that.”

His arm circled her waist, and he held her handeagushed her back. She
began to move, raising her chin, her heart flutterHer feet bumped his
and she felt clumsy and embarrassed, wanting tb gwy. His hand
tightened on her waist.

“Relax,” he said softly. “Step back, step togeth&tep back,” he said
calmly, and her panic diminished. She caught ohisostep and moved
with him. His dark gaze held hers, amusementditicing in his eyes. All
her concern vanished. She became aware of Josimdndldr, their bodies



moving together, their legs brushing. Wind tuggetex hair and the April
sunshine was hot on her shoulders while she whatednd the patio in
his arms. As his expression became solemn, hee putsped. An electric
tension strummed across her nerves. She was awaegeoy inch of
contact with him, his arm pressing so lightly om taist, guiding her, his
hand holding hers firmly.

When his gaze lowered to her mouth, her racingtbeat jumped again.

She was responding in an elemental way to himngelaus way, because
he didn’t care about her. This man was her husibamd Even if this was

a sham marriage, their lives would be intimatelyifoh He would never

fall in love with her and she should remember tbksr.

The music ended, another tune commenced and othgiles began to
dance.

He dropped his hands to his side. “They’re motigrimus to come cut the
cake.”

She nodded and walked with him to the table withfdncy cake that was
decorated with roses of pale pink icing, delicate Irosebuds and lacy
green fern. After they dutifully cut the cake, fras pressed in with best
wishes, and she was separated from him.

“Mattie, you are the most beautiful bride!”

Mattie turned as Sibyl Bridges, Josh’s mother, aytper and stepped
back. Feeling tall and awkward, Mattie looked doain Mrs. Bridges

whose blue eyes sparkled. “I couldn’t believe itewhllosh called to tell me
that he was marrying you, but now | am so thankifig. already looks

much happier.”

“I hope so,” Mattie said, wishing she could telbgdiBridges the truth. The
pretty brunette didn't have a gray hair in her head she looked too
young to be Josh’s mother, but Mattie had knownatlethe years she was
growing up, and she knew Sibyl was older than gipeared.



“Be patient with him, Mattie. At least | can sleeights now, knowing that
he’s in good hands and my prayers have been angweére known you
since the day you were born, and | couldn’t be rapgp

Guilt plagued Mattie as she smiled at Sibyl. Hatihg deception, Mattie
felt at a loss for words, dimly wondering about Brands and all this faith
they had in her. It would have been reassuringsyearlier if she had
known someone besides her family felt that way abheu

“Mattie, Mrs. Bridges, come here for a picture,”rl@& called, and the
conversation ended.

An hour later Mattie stood in a group with her eistand their friends.
Glancing beyond them, she watched the dancers, mbemeng the
moments in Josh’s arms. Someone said her namehentumed to see
Carlina motioning to her. “It's time to toss yousugjuet and your garter.”

She had argued briefly about the two customs wéh disters, but had
given up, deciding it was impossible to tell thetmyghe didn’t want to do
anything traditional.

Andrea and single female friends lined up and bhew the bouquet over
her shoulder, sending it flying through the air tthe hopefuls squealed
with eagerness.

She looked up to find Josh standing before her.eCagain, amusement
flashed in his dark eyes. “I believe I'm supposedemove your garter and
give it a toss for the single guys.”

She could feel the blush that burned her face ascahtiously pulled up
her wedding dress.

Josh saw the pink flush that flooded her cheeksti®davas a surprising
collection of contradictions. She was embarrassecdiim to see her leg,
yet he suspected she was quite competent at cagteatalf or delivering
a colt or any other task that would make most ef wWltomen in the room
faint.



He knelt and looked at a long, shapely leg clad sheer silken stocking.

He slid down the garter, his knuckles brushinglegr She placed her hand
on his shoulder as she raised her foot. Holding diender ankle, he

slipped the garter over her foot, his fingers ligistroking her ankle. The

woman had gorgeous legs. He stood then, watchingamel when she

stared back at him, her green eyes were enormas$elHHensnared, held

by an invisible current that startled him. Giving Bhoulders a shake, he
tossed the garter over his shoulder and heardatlghter and shouts 6f the
men behind him.

"I've seen women'’s legs before, Mattie,” he sagphtly.

“Not mine,” she remarked, then she turned and veae gvith a switch of
her hips.

Startled, Josh watched her and chuckled softly uhebreath. For what
might be the hundredth time, he couldn’t imagineyvgbme man hadn’t
noticed her and claimed her already.

It was another hour before Mattie had a momenteisdif. Leaving the
sunny patio, she stepped into the cool hall. Peolistered in the living
room, and she glanced into the dining room. Josbdsalone at the serving
table. He downed a glass of champagne as if ibleath Scotch, and for an
instant he closed his eyes with his jaw grimly set.

She realized he hurt and that the sounds of masit,people talking, had
all become jarring and discordant. Even though timarriage was
necessary for both of them, she suspected he litatadd she was not
pleased about it, either. Impulsively she steppéadl the room, going to his
side to touch his arm lightly.

“Can we go now?"

He looked down at her with red eyes. He wiped atrttguickly, but she

saw his tears. A muscle worked in his jaw, and lglew he didn’t want

her at his side. Stung, she clamped her lips cloBeig had been his idea,
not hers.



“I'll get Elizabeth and tell Mom and Thornton gogd” he replied. “Say
your goodbyes and let’s get the hell out. My traigein your garage.”

She nodded and hurried to find her grandmothemiinutes she met him in
the kitchen. He held Elizabeth and a bulging bag.

"Sure you want to leave without any fanfare?" Heeds

“Yes,” she answered emphatically, exhausted by gydimough motions
that held no meaning.

“Are you leaving now?” Lottie asked, studying the®he dried her hands,
then .smoothed them on the white apron tied ovectigp black uniform.

“Yes, Lottie,” Mattie said, turning to hug the womaho had been like a
mother to her for years. “I've told Gran and mytesis goodbye. It was a
wonderful wedding. Thank you for all you did. Ell home soon.”

"You take care of yourself and your new family."tli® released her and
wiped her eyes. Josh held the door, and then tehed across the yard to
the garage, where the shiny truck and horse traibeted. Josh fastened
Elizabeth into her car seat and gave her a bagyd. t'Here, sweetie.

We're going for a trip.”

She laughed and pulled out a board, poking a mictidira cow. As the
sound of moos filled the truck, he grinned. “Hopmuydon’t mind noise.
She likes all the gadgets that squeak and rumhlekay tunes.”

“Of course | don't mind,” Mattie said, trying to Itb her wedding dress
around her legs. “I should have changed, but themyene would have
made such a fuss.” Josh tucked her dress arourehbdesiosed the door.

He walked to the driver’s side, then slid behind thheel. “I think they
realize we'’re leaving,” he said, turning on theiaegand pulling out of the
garage. People had spilled out the kitchen door wace waving and
calling to them. Josh waved in return, pressedaiteelerator, and they
sped down the drive.



“We're off for a weekend in Fort Worth. You can gastquainted with
Elizabeth and we’ll buy some new horses.”

“Don’t forget-tomorrow at the hotel | have interwie with prospective
nannies,” Mattie reminded him, wondering if she padked a copy of the
ad she’d placed in the Dallas and Fort Worth papers

When he didn’t answer her, she glanced at him jafiswas set, a muscle
working, and she felt a pang of sympathy for hifmhis has been a bad
day for you, hasn't it? You're remembering.”

His gaze met hers directly and he nodded. “Sorry.réflection on you.
The wedding brought back memories. | loved my wiéy much,” he
added tersely. “I miss her."

Feeling like an unwanted intruder in his life, Mathodded and twisted
around to look at Elizabeth who was turning diatsl istening to barks
and meows. Every time she looked at Elizabeth, iM#&tt uncertain. She
knew nothing about babies, yet Elizabeth seemedrfiieand happy to
amuse herself. Mattie remembered how close shebbead to her father
and wondered if Elizabeth would have the same bweiitd Josh. He
seemed to adore his daughter, so she imaginedtherduld be close.

Mattie glanced at her husband again. His profile waher as he drove; his
hands looked strong and competent on the wheel. $tadtraded her
independence foolishly? she wondered with a sfren she reminded
herself once again of all she was gaining and lfirsdttled in the seat to
ride quietly until they reached their destination.

It was dusk by the time they arrived in Fort Wortights twinkled over
the downtown area, giving a feeling of celebratioygt Mattie’'s
apprehension grew as they swept up to the front dioiine big hotel.

“I feel incredibly conspicuous in this wedding dsgs

Josh grinned and leaned across the seat. “Relar. ddhyou know here?
No one.”



“True,” she replied as a valet opened the doohtarand she stepped out
of the truck.

Shrugging into his coat, Josh unbuckled Elizabetaigde arrangements for
the car and luggage and then followed Mattie ime hotel. She swept
inside as if she owned the place, and he bit basiige when he handed
Elizabeth to her and set the carrier on the floor.

“I'll check in. Everyone watching will think we haé&lizabeth out of
wedlock,” he said with a wink.

Consternation filled her. Realizing he was righathé stared at his broad
shoulders as he crossed the room. He had pullddsocoat again, and it
swung slightly with each step he took. She liftestt bhin and smiled at
Elizabeth, refusing to look around, deciding she bt care. what anyone
thought.

“You're a good traveler,” she said, smoothing Bbietn’s beautiful pale
pink dress. The pink bow that had been in her wibpy during the
Wedding ceremony had long ago disappeared. Eliradmiled, her one
lower tooth showing while she made cooing soundslatie. Her heart
warmed to the child.

In seconds Josh was back at her side, taking Eihdbom her, his hands
brushing her arm lightly. “They’ll bring the bags.”

She followed in silence as they crossed the lobiny entered an elevator.
Josh had rented a suite with two bedrooms on tpeflomr. When she
stepped inside the spacious suite, she was awareva$ alone with her
new husband and his baby. Moments later, he hahdiedbeth to her
while he opened the door for the bellhop. Mattiessed the room to show
Elizabeth the view that was filled with the spanmklilights of Fort Worth.
Behind her she heard Josh close the door behinteligop and pick up
the phone.

“I've ordered dinner to be sent up here. | thoughtvould be easier
because of Elizabeth, but if you'd rather-"



“Dinner here is fine,” she answered.

“l can order champagne, Mattie, but would you ratte/e wine?”

“I'd rather have a bottle of bourbon,” she answeftatly and then noticed
the twitch of his lips. "Get whatever you want.skd to have a drink in the
evenings with Dad."

“Bourbon sounds good to me,” Josh replied and thtkesomeone on the
phone. As soon as he replaced the receiver, heegicp her bags. ‘I
requested a bed for Elizabeth, so one room shoave la baby bed. We
can move it if you want. You take the room of ychoice.”

“Don’t move the baby bed. Either room is fine witie.”

“In a few more minutes, she’ll be screeching for bettle. I'll unpack her
formula and get it fixed.” He motioned toward aneopdoor. “Let's see
who gets which room.”

Mattie followed him into a luxurious bedroom withkang-size bed. “I
could get lost in here,” she said without thinkitepking at the white and
beige decor. Sliding glass doors opened onto abglc

“This is your room then. Here is your luggage. tdke Li’'l Bit.” He held
out his arms to Elizabeth who wriggled and wenhita eagerly. His gaze
drifted down over Mattie. “She’s wrinkled your dses

Mattie smiled at him. “I won’t be wearing it agdin.

He stroked her throat lightly with warm fingers las expression became
solemn. “You were a beautiful bride, Mattie.”

“Thank you.” Her heart missed a beat as she gaged him.
“You deserve a hell of a lot more than you're gejti

“l agreed to our bargain. | think you're being vgmsnerous.”



“I wasn't talking about land or money,” he said ffisy his gaze dropping
to her mouth and then sliding lower for only a mameis lashes were
dark against his cheeks, and beneath his scruéinpuise raced. °

Elizabeth began to fuss and he moved away. “lédfgsou now, Li’l Bit.
You've been a good girl today,” he said, talkindtlydo his daughter as he
left the room and closed the door behind him.

Mattie stood rooted to the spot, his words whirlingner mind. He thought
she was beautiful. The idea washed over her wittem@armth than Texas
summer sunshine.

Mattie returned to the window to stare below at tthikling lights. She
felt alone, yet images of the day-memories and nmvsaeomforted her.
Elizabeth began to cry and Mattie glanced at thesed door to the
adjoining bedroom. As the squalls grew louder,\sbadered whether she
should offer her help. She crossed the room to kieoche door. “Josh?”

“Come in.”

“Do you need help?” she asked, opening the doardedroom even larger
than hers. Mirrors covered one wall, floor-to-agiliglass covered another.
Elizabeth was in the middle of the big bed, screagnaind kicking.

"I'm trying to get her formula poured. If you'll g hold her-"

Mattie picked up the child, jiggling her. Momentarklizabeth’s screams
died to low sobs. “Dada,” she said, holding out hems to Josh and

wriggling.

Singing softly to Elizabeth, Mattie patted her ameht to stand beside him
to watch him mix the formula, glancing briefly atrhas he concentrated
on pouring from a can. Elizabeth quieted and Matti@othed her hair.
“That’s a sweetie,” she said softly, thinking howw and soft and cuddly
Elizabeth was.

When Josh finished mixing the formula, he cappea bpttle. “Now | can
take her,” he said, lifting Elizabeth from her armgy hands grabbed the



bottle and Elizabeth settled in his embrace, hegeis playing over the
bottle while he held it for her.

Mattie was still in her high-heeled pumps, yet shik had to look up at
Josh. It was such an unusual occurrence that stiles spithout thinking.
“How tall are you?”

“Six foot, six,” he answered, grinning. “You’re &a height, Mattie.”

“Sure. With only a few exceptions, we were the talbest people at our
wedding.” She glanced at Elizabeth. “Looks like’sh&ppy,” Mattie said,
and turned as they heard a knock at the door.

“That’s probably the bellhop with our bourbon. Gey billfold out of my
hip pocket and tip him.”

Blushing, aware of her fingers brushing againstblaiskside, she withdrew
his billfold, opened it and took money out. Sheveered the door, and
motioned where the bellhop should set the cart walglasses, bottle of
bourbon, bottles of soda and bucket of ice.

She returned to Josh’s room to place his billfaidactable. He was seated,
holding Elizabeth, talking softly to her, his lotegs stretched out before
him.

Mattie left without a word, aware of his dark gaweher as she closed the
door behind her.

Drawn again to the panoramic view, she went to wiredow. Directly

beneath were the twinkling lights of downtown. Assdhe city additional
lights sparkled, and she stood gazing at the viemembering the
wedding that now seemed like a dream. The westerizdn was still a
pink glow, but the sky overhead was indigo.

What would the future hold? Mattie wondered. Cositeé live with this
dynamic man and take care of the tiny little perd@t was Elizabeth? She
would have a nanny and a cook to help her, butkstesv she would
become involved with Elizabeth. Would she be ablgive Elizabeth the
love and support she needed?



Mattie turned away and looked at herself in theronjrknowing it would
be the last time she would see herself in a weddiiags.

She unfastened the bustled train and let it faintcarefully removed the

cap and veil and slowly took down her hair. Shended to braid her hair

and change to jeans-to settle back into the life laiew as much as she
could-but her hands moved slowly while she shutnhied to thoughts of a

real wedding night. When her hair was finally um@d, she shook her
head, the golden mane swirling across her shoylttess she reached back
to unfasten the long row of buttons.

It was an effort, but she refused to ask Josh &hp.HFinally, after many
contortions, she had the last difficult button umelowhen she stepped out
of the dress, it fell around her with a swish, cawlfanning softly across
her ankles. She wore a white silk teddy, a ridioalaindergarment, she
realized now, that she had bought on a whim. A logdfrom the next
room made her turn. Since arriving in Fort Worthe taby’s normally
sunny disposition had vanished. Tossing the weddawgn on the bed and
kicking off the high heels, Mattie opened her sast& She unpacked,
placing her clothes in a drawer. The loud criesnftadiminished, and she
paused, frowning as she glanced over her showtlbat was bothering
Elizabeth?

“Mattie!”

Josh’s call was full of alarm. Grabbing up a shshe was about to yank it
on, then looked down at her bare legs and tossaside. “I'm coming!”
She stepped back into the wedding dress instea#tegat up and slithered
into the tiny cap sleeves, holding the gaping baoked as she dashed into
the next room.



CHAPTER FIVE

“Can you help? I don’t know what’s wrong.”

Looking distraught, Josh was pulling off Elizabstbaby T-shirt. “All that
formula came back up,” he said. He was bare cheatatl wet splotches
showed on the leg of his dark tux pants. Elizalsepimk dress was already
in a heap on the bed, and his white 'shirt wastbsser a chair. “I should
have changed her before | fed her. Can you get aloth?”

For just an instant while she looked at the ripplmuscles in his back,
Mattie was immobile and felt something clench deegide her. Then she
realized what he had asked and she hurried todttedom, releasing the
back of her dress to dampen and wring out the atshShe returned and
handed it to him.

“She acts like she wants her bottle again. I'm gdmfix her a little juice.
Can you take her? I've changed her.”

Mattie took the squirming, crying Elizabeth who waad only in a diaper.
Mattie washed her face gently and then picked peanod walked around,
momentarily forgetting her dress was unfastened.

“Here, can you put this on her?” Josh handed adotion shirt to Mattie

and she laid Elizabeth on the bed to slip the shirher. She picked the
baby up again and jiggled her slightly as she wahl&eound. Elizabeth
quieted and snuggled down against Mattie’s shoulder

Uncertain what had caused Elizabeth’s upset, Joghed a small amount
of apple juice into a bottle. He glanced aroundntipaused, his eyes
narrowing as he looked at Mattie. Elizabeth’s heas on her shoulder
and his baby was quiet. His fears diminished fer ¢hild and instead his
attention shifted to the woman.

Mattie walked across the room, talking softly taz&beth and jiggling her
slightly with each step, and he knew Mattie mustehforgotten about her
unbuttoned state. His gaze drifted down her baakwhas covered only ,by



a silken teddy. The wedding dress covered her bo#od legs, but what
he could see of the small of her back was tantajizHer hair was down,
swinging slightly with each step, hiding much of back.

She turned around, her gaze meeting his. “Elizaisegnieting down.”

For the first time he really looked at Mattie whier hair down. She took
his breath away. Her long hair was a golden casdadebling over her

bare shoulders, a tempting cloud a man would lksitik his fingers into.

By holding Elizabeth tightly against her, Mattiechnred her dress, but it
had slipped low enough to give him an enticing vadwhe creamy skin of
her shoulders.

He had spent the day fighting painful memories «f joyous first

wedding. The past twenty-four hours had bound Immgrief that tore at his
emotions. Now Mattie looked feminine and enticingdiating a healthy
vitality that was like a lifeline in a storm. Lomgy struck him, a hungry
need to feel her softness, to drown himself in ipass

With an effort he shifted his attention back tozBbeth. Setting down the
bottle, he crossed the room and took Elizabeth fiMattie. The child
snuggled against him, closed her eyes and plaaethimab in her mouth.
He carried her to her bed and gently lowered hertddiched her forehead.
“She’s warm from crying, but | don’t think she hadever. What do you
think?"

“I don’t think I'd know,” Mattie answered, but sivealked to the bed and
leaned over the railing to touch Elizabeth’s fomhelhe baby’s eyes were
closed, and she was breathing deeply. “I don’'tklghe has a fever. She
feels hot and damp. If she had fever, I'd think sloeild feel dry.”

He straightened and turned to face Mattie. “Thafdt<scoming to the
rescue. That doesn’t happen often.”

He stood only inches away and he was bare cheStexlcouldn’t resist.

Her gaze lowered, examining his smooth skin stestcbver powerful

muscles, his broad chest that tapered to a flahath. She yanked her
gaze back up to meet his and became aware of har disheveled

appearance.



Watching her, he reached out, his hands catchingltess and pulling it
slightly up on her arms.

Her pulse skittered as she stared back at him, eawérhis knuckles
brushing her arms. “I was changing clothes when galled,” she said,
feeling heat rise in her cheeks as she reacheddbéler to gather the back
of her dress in her hand.

His gaze lowered, sliding down to her mouth, andlips tingled as if he
had touched her with his fingers instead of mel@bking at her. His gaze
slipped lower. “You're being cheated, Mattie.”

“I knew what | was doing and | had a choice. I'mingag from our
bargain,” she answered, wishing she didn't sourghthitess, and hoping
he couldn’t detect her racing pulse.

Her green eyes were enormous as she stared atWiitim.the mass of
golden hair, she was more beautiful than ever.\&setrying to gather her
dress together in back, blushing as he studied“héetter go,” she said
abruptly and hurried out of the room.

Reluctantly Josh watched her go, guilt plaguing.Hita had locked her in
a marriage that would keep other men away fromner. Even if Mattie
had kept them away through her own choice in tis, e still felt guilty.
She was beautiful, intelligent, capable. She shoeldlating, finding a life
and future for herself with someone who could gnex children and a
family. She should no more be married to him thae should be wasting
away alone on that ranch of hers.

He shook his head, reminding himself that it wasenof his business if
she had always preferred to stay alone on her r&tuhwas an intelligent
adult who had accepted his bargain quite willindgtyshing his wayward
thoughts aside, he crossed the room to unpackalgs. b

In her room Mattie unpacked, changed to jeans ameshirt, braided her
hair, slipped her feet into worn moccasins and wettt the living area.
Standing beside the cart with the drinks, Joshetlirhis gaze flicking over
her impersonally as he held up the bottle of boarbo



“What'll you have? Soda?”
“A double, no ice.”
He glanced at her again with curiosity in his ey&ge day that bad?”

She shook her head. “Not really. We have a gooddmar’ He wore jeans
and a T-shirt and his snakeskin boots. His bladk Wwas no longer tied
behind his head, but hung in a shaggy cut justvbélis collar. There was
an air of wildness about him even when he was doiothing except
standing in a hotel room in a big city. He lookexdifahe belonged on The
back of a stallion, fighting the elements. Wasigt thark looks and Kiowa
blood that gave him that touch of wildness?

He handed her a glass and picked up a drink tlo&kebbas strong as hers,
only his had ice. He held up his glass in a todsere’s to a happy,
successful bargain, Mattie.”

She touched his glass, gazing into his eyes wihike drank the entire
contents and set down the glass. Her pulse flattbeneath his probing
gaze.

“Dinner’s on its way. We can eat in here or outtbb@ balcony. The night
has probably cooled a few degrees.”

“Let’s eat outside.”

He offered her another drink, but she shook hed h&anly one.”

On the balcony he pulled a chair near hers, sahdavd propped his feet
on the brick wall while they talked about the salled interviews for the

nanny position.

When dinner arrived, they ate their steaks andicoeadl talking long into
the night.



“I've never traveled out of Texas,” Mattie said.u$ed to think Fort Worth
was the largest city in the world when Dad woulthprme here as a
child.”

Startled, Josh studied her. “You haven't travelegndere else?”

“No. | stayed in Texas for college. One time wewdrover the border, but
two hours in Mexico hardly counts for out-of-statevel.”

“Your dad should have let you go.”

Mattie glanced at him, surprised at the fiercenedss voice. “You sound
as if someone held you here, t00.”

“No. I'm the one who held someone. Lisa, my wifedrck like living on
the ranch. She loved cities and people. She alwayded to get away,
wanted me to move to town. After she was pregnabgcame a real issue.
She was an interior decorator from Houston. Shetedato move back to
Houston. | should have done what she wanted,” fag sanning his lingers
across his eyes.

“Did you two discuss it before you married?”
He slanted a look at Mattie, and she felt foolishtfer question.

“Hellfire, we didn’t discuss anything. | was wildiy love. | feel like I
killed her, keeping her on the ranch.”

“That’s dreadful!” Mattie stared at him, horrifidte would feel so guilty.
“Didn’t she have a car wreck?”

“Yes, it was a flash flood that swept her car affdd bridge on our place.
She was on her way to Dallas to shop. Thank hesheneft Li'l Bit home
with me. If | had moved to the city or let her gcelshe wanted-”

He broke off, and Mattie impulsively reached outsigueeze his arm,
feeling the hard muscle beneath her fingers. “Youldn't foresee that.
Your life is that ranch as much as my father’s wasmine now, | guess.
You shouldn’t blame yourself.”



He turned to look at her, took her hand in his gmieéad her lingers against
his other palm, running his fingers over hers. fngled from the touch as
she watched him, still caught in his dark, unfathbha gaze.

“You're nice, Mattie,” he said, his voice losing igruffness. “This is a hell
of a wedding night for you.”

“It's good,” she said, removing her hand. “My dehte paid, my tuition
will be paid. Last month this time | was sittingrhe alone at night,
worrying about Dad’s debts. This is much bettertuadly, you're the one
who is having a hell of a wedding night,” she saigletly, knowing he was
hurting.

"No, and | mean that. Today was bad, but tonigh¢en much better. You
and | didn’t have great expectations about tonidig,added lightly. They
both sat in silence while she thought about thargain and their future.

“Josh, I've been thinking about law school. I'ddiko go ahead and apply
and see if | can get accepted. I'll have to stuahtlie entrance exam.”

“Sure. Go ahead.”

"As soon as we get a nanny situated, I'll be ablesgend some time
studying.”

Mattie enjoyed his company. It was pleasant orbtdleony with sounds of
the city quieting as the hour grew later. A coupfiéimes Josh checked on
Elizabeth, then returned to sit quietly and tallkneamore.

Knowing the hour was growing late, yet hating t@ $lke evening end,
Mattie glanced at his watch. “What time is it? lishbe two o’clock in the
morning.”

“How about almost four o’clock?” he asked with amenent in his voice
as he looked at his watch. Startled, she glancddnat He reached out a
long arm, winding her braid in his hand and tugdiggtly. “You're good
company, Mattie. You should have gotten out and mmex and had a real
life.”



“I had a real life,” she said. “It's easier to relaith you. | don’'t do well in
the dating scene.”

“Bull. I'll bet some men turned green with envy whgou walked down
the aisle today.”

“Bull is right,” she said dryly, giving a jerk ofeln head to free her braid.
She abruptly stood.

He came up beside her, so close that her pulsegdnfpreezes tugged
lightly at her hair and she caught the scent ofrhésculine cologne. He
placed his hands on her shoulders and she couldheevarmth of his

palms through the thin T-shirt.

“When you go to law school, Mattie, let men takeuyaout. | have the
feeling you've been saying no so long, you dondwrhow to say yes.”

“| said yes to you.”

“That doesn’t involve your emotions, your body oouy heart. It's a
bargain that's as much business as buying cattésidBs, | pushed you a
little.”

Mattie was annoyed. “Whether you realize it or meg,ve bound our lives
closely together. But I'll remember your adviceday yes to men when
I’'m in law school,” she snapped, then brushed past hurrying to her
room to close the door. She felt flustered, botthdrg him. Up to now she
had really enjoyed the evening and his companign$gte paused to stare
at her reflection in the mirror. “Don’t fall in l@/with him,” she warned
her image. “He won’t love you back.”

She changed to the red cotton nightshirt she alwaye, slipped into bed
and was asleep in minutes. It seemed she had lpstdcher eyes when
loud cries erupted from the next room. She groamelling over and
pulling the pillow over her head, but she could kear Elizabeth. When
the crying continued incessantly, she tossed dhel@illow and sat up in
bed, wondering what was happening.



“Mattie? Mattie, can you come in here?”

Josh’s voice wasn'’t as loud as when he had catletdlp before, but loud
enough. With another groan she swung her feetddltior and rushed to
his room.

“What's wrong?” she asked, opening the door.

He stood in the middle of the room holding Elizdbanhd wearing jeans
that were unbuttoned at the waist, riding low os giender hips. Elizabeth
was sobbing and wriggling in his arms.

“She doesn’t want her bottle, and | don’t know vidnatrong.”

Feeling helpless, Mattie crossed the room. “If y@mn't know, | surely
don’t!”

He thrust Elizabeth into her arms, and Mattie begraiking and talking
softly to the crying child. “Where’s her bottle? e she’ll drink it now.”

He handed the bottle to her, and she turned Elikabeher arms, holding
out the bottle. With a screech Elizabeth shovedway and Mattie felt
uncertain. “Josh, I don’t know what’s wrong. | dokihow one thing about
babies.”

“I don’t know much, either,” he said. Suspectingldavas desperate for
her to try to do something, she began to walk bac#f forth, singing
softly. Elizabeth was hot and damp, her ringletsstgred to her head, her
face red from crying. Mattie placed her against $tesulder and jiggled
her, patting her on the back and singing to hee Simoothed the tiny
cotton nightshirt that clung damply to the chila. $econds, Elizabeth
cuddled on her shoulder, hiccupped and became. duigtie felt a rush of
satisfaction.

As soon as Elizabeth quieted, Josh relaxed. Heedibbbs neck. “She
hasn't been this way except once before when shieagdooth.”

“Maybe she’s getting more teeth. Have you looked?”



“No, and we’re not going to now. You're doing greeth her,” he said,
thankful Elizabeth had stopped fussing. “They mianow us out of the
hotel. My tiny little daughter has a voice that daimg down the roof.”

“That she does,” Mattie said.

He watched Mattie cross the room. Now that hissfdsad calmed over
Elizabeth, he became aware of Mattie. His gazéedrilown over her long
hair, the nightshirt, her long bare legs. She tdreewalk across the room
and he was mesmerized. She had gorgeous, shapelyldgs that had
always been hidden by jeans-or today, by her weddmess. He felt his
body tighten and his gaze raked over her againwatsepreoccupied with
Elizabeth, ignoring him, and he was astounded byédsponse to the sight
of her.

He had been numb to women, devastated by hisHesthought about the
nannies who had come on to him, flirting, wearingti@ng sheer
nightgowns and bikinis. He had felt nothing wittyanf them.

Now here was Mattie in a faded cotton nightshidttlooked as if it had
belonged to her father. She didn't flirt; she wasnterested in romance.
She didn’'t have a coy bone in her body, yet thbtsaf her in the shirt was
turning him on like neon.

The nightshirt hit her midthigh, but from there dowhe view was

fantastic. And he realized he was coming backfeodt a time he didn’t

want to, and for a woman who was a business paamémothing more.

Her future included law school, not ranching. Ahe $iad sworn she knew
nothing about men, so she wouldn’t be interestddofing around.”

Unable to stop looking at her sexy legs, he studied Was she as
innocent as she sometimes indicated by her blusHes®ould guess not.
She said she hadn’t dated in college, but he foumad impossible to
believe.

She faced him. “If you’ll give me her bottle, maybbke’ll drink some
now.”



He handed the bottle to Mattie, aware when hisefiagbrushed hers,
knowing he should offer to feed Elizabeth, but rented Mattie to stay in
his room.

She swung her hips in a graceful motion that emksthre nightshirt would
be tucked under her bottom as she sat down. Heeskmesre locked
together primly. But as she settled Elizabeth sthet slipped up, revealing
more inches of pale slender thighs.

He leaned back against a chest of drawers andettdss legs at the ankle.
Shocked by his reaction to her, he couldn't stopkilog at her. She
crooned softly to Elizabeth, who seemed blissfaliyitent with her eyes
closed and her tiny lingers still on the bottle.thVElizabeth cuddled
against her, Mattie’s nightshirt was askew so thatneckline gaped open
and he saw the pale curve of a breast.

He inhaled, his body growing hot. He was stunnedhisyrevival, startled
that Mattie Ryan was the cause, worried becauge thas no place in his
arrangement with Mattie for a mindless satisfyimgon of hungry flesh.
But she had brought him back to life-there wasndheed of doubt about
that. Abruptly he turned and left the room, goingthhe cart to get one
more drink of bourbon. What had he gotten himssib with this bargain
marriage? Yet the thought of Elizabeth reaffirmbadtthe had done the
right thing. He would just have to keep his lushimself. He tossed down
a shot of bourbon, feeling it burn as he set thegbn the tray.

Filled with resolve, he inhaled, straightened tiswdders and went back to
his room. Once Mattie was back in jeans and bootsher long-sleeved
shirts, he would see her again as good ol’ MattiarRand his blood would
cool.

Glancing at him as he re-entered the bedroom, #sttiod. “I'll put her in
bed. She finished her bottle and she’s asleep now.”

He nodded and watched Mattie cross the room amddeer the bed to lay
Elizabeth down. As Mattie bent over, the nightshiked up inch by inch,
and his temperature took a soaring leap with each iof pale flesh
exposed.



Her bottom was still covered, but his imaginatioaswampant. When she
turned, he jerked his gaze up to meet hers, inpamhe did so, knowing
he probably should not have just thrown down a shbburbon. If he ever
needed to keep a cool head, it was now, becausengatlse about him
was cool.

She crossed the room. “Maybe it's just a new tddfihe picked up the
bottle to hand it to him. Josh couldn’t resist. figers closed around her
wrist and he took the bottle from her hand, settingn the chest behind
him while he continued to hold her. She stared iat, her green eyes
widening, a questioning look in their cool depther lips parted, and he
could see the pulse at her throat. He releasedwhist and placed his
lingers against her throat, his own pulse jumpingtlaer notch when he
felt hers race.

“I'm damned thankful to have you, but | know | siebbe shot for binding
you into a loveless marriage. Woman, you were mdantyour own

husband and family. You were meant for loving,” ddded in a husky
voice.

Mattie’s heart thudded. His hand was on her thavat his glittering eyes
held a smoldering intensity that she hadn’t sedarbeHis bass voice was
raw with desire. The few times they had been tagethefore their

wedding, she wondered sometimes whether he sawat ladlr Often as they
sat over dinner in a restaurant, she had felttlieeinvisible person while
he stared into space-but not now. At this momest tsd his undivided
attention, yet his words annoyed her and she weddehy he kept telling

her what she was missing in life.

“You are absolutely the first and only man to thgtk” she said.

He tilted her chin higher, running his index fingdong her jaw in a slow,
tantalizing trail that made her tingle. Her bodyswasponding to him in
ways she had never experienced. She felt as ifwstsewound up tight
inside, an urgency gathering in her.

“It's been a hell of a long time since .| reallysked a woman.”

“You kissed me today,” she whispered.



He shook his head slowly, his heated gaze turnergrsides to fire. “No,
not really.”

With a pounding heart Mattie stared at him. Shedigtiimagine he had
ever asked permission for a kiss in his life, yet suspected he was on the
verge of asking now. Her heart thudded againstiherage, and her mouth
became dry. All the sensible reminders popped mind of why they
should keep their arrangement business only. “ltdbimk-"

He leaned down, placing his mouth firmly on hergjieg her words. His

tongue slipped into her mouth, and she felt afef toom had tilted and
begun to whirl. Her insides heated, warmth poolowg in her and growing

like a fire farmed to life. Her heart raced as $k@ned closer and her
tongue slipped over his.

Josh’s heart thudded violently. He felt as if thisll woman-this

innocentwas bringing him back to life with a rush like @anaway train.

Her mouth was silky sleek, hot and wet and invitiHigs body clenched,
and throbbed. His arousal was intense, and he kreewould hurt later,

but right now every sensation was great. All hdtrgss and warmth and
eager responsiveness was as life-giving as oxygenbfeathing. He
groaned, knowing he shouldn’t be kissing her. Hs wamplicating both
their lives, but he couldn’t stop. Not yet. Not Vehner tongue was playing
over his or while she was moaning softly and s@idner arms around his
neck.

How good it felt to be held! He groaned again, iegrover her and kissing
her deeply.

Josh’s arm circled her waist, and he pulled hesecldder hands flew up
against his bare chest, which was rock hard, smdushpectorals well-
defined. He had no chest hair and her hands ranhegevarm skin and
solid muscles.

She moaned softly, knowing she should stop him¢lete that he wanted
to kiss her after all he had said.



Instead, she stood silent, kissing him back, hegeiis running lightly
across his marvelous chest. Beneath her palm shiel ¢eel his heart
pound, and it amazed her that she could causeaueaction in him. He
sucked her tongue deeper into his mouth as ifgryanpull her into him,
and while his teeth closed so gently, his tongiskdd back and forth over
the tip of her tongue, inflaming her.

She had never known a man’s kisses to be like Sp#hs wild storming
of her senses, an awakening of forces that madevaet to move closer
and closer to him. Her hips shifted, thrusting agahim while she moaned
softly in an amazing, sweet torment.

Josh was intensely aware that all she wore wanigishirt. He longed to
slide his hands beneath it and caress her warkensflesh, but he could
feel the reticence in her response. Common semearsed for him to stop
kissing her, yet she had been irresistible and rexgn when she wasn't
giving him her whole heart, her kisses were houghao melt him.

He longed to feel her breasts in his hands, to &k caress her. Already
her hips were moving in a rhythm that told him ascmas her kisses what
effect he was having on her. And he wondered iftsdek the vaguest idea
of what havoc she was wreaking in him. Damn, it $el good to be free of
grief, to touch and feel and be aroused!

This was a woman to stir any man’s senses, to eringdl him, to tempt
him. Tall, shapely, full of life-Mattie made himrthb with need.

Stop taking advantage of her innocence, a voiceasted at him, and he
knew he should stop, but he couldn’t. The womapditfectly in his arms.

He didn’'t have to crouch to kiss her, and he cotlshop thinking about

her long fabulous legs.

When he felt her firm push against his chest, heased her reluctantly.
Her breathing was as ragged as his. He couldn’p ke®m touching her
and caught a long silken lock of her hair andtlstide through his fingers.

She moved out of his arms and studied him. “I tibygu said you were
numb, that you had no interest in sex.”



“I was numb to everything when | told you that. Yowke up my
hormones,” he said, half-amused by her franknesse rmoncerned with
fighting the urge to reach for her again. “It's god/attie, to feel again,”
he replied with honesty. “You’ve brought me backife.”

She looked puzzled, as if she didn’t believe hing he wondered who had
destroyed her confidence in herself as a woman.

“You had other choices,” she said bluntly.

“I know | had other choices,” he repeated patientlydid what | wanted

and what | thought was best for Elizabeth. | havéelt anything for a

woman since | lost Lisa. Wanting to kiss you ishggcal thing. It's nice

to kiss. You're very attractive and | reacted. ttig first time in so damned
long.”

She frowned at him, her brow furrowing as if he hetome a problem.
“That’s nice and thank you, but | think we needstick to business in this
arrangement.”

He nodded solemnly, wondering whether she had éh®test idea how
appealing she looked at the moment with her hainbting over her
shoulders, her mouth red from his kisses. And hendes were having the
opposite effect on him from what she intended. Witkry blunt statement
from her to cool his response, he wanted to reachdr and show her just
what effect she could have on a man. What kincedk had dumped her?
he wondered. Had she ever really known passion?

“Good night, Josh,” she said, hurrying for her room

He watched the switch of the shirttail across haettdm with each long
step she took. “Night, Mattie. Sleep well.”

She threw an exasperated look over her shouldelefinthie room, closing
the door behind her.

He wiped his brow and stood with his hands on s, hstaring at the
closed door while his imagination ran rampant apibired her climbing
back into bed. He shook his head. She was riglt,lenhad better stop



looking at her long legs and think about her rugnims household and
leaving someday to go to law school.

“Hellfire,” he said quietly, running his hand acsake nape of his neck. He
hadn’t felt anything for any woman since he lossa.iNothing. Now he

was like a horny teenager, and Mattie hadn’'t daomghang to cause his

reaction except walk around in her unsexy nightstymg to be helpful.

The urges would go with daylight, he told himselhd walked to the
window to stare outside, knowing he had no inclorato sleep. He ached,
but it was a physical ache, a better feeling thendesolate loss that had
consumed him the past months. This hurt confirnfet he was alive
again. Alive and married to a woman he shouldnitto

Mattie lay quietly in the darkness, but her thosghere a raging storm.
Josh’s kisses had shaken her and set her on fie.h8d dated so little
except for the few times in her freshman year ifege when she had gone
out with Lonny Whitaker. His kisses had never mhdeinsides twist and
her knees weak the way Josh'’s just had.

The man’s heart is still numb and grieving everhig body isn’t, she
reminded herself. The attraction between them wég ghysical, nothing
more. Josh had said so, and she knew so. Be wasied,silently
admonished.

She slid out of bed and moved to the window, logka the lights while
her thoughts still seethed and her body longed H& arms. She
remembered in the most vivid detail touching hissthhis mouth on hers,
his tongue playing over hers, his arm tighteninguad her. She hadn’t
been married twenty-four hours and she was failinigpve with him. She
had always been attracted to him. Now how could sdsest falling
hopelessly in love with him?

She groaned and drummed her fingers on her arnougy while she
worried about the future. Think about law schodle $old herself. Start
making plans to take the entrance exam. She rdisedchin, thinking
about her busy day tomorrow and when and how shkl get away to a
bookstore and buy a law text.



She returned to bed, thinking about books and stbedThe next thing
she knew, she opened her eyes to bright sunshuménganto the room.

They spent the morning at the stockyards, lookinguarter horses, finally
purchasing one that Mattie particularly liked. Théternoon, she remained
at the hotel to interview nanny applicants whileshlaeturned to the
stockyards.

By the time they returned to the ranch five dayerlathey had two new
horses in tow and Mrs. Bertha Ingersoll, hirednesriew nanny.

Rosalie was still working at the ranch. She hadmised Josh she would
stay one more week, and as soon as they arrived tak charge of
Elizabeth who laughed and held out her arms, geaggrly to Rosalie.

“Come on, Mattie, and pick out the room you wadpsh said. He draped
his arm casually across her shoulders. “We’ll mexeatever you want
from your place. | told you before and I'll sayaigain, your grandmother
can move in here if she’'d like. We have plentymdce.”

“Thanks, Josh. She likes her little house and heependence. Right now,
she has gone home with Carlina. When she’s hettiglsiays with her at
night so she’s never alone. After she gets battknk We'll see a lot more
of her because of Elizabeth.”

Doors opened off both sides of the wide hallway tha the length of the
house. His arm tightened slightly as he turned Herpointed to doors at
the end of the hall. “You haven't seen this parttieé house. That's
Elizabeth’s room and mine adjoins it. We'll lookthe others.”

She was aware of walking close beside him, awarl@sofirm across her
shoulders. He touched her easily and so casually she wondered
whether he was aware of it or not. He was openigctbnate with his
daughter, and Mattie guessed he was a man who tiikemlich others and
gave it little thought.



“If you don’t have any patrticular choice, it migh¢ nice to have you in the
room on the other side of Elizabeth’s so she’s betwus.”

“That’s fine with me.”
“We'll look first.”

The house was over one hundred years old, andl¢aenmg hardwood
floors creaked as they walked from bedroom to b@muroBut the house
was somewhat similar to the one she had grown upnid she felt
comfortable, willing to relocate. The rooms werghceilinged and large;
the furniture was mahogany with braided rugs orflt@s.

Josh showed her each room. When they reached ripe teedroom that
was next to Elizabeth’s, Mattie stood in the cewnfiethe room and looked
around. The spacious bedroom held a brass bed le¥tagped tables, a
rocking chair, bookshelves and Navajo rugs on tberf “This room is

fine for me.”

“All right. Let me show you Elizabeth's and miné&ié tugged her arm to
steer her. They looked at Elizabeth’s frilly pinkdawhite room with

stuffed animals, a rocker and her baby bed. Maib&ed around, nodding
approval. Josh kept his arm across her shoulderseapropelled her
through the open door to his adjoining room.

She stood looking at his king-size fruitwood bedpkshelves and desk.
One wall had floor-to-ceiling mirrors, another, ggapatio doors that
opened onto a deck. Everywhere were pictures diirsiswife, and Mattie
crossed the room to pick up one from a desk. A tifedudark-haired
woman stood beside a smiling Josh. She was petitdoaely and Mattie
felt a stab of sympathy for him.

“I'm sorry you lost her,” she said quietly, replagithe picture.

He nodded, coming to stand beside her. “I miss’ lnersaid gruffly. “But
the pain is a little duller now.”

He waved his hand. “Now you’ve seen the whole hgusesaid, his voice
becoming brusque again. “Tomorrow I'll show you otlee ranch, and we



can make some decisions about combining your packmine. | don't
want you to have to drive home every day. | thirkshould take down the
fences between our lands.”

“Sounds reasonable to me,” she said, still lookangund his room while
Josh looked at her. She was cool, collected, amdmsike as his ranch
foreman, and it was disturbing him. He remembehedkiss in the hotel on
their wedding night in Fort Worth. The more rembtattie was to him, the
more he wanted to break through that cool barherlept around herself.
And at all hours during the day and night, he waslifig himself
speculating on what she would be like if she latalder reserve.

He wondered what was the matter with him. She Jilaseahad dreamed
and hoped for-businesslike, intelligent, coollytdig, a damned good
rancher. Why couldn’t he get her out of his mindtlAvhy did he have an
intense physical awareness of her? She did nothipgovoke it. Abruptly

he realized she was talking to him and he hadrtda word she had said.

Annoyed with himself, he moved away from her. “Mynih wandered,
Mattie. What did you say?”

“With the new nanny in Rosalie’s house, you, Eletiband | will be the
only ones here at night.”

“If Elizabeth doesn't sleep, I'll take care of HeEhe nodded. “I want to
see about unloading the horses. If you’'ll excus€ me

“I'll go with you.”

They developed a routine, and as soon as Berthadnmto Rosalie’s
house and took charge of Elizabeth, Mattie begai®with Josh during
the day. And as they worked together, he realizagl food she was with
cows and horses.

“Damn, that woman can handle a horse as good amariive ever seen!”
Dusty Peterson said. Josh’'s foreman watched Mé#tigh a recalcitrant



calf out of the brush. At every turn she blocked tlalf, her horse turning
in an instant to work the bawling calf back towé#rd herd.

“She’s been doing it all her life,” Josh said pedtorily, watching
Mattie’s trim backside in the saddle, her jeansdadlto her like a second
skin. He was beginning to lose sleep over the woraad his nerves felt
raw. He was finding excuses to ride with her dutimg day and sitting up
late hours with her every night, and he knew heaukhsetop. Yet he was
drawn to her. She was all he had hoped for, plusisch more. She kept
the household running smoothly, taking charge efrtew cook, Maria, as
well as Bertha, spending time every evening witzdfleth and then riding
like one of the men all day.

One morning in early May, while they were separatime cows from the
calves, Mattie caught up with Josh to ride beside H told my foreman,
Abe, that | would come home at noon today and magt him. Since |
have to leave, I'll just ride with you during theoming,” she said.

“Go on now if you want.”

“No. I can help for a few hours.”

He glanced at her. Her face looked scrubbed, hes byight and clear. A
broad-brimmed Stetson shaded her eyes and theblaid) hung down her
back. “You’re doing a good job, Mattie. You've gbts ranch humming in
order.”

“Thank you. I like riding with you. | missed ridingith Dad. The men who
work for me are always so polite when I'm with them

“And I'm not polite?”

She blinked, and he laughed, reaching out to tugesrbraid. “I'm teasing
you. Don’t look so worried.”

“I told you, 1 don’t know how to .deal with men @nsocial level.”

“Why don’t you?” he asked in a challenging voic&Vho’'s hurt you?
There must have been someone.” She bit her lipgardd beyond him as



she shook her head. "No one in particular. Likeld tyou, I've just never
dated much. I've always been taller than most gWken | was growing
up, it was particularly bad. Some boys made fumefuntil | didn’t want

to be around any of them. By the time | was a sompire in college, |

think Dad decided | would never date or marry ardobgan to plan my
life around staying on the ranch and running itwitm.”

“He was too hasty.”

“In college | didn’t want to sleep around. That d&mn just added to the
dating problems until | stopped going out,” shelsai

“So I'll bet you turned some guys down who mightvéadbeen really
interested.”

“I might have, but it Wasn’'t worth what I'd gonerttugh. I've been called
lots of names-in high school, ‘freak’ and ‘geekpidain college, just
‘frigid.”

“Hellfire,” he said, staring at her as she rodenwier back straight and her
chin raised defiantly. He suspected her dotingefatiiadn’t helped the
situation. “I'd say you survived remarkably welketh”

She gave him a fleeting smile. “It wasn’t a big Id&fser sixth or seventh
grade. | spent some miserable hours in my earhstée

“Well, I'm the lucky man, thanks to the blindnedssome local jerks. You
would have been married long ago otherwise.”

She slanted him a look, her green eyes mischievdash, you know you
see me as a business partner. Before the weddingbgcely knew |
existed, and you probably thought of me in the sesang you would one of
these cowboys.” Before he could answer, she urgechbrse ahead, and
he stared at her, his gaze dropping to her tigtutdi jeans.

There was a feisty streak in the woman that shé keger wraps most of
the time, but occasionally he provoked her andoppged out. And every
time she Hung some challenge at him, he wantedachrfor her and taste
some of that fire that seemed to simmer beneatluHace. She would be



surprised to know how wrong she was, too. He didtimok of herein the
same way as he did any cowboy he knew. If she hgddea how much of
his thoughts she was taking, she would be shocked.

As they began to round up a herd and move themdthar pasture, a cow
and calf cut off into the brush. Mattie went afteem, turning swiftly to
block the cow. As her horse spun around, a braipged across Mattie’'s
cheek. The crimson slash ran from her cheek tgavwerJosh inhaled and
started to urge his horse forward when Dusty blddks way.

“She’s a damned fine cowhand. You wouldn’'t comany rescue for a
scratch on the face. Don’'t embarrass her. She waanit special treatment.

“She’s mywife. That's reason enough for special treatment.”

Josh reined in and drew a deep breath, watchilgadise worked the cow
and calf back into the herd. Riding beside her,pb#ed out a clean
handkerchief and handed it to her. She starechablankly.

“You've cut your face.”

She put her hand up and then took his handkercAibanks | never felt
it.”

He stared at her, feeling a mixture of emotionse #as better than some
of the men who worked for him, yet he hated thelskcross her face. Her
skin was soft and smooth, and she didn’t belongrotite brush with cattle
and horses and rough men.

Knowing that was what she preferred, he clampedjdws closed and
turned his horse.

They drove the herd to a pasture near a large woaderal, moving
quietly to cut out calves. Josh watched Mattie @jypsShe was competent
and graceful. He admired her line cutting horse waatched them work
together as efficiently as if the horse had beeexaansion of her.

An hour later he glanced back to see Mattie wheelhorse around and
head back toward the house. He watched her, tlgngfnmoments with



her, admitting to himself he’d been looking forwaatl day to their
evening together.



CHAPTER SIX

Mattie brushed down, fed and watered her bay bedfviding to the house.
Noonday sun was blistering and a dust devil swinfethe pasture to her
right. As, she neared the back door she heardrastea

Frowning, Mattie quickened her step and entered ¢bel house.
Elizabeth’s shrieks were louder and above the cotlmdertha Ingersoll
shouted.

“Shut up! Just shut up your crying!”

Horrified, Mattie raced to the family room and ofed through the door.
Elizabeth sat sobbing in the middle of the floorle/tBertha was sprawled
in a leather chair, her feet on an ottoman. She shaking her linger at
Elizabeth.

“Elizabeth,” Mattie said, rushing in to sweep tlnél@ into her arms.

"Mrs. Brand!” Bertha came to her feet as Mattie ngd around.

“I thought we fully understood each other aboutiphimg Elizabeth or
screaming at her.”

“Ma’am, she’s just cranky.”

“So am |,” Mattie snapped while she held a shalitigabeth who clung to
her. The baby was hot and damp from crying. “Did @ her?”

“Heavens, no! Although she could use a good swat.”
“No, she could not.”
“I'll take her. It was just temperament-”

“Your job is terminated,” Mattie said quietly.



“That’s ridiculous! Child is spoiled rotten-”

“I don’t know how you got such excellent referendast I'll not have you
yelling at Elizabeth. And this sweet child isn’tofied. You'll be paid for
two weeks, but you need to pack and leave. Yotireugh now.”

“You can't fire me. over a child crying! There’s-"
“Goodbye, Bertha,” Mattie said, her voice growinged.

Bertha opened her mouth, looked into Mattie’s eyes$turned on her heel,
leaving the room.

“Shh, I'm here, love,” Mattie whispered, jigglindiEabeth. Mattie patted
the baby’s back, turned off the television and Wenthe nursery to rock
her.

In minutes Elizabeth was quiet, and Mattie wenth® phone to call her
ranch and talk to her foreman.

After the phone call she bathed and changed Elikhalbed her lunch and
then buckled her into the car seat. She was takizgbeth with her to the
Rocking R. Two hours later she drove home withdHeth, talking to her
as they sped to the Triple B.

Elizabeth went down for a nap easily, and Mattieked up the toys in the
family room. When Maria came into the kitchen tarstdinner, Mattie
offered to help.

Maria was married to one of the hands, she andhbheband, Charley
Adair, had a small house on the ranch. Maria coaked cleaned now,
coming in late afternoon during the week. She ditwork on weekends.

Mattie helped Maria for a few minutes and then weptto wash and

change for dinner. She dressed in cut-offs andia shirt before brushing
and braiding her hair again. While she moved aratedroom restlessly,

waiting for Josh’s arrival, Gran called. As Mattegked on the phone, Josh
passed her room, but it was another ten minutesrdeshe hung up the
phone and went to his room. The door stood opehsha went inside.



“Josh?”

He stepped out of his bathroom, a towel fastenemirat his waist.
Startled, Mattie’'s gaze ran down the length of hiis skin was dark, his
body tightly muscled, and the white towel was akstontrast wrapped
low around his slender hips.

“Sorry to intrude.”

“Come in. I've got on a towel,” he said, and shardethe amusement in
his voice. Mattie drew a deep breath at the sidhtim. His dark eyes

flicked over her, and he crossed the room, reachingnd her to close the
door. He stopped only a few feet from her, his Isaod his hips. “You

look cool and nice.”

“Thank you,” she said, momentarily distracted. Siealized he was
beginning to notice her more, just as she notigedriow. His black hair
was damp, sleeked back from his face. He was almaedé, incredibly
masculine and handsome. Her pulse raced, and shgglstd to stop
staring at his body.

“How’s the cut?" he asked, touching her jaw witk thp of his finger and
turning her face to look at her cheek.

“II mend in a few days,” she replied. She wa® toonscious of his
magnificent body, of him stroking her cheek.

“And how are things at your place?" he said, stagdoo close, looking at
her too intently.

Mattie couldn’t keep her gaze from drifting downeovhis chest again,
remembering that moment in the hotel in Fort Wartiten he had pulled
her into his arms and kissed her.

“Mattie?”



She realized he said her name and she looked upe \Wis dark gaze
searched hers, tension arced between them likéniigh The air all but
crackled while her nerves became raw.

Josh stared at her, feeling as if he could getifoite green depths of her
eyes. She was in cut-offs and a fresh shirt, witly the slightest makeup
on her face. She looked gorgeous, but it was tpeession in her eyes that
had him going up in flames. For four weeks now they lived under the
same roof, getting up at night with Elizabeth, mgltogether, bumping into
each other in moments like this one. He had seettivim her cotton
nightgown, seen her asleep in a T-shirt, brushathagher too many times
a day to count, and it was all building an awarsrieshim that was tying
him in knots. His gaze lowered to her full lips wiiparted, and he
remembered their softness, the sweet, hot wetridss onouth.

Now her wide green eyes were an irresistible imaita With a groan, he
slipped an arm around her narrow waist and pulledagainst him. She
smelled like roses and was so soft it made him litemThere was no
mistaking the hunger and want in her eyes.

Bending his head, he covered her mouth with his. tdhgue met hers,
slipped deep into her mouth, tasting her fiery dness while he tightened
his hold and pulled 'her closer. He wanted this \@omwith a need that
startled and shook him. Her hands rested agaissshoulders and then
slipped around his neck and he groaned, relishivgg mharvel of her
holding him. How good her soft body, her soft totek!

Mattie clung to him, her heart pounding while sluiofved his lead,
returning his kiss, her tongue sliding into his mmowHis arms tightened
until she wondered whether she could get anotheatbr yet she loved
being held by him, feeling his solid muscles, rean strength. Slowly,
conscious of the line she was crossing and thaebashe was lowering
between them, she slid her fingers down his smaitbng back. She felt
his narrow waist, the rough texture of the toweltttvas knotted tightly
around him. And she felt his hard masculinity pregsinst her, bold
evidence of the effect she was having on him.



Heat coiled low in her body, a driving need thaswgony. She wanted to
thrust her hips against him. She was bombardedbyasions new to her,
sensations that were as intoxicating as the stsingee.

Wanting her, Josh leaned away slightly, tuggingdiert out of her shorts
and running his hand beneath it. When he cuppethieast, Mattie felt as
if she would melt with pleasure. He pushed aside ldte, his thumb
flicking over her nipple while he kissed her hard.

She moaned, the sound taken by his mouth. He ezlehsr, and she

gasped for breath, momentarily startled that himsawere gone from

around her. Then she felt his fingers at her bsttétis dark eyes made her
tremble, because his desire was blatant and sgaldis he pushed away
her shirt, she felt the heat flood her cheeks, sjgt couldn’t stop him.

Instead, her breasts tingled and her body achddanibnging that she had
never felt before.

“You're beautiful,” he said in a raspy voice whiie cupped her breasts in
his dark hands, His thumbs circling her nipplegaBure swept over her,
and she ached for more. The hungry desire in tidaigtit depths of Josh’s
eyes shook her.

She should stop him. She knew this held little nregarior him beyond

something physical, yet she couldn’'t stop him. Higresses were
monumental to her. He was sexy, damned handsomegrsident. He

could have had most any woman he wanted, yet te hau tell her she
was beautiful and look at her as if she were tHg woman in the world,

was intoxicating, too irresistible to tell him tmp.

She looked at him through half-closed eyes, ralighiis body, glorying
that he wanted her. He leaned down, taking herlaipp his mouth,
stroking her with this tongue. With a small cry,esteached for him,
sliding her aims around his neck again and moviagecto kiss him.

His arms wrapped around her like tight bands. Skgeld him, letting go
the pent-up yearning, memorizing the moment. Hedybtt perfectly

against the hard contours of his body; the bulg@isfmanhood pressed
against her, and she thrilled to the feel of hiraiast her body. Knowing it
was all moving too fast for her, she found the egerto resist, pushing



away. She stepped back, pulling her blouse cld8d. weren’'t going to
do this,” she whispered. “Our lives will part, Joslkdon’t know how to be
casual about sex.” Trying to get strength intov@ce, she struggled at the
same time to keep her gaze from sliding over him.

She wanted him to say that they wouldn’t part, éaydthat he would let
her go sometime in the future, yet he stood watchier in silence. She
averted her eyes. But in her peripheral vision, cbeld see the white
towel and the effects of their kisses. He was asasad as she was, yet any
loving would be meaningless to him, she knew.

Disappointed, still wanting him, she turned herkband fastened her bra
and began buttoning her wrinkled shirt, while heoughts roiled like a
storm-swept sea.

As badly as she desired him, she couldn’t go intoeaningless, physical
relationship. When he finally said it was ovenwiuld tear her apart. And
there was no doubt that someday a physical reliprwith Josh would
be completely over.

Her fingers shook as she buttoned her blouse. He seaquiet, she
wondered what he was thinking.

“You're a very desirable, beautiful woman, Mattidné said, his voice a
husky rasp. She closed her eyes, feeling torn, im@gmd turn around and
fling herself in his arms and try to make him falllove with her. But that
was exactly what the nannies before her had dodetrey’d completely
turned him off. He wouldn't fall in love with hehat way. They lived
under the same roof, rode together all day, talkéd each other every
evening. They were both normal, healthy and strdige proximity was
bound to ignite fires between them, but it didn&am it would create love.

“Thank you,” Mattie said firmly, wishing her thuddj heart would slow
and her nerves would calm and her memory wouldetohgs kisses and
caresses.

He moved past her, picked up his jeans and disaggéato the bathroom.
Minutes later, he reappeared, wearing his jean$oting the last button.
He sucked in his narrow waist and she watchedirfated by him.



She felt on fire with the longing to feel his stgorhard body pressed
against her again. His skin was the color of teakl his muscles rippled as
he walked. She looked up and found him watching her

“I came in to talk to you,” she said, trying to detr mind back on the
problems at hand, to stop being so conscious dfdmis chest.

“And?” he asked after a moment.

Momentarily she forgot completely what she was albosay. She tried to
recall why she was in his room. He was waiting, cvatg her closely.
“You distract me!” she said, impatient with herself

“I'm glad,” he answered quietly. “It's good to knoyou notice me.”

“I've always noticed you. And | have to talk to ybshe added swiftly as
his brows arched and he opened his mouth to sagteomy. “When |
came home today, Bertha was yelling at Elizabefined the woman.”

“Hellfire.” Frowning, he rubbed the back of his ketl don’t want to say |
told you so, but I've had nothing except troubléhamannies. She didn’t
hurt Elizabeth, did she?”

“No, | don’t think so. Elizabeth has never actedfahe didn’t like her*or
was scared of her. Bertha was yelling, but she iwdke chair watching
television. She said she had never struck Elizataetl | think she was
telling the truth. | can’t understand her excelleferences. How could she
have had such good references?”

“If all she does is yell, maybe the family we talké& didn’t mind her
shouting at their kids. She worked for them eigbarg, so they should
have known her.”

“Eight years is a long time, and they thought slas wonderful. Anyway,
I'll get someone else.”

“I can ask Maria to keep Elizabeth during the dayiluve find another
nanny.”



Mattie shook her head. “No need. I'll stay with Zabeth until you hire
someone.”

His brows arched. “You're sure?”

“I think | can give up riding after bawling cowsdnalves for a few days,”
she said, touching the cut on her cheek lightly.

He moved closer and with every step she felt hisepump another notch.
“Josh-" she said, her tone of voice holding a wagrthat stopped him.

“You're certain Elizabeth is all right?”

“Yes, she’s fine. She was playing almost as sooweagot home.” Mattie
moved away, hurrying toward the door. “I'll see yaudinner. I'll help
Maria so she can go home early.”

The door closed behind her, and he stood with iets bn his hips. He
wanted Mattie, and his desire was escalating figréde closed his eyes,
remembering the past few moments. “Hellfire,” heosavsoftly, striding

impatiently to the closet to get his shirt. He knighattie had ordered texts
to study for the entrance exam to law school. She already thinking
about the day she would pack and go.

He thought about really courting her, trying to wWiar affections, to get
her to stay, but the moment the idea came to niwedrejected it. He
wouldn’t make the same mistakes a second time. &tk drgued and
cajoled and coaxed Lisa into staying on the raifdhe hadn’t, she would
be alive today.

When the time came, he had to let Mattie go. Righw, he was damn
lucky to have her, and he should keep his hantsneelf, he admonished.
He tried to remember her in years past, but heblaaely noticed her then.
And whenever he thought of her in earlier yearsallngays pictured her at
her father’s side. Even in barrel racing, her das &lways waiting in the
wings, always watching her.



Josh thought about Elizabeth. Was he going tofaéhar like Frank Ryan?
Someday he would have to let Elizabeth go, too.hbjged he didn’t turn
possessive like Old Man Ryan.

Josh yanked on his shirt and combed his hair. émtirror’s reflection he
noticed the faint smudges of red on his mouth anddnefully wiped them
away. Mattie was some woman, and he was goingue ttaexercise more
good sense and control around her. She wawifes dammit, and as off-
limits to him as if she were married to someone.e&he was a wife in
name only, and he was the only one to blame. Bl ifiad known, would
he have waited and courted her and really trieglitoher over?

While he mulled the question, he stared at himsetfie mirror. He shook
his head. He wasn't in love with her. He still ldvkisa, but he wanted
Mattie. His body ached for her. It was lust, bugrhwas more to it than
that. A lot more. He liked her. She was turningiohe of the best friends
he’d had. She was easier to talk to than Lisa heghpbut then Mattie
knew his world. He couldn’t imagine any problemdoeildn’t discuss with

her.

“Except that | want to go to bed with you,” he saidud, thinking about
her big green eyes staring at him.

“Hellfire. The woman’s got me talking to myself réetting tasks, shaking
like I'm one hundred years old.” He turned abruhd strode down the
hall toward the kitchen.

Mattie looked up when he entered. Her green eyaskigal and she held a
manual in her hand. Brown wrapping paper was str@wthe countertop.

“Look, my law texts came! Here are the manualsnk $er so | can study
for the LSAT, the Law School Admission Test.”

“Now you'll be studying at night.”

“I can study when you work on your bookkeeping.’eSstacked the
manuals on the counter. “I told Gran | wanted tda@taw school.”



“What did she say?” he asked, looking at the eagmnin Mattie’s
expression, wanting to cross the room and tosbdb&s aside and pull her
into his arms and make love to her.

“She asked whayou thought. | think anything that's all right with yas
fine with her. She is so happy I'm married. Grawvaredid want me to
work alongside Dad.”

Only half listening to her, Josh couldn’t resis¢ ttemptation to cross the
room, placing his hand on the counter and leaniagecto her. “Then she
might not be hurt if you gave up the ranch.”

“She would be hurt if | sold it. As long as it stay the family and I'm
your wife, she’s happy.”

“So am |, Mattie.”

Mattie inhaled deeply. “Josh, you stand too cl@3iener’s ready as soon
as Elizabeth wakes.”

“You make me want to stand close-"

A wail came from down the hall and Mattie brushegtpghim. “I'll go get
Elizabeth.”

He watched the sway of her hips and swore at himseave the woman
alone, he told himself again, turning to glarehat aw manuals.

That night after dinner they took Elizabeth outsidesh put up a baby
swing on a low branch of a tall oak while Elizabptayed in the grass and
Mattie alternately watched her and her daddy.

Muscles flexed in his arms and back as he workedhenswing. He
hoisted himself up into the tree, climbing out oatbranch to fasten chains
over it. He slipped the protective rubber coverimgplace on the chains to
protect the tree limb and then he dropped easiljgaround.

“Ma,” Elizabeth said, holding up her arms.



Startled because Elizabeth had never called hernanye, Mattie knelt
down to pick her up. “It's Mattie, Elizabeth. Maet& she enunciated.

“You may have to settle for Ma,” Josh said quietly.

“I'm not her mother, and | don’t want her to calersomething that will
upset you.”

“It won't upset me. | imagine before long she’ll balling you Mama.
She’s too little to remember Lisa,” he said in &npd voice. “When she’s
old enough, I'll tell her about her mother. | teéir off and on now, but it's
meaningless.”

“It might not be so meaningless. She’s a very hrajtild.”
“You think so?" he asked, studying Mattie intently.

“Yes, very,” she said, looking at Elizabeth who wagying the ribbon
around Mattie’s braid. “You are a bright girl, aiteyou, Li’l Bit?”

“Are you coming?" Mattie asked, slanting Josh &lower her shoulder as
she and Elizabeth headed toward the barn.

“Sure. I'll finish the swing in a little while.” Havatched her head toward
the gate while he felt a surge of satisfaction. tMaand Elizabeth had
taken to each other like a lost kitten and its rantMattie fussed over her,
played with her and paid more attention to her yway. Elizabeth, in
turn, was reaching for Mattie more and more oftéea.wondered whether
Mattie noticed their changing relationship or not.

As he strode across the yard to catch up with themyatched the sway of
Mattie’s hips again and swore at himsdlbave the woman alonde
warned himselfShe’s only in your life temporarily.

Josh tried. For the last two weeks of May, he yetaiéd to avoid spending
time with Mattie. They stopped riding together hesa now she stayed
home with Elizabeth. He missed her company, remopdiimself that her



absence would only be for about a week or two whkile ran ads and
interviewed nannies and hired someone. When henithsher, he tried to
keep his hands to himself. He tried to avoid spem@ivery spare moment
with her, but by the end of two weeks, he was haclooking forward
eagerly to the early evening hours when they bddlgeal with Elizabeth
and then the quiet hours of companionship with Mattter Elizabeth was
tucked into bed.

And avoiding her had not diminished his need tonmite her one degree.
To his chagrin, he thought about her more than.ever

On a hot afternoon the last week of June, whilmgideside Dusty as they
headed home, he was lost in thought until he ndtidesty staring at him,
his blue eyes filled with curiosity.

“Something wrong?” Josh asked. “Have | just turgegen or something?”

“Maybe | ought to askou,boss. I've known you a long time. Is something
wrong?”

“No. Everything’s fine. What made you ask?”

“I've asked you a coupla questions and haven’tegoéiny answers.”

Josh gritted his teeth. “Sorry. My mind was on &hieth. I've been up
nights with her. | think she’s getting a new tobtHe was flat lying to

Dusty, but how could he explain he was awake halursng the night

because he wanted his wife?

“How’s the missus?”

“Mattie’s fine.”

“Miss her out here riding with us. You're a fortt@anan. You deserve a
fine woman, but you're real lucky.”

“I know I'm lucky.” They reached the corral and misunted, each taking
care of his horse in silence. When Josh was reatigad for the house, he
glanced over his shoulder. "See you, Dusty."



“Sure. Hope you sleep tonight. And hope Li'l Bitgé@er tooth.”
"Thanks."

Josh crossed the yard, puffs of dust rising afehestep. He raised his hat
and wiped sweat off his forehead. It had to be @rex hundred degrees.
All he wanted was a cold shower, a cold beer aloth@ quiet evening with
Mattie. He closed his thoughts beyond that, figiptimages that taunted
and threatened his fragile peace. He could remerttiar day in his
bedroom when he had unbuttoned her shirt. She wastiful with full,
lush curves, so soft it made him quiver to thinkatther.

Inside the cool house it was quiet. Maria was nowhe sight, yet the
kitchen smelled tantalizing. He tossed his hat gmeg and went to the
fridge. A bowl of fresh fruit and a platter of cken salad looked tempting.
He grabbed a beer, uncapped it and yanked outhiisad as he headed
down the hall.

“Mattie! Li’l Bit! I'm home!”

He took a long drink, feeling the cold beer go dowe pulled the bandana
from around his neck, wiped his forehead again yartked off his shirt.
He looked into the empty family room. Where wasrgope?

He headed toward his room. “Mattie!”

No answer. His curiosity rose until he heard a abuef laughter.

Following the sounds, he headed toward Mattie’srroboud splashing
and shrieks came from Elizabeth. And Mattie’s lgeghang out, a sound
that lifted his spirits.

He leaned against the jamb of Mattie’s bathroomrday, enjoying the

sight of Mattie bathing Elizabeth. Elizabeth’s hams sudsy, standing
straight up in a point. Mattie was in cut-offs, Iséirt tied high around her
midriff and unbuttoned low in front, and she wasdbaot. She had looped
her hair on her head, but short tendrils escapedndr her face, hanging
over her ears and neck. The front of her shirt seesked, suds were on her



cheek, and she was laughing as she bathed Elizalbeihwas splashing
water wildly with both hands.

Leaning over the edge of the tub, Mattie rose tokhees, her bottom trim
in the tight cut-offs. Josh drew a deep breatheastared at her.

Mattie rubbed Elizabeth’s head. “Now, I'm readyritose your hair. It will
be so easy, Li'l Bit. Here’s your yellow duck thgbesquack quack,”
Mattie said, trying to distract Elizabeth while simesed the soap out of her
hair.

She almost had it rinsed when Elizabeth realizeadtvgihe was doing.
“No!” she screeched, trying to pull away.

“Look at him,” Mattie said, swishing the yellow gl&c duck through the
water. “He’s looking for his mam&uack, quack!”

Elizabeth laughed, forgetting about the rinsinge Siplashed the duck,
suddenly splashing Mattie. “Mama!”

“Hey, you,” Mattie said good-naturedly, a thrilluimping in her heart
when Elizabeth called her Mama.

Elizabeth smiled up at her. “Mama.” “Yes, Li’l BitPou're a sweetie, did
you know that? You're my little sweetie, and youatso your daddy’s
little sweetie. We'll get you out now,” she saidtiig Elizabeth from the
tub, then drying her off before placing her in Hassinet.

“Knock, knock. Can | come in!” Josh rapped on thmlp.

“Josh! | didn’t know it was so late-”

Mattie looked flustered, and Josh wondered if $stloaight she didn’t look
presentable, because she reached up to push lbtksraway from her
face. Bending forward, he turned on a bathtub faacel tugged off a
dusty boot.

“If that is cold water,” he began, tossing down bo®t and pulling off the
other one with a grunt of effort. He flung it asialed yanked off his socks.



“I'm getting in it,” he stated, throwing down hisigt, setting the beer on
the vanity and stepping into the tub.

“Josh!” Mattie exclaimed. “Your jeans!”
“I almost threw myself into the horse trough, it svao damned hot
outside,” he said as he sank into the water thbmsuged himself, coming

up at once and shaking his hair away from his face.

“Well, you can have the tub. You don’'t need me,” tti4a said. She
sounded breathless, and he looked at her to findthdying his chest.

Cool water swirled around him. He grabbed Mattiesist, feeling
devilish, curious about the change in her tonegwinig his resolutions to
leave her alone to the winds. “Come in with me,’shal.

Mattie looked at the gleam in Josh’'s eyes and gteagto break free.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Come on, Mattie,” he urged. “For once in your Jifeirn loose and do
something silly.”

“'m not getting in the tub like this!” she protest, laughing, but still
struggling with him, seeing laughter dancing in diésk eyes.

With a splash of water that went over the floor édttie, Josh stood,
stepped out of the tub and scooped Mattie int@hiss.

“Josh Brand, put me down!"

“Sure will,” he drawled and sat down in the tub. téached around her to
turn off the faucet. “Now we can cool off togetlidre said.

“Josh Brand, look at me! You've lost your mind!" Ma exclaimed.
“You look better than that dinner | saw in the é&” he remarked, and

Mattie turned her head to meet his gaze. She wiais iarms in the tub. His
chest was bare and her left hand was against @nrjght arm still around



his neck from when he had lifted her into his arBise met his dark eyes,
and her breathing stopped as she stared at him.

The laughter vanished in his eyes, replaced ingtaytdesire. He ran his
finger along the edge of her shirt, down over harves. Her heart
pounded, and she drew a deep breath, feeling sifigden his touch, aware
of their wet bodies pressed together, of his aloagainst her thigh, of his
hand resting on her hip.

She caught his hand. “Josh, | don’t think this goad idea.”
“I suppose you're right,” he admitted reluctantly.

She stood, and water poured off her. “When | getafithe tub, I'll get
water all over everything. And you will, too.”

“Okay. | shouldn’t have done this, but it feelsdikeaven. It’'s hotter than
Hades out there today. There’s no need to traiemiato the bedroom. Go
ahead and strip down here in the bathroom. I'thtiony head.”

Annoyed, Mattie stared at him. Elizabeth was happilaying in her
bassinet. Josh leaned back, his arms spread owdyaitk of the tub. His
head was wet, his hair sleeked back, drops of wgtistening on his
shoulders and chest. He looked too damned appealitg sexy. She
inhaled and grabbed a towel. “All right. Turn ydwaad.”

“Reluctantly,” he said and turned his face to tradlw
“Close your eyes.”

His lashes lowered and her gaze ran over him swiigr pulse jumping at
the sight of his broad chest, glistening with wawhy did the man have
to have a body that made her weak in the knees?h&nglas beginning to
lose his somber preoccupation with grief. A foréeflynamic personality
was surfacing that made him doubly irresistible.Hae filled voids in her
empty life, and she was more drawn to him with gy, yet caution
warned her to be careful.



She stepped out of the tub. Holding the towel, tsineed around to strip
down to her underwear.

Josh opened his eyes. He had made all sorts of amgspromises to
Mattie, but turning his head and closing his ey&seanot hard-and-fast
guarantees.

Unabashed, he looked at her, and his cool bodyebla®o another sweat
that was hotter than the one caused outside bil#zéng sun. Mattie had
her back to him and was stepping out of her cw:-offer filmy pink
panties clung wetly to her shapely bottom, whicks waore enticing and
sexy than he had imagined. She dropped the blansehis gaze ran down
her slender back that narrowed to a tiny waistn thared out slightly at
her hips and round bottom. He looked' at her Idmapsly legs, sleek and
wet from the bath, and his arousal was hard and hot

He turned his head before she caught him lookinghe knew he would
have the image of her indelibly etched in his miatever. The woman
was to-die-for gorgeous. Lush, smooth, sexy. Hetadmer more than
ever.

When the bathroom door closed, he looked arountha§he was gone
and had taken Elizabeth with her. He ran his haver dis head, then
slipped beneath the water and came up swiftly,sjphg more bathwater
on the floor.

He stepped out, grabbed a clean towel and yankddsojeans and shorts,
knotting the towel around his waist. He knockedtloa closed bathroom
door, adjoining Mattie’'s bedroom. “Mattie, can Inge out of here?”

“Sure.”

He opened the door. Elizabeth sat in her carrieatti®l was dressed in a
cotton sundress and was starting to braid her Hhéér.couldn’t resist

looking at her from her head to her toes. The dnessblue denim with a
square neckline and narrow straps over her barelddrs. It had patch
pockets on the skirt. “You look great!” he exclaoa a husky voice.



She blushed as she faced him, then ran her handheveskirt nervously.
“I don’t have many dresses. | bought this last vesekwhen we were in
town and | was shopping for Elizabeth.”

“I'like it. It could be shorter.”
Frowning, she looked down. “It's too long?”
“I can’t see enough of your legs.”"

Her head came up, and he bit back a smile at tipgise in her wide eyes.
“You had me worried. I'm not very sure of myself @hit comes to
dresses-something my sisters mastered at age five.”

“You're doing fine. Just remember shorter next tihtee added lightly,
and she made a face at him.

With a kiss for Elizabeth, he left to shower andwuhe, his thoughts of
Mattie seething while me image of her stepping authe wet cut-offs
stayed firmly in his mind.

As he was dressing after his shower, his gaze pawsé.isa’s picture. He
crossed the room to pick up the photo, lookingeatdmiling face. “I love

you,” he said softly. “I've got a good woman, Lidehave to go on with

life. She’s so good to Li'l Bit.” He replaced thecfure. The loss still hurt.
He would love Lisa always and love the memorietdd, but the pain had
dulled and his grief was healing and he knew whyas healing. Mattie. A
woman who would be part of his life even more lyidian Lisa had been.

He glanced around the room that was filled withyries of Lisa. Even if it
was temporary, he was married to another woman k®@apicked up the
pictures carefully and carried them to the clos&wly putting most of
them away. There was one in Elizabeth’s room, amdvbuld leave it
there. Elizabeth should grow up knowing what hethaplooked like. But
Mattie shouldn’t have to face his first wife’s piot everywhere she
turned.

Josh joined Mattie and Elizabeth in the dining ro@nd they shared a
quiet dinner. He told Mattie about his day-whichdes were down, that a



faulty water pump needed to be fixed-then he ledreak in his chair and
sipped his iced tea. “Have you had any responstgetad for a nanny?”

Mattie was feeding the baby mashed carrots, cadyefiping her chin,
while Elizabeth was busily trying to pick up bits a banana that Mattie
had cut up for her. Mattie glanced at him, her ldalkect and unwavering.
“I didn’t place the ad.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

“Why didn’t you run the ad?”

“I rather like the way we'’re living right now,” shanswered quietly,
concentrating on spooning another bit of carrai BBlizabeth’s mouth.

Startled, he stared at her, remembering thoseféwvstimes together when
she had sworn she couldn’t take care of Elizabéth.she had stepped in
and taken charge of Elizabeth with quiet efficien®nd he knew
Elizabeth was coming to love Mattie. He felt a paHgw much would it
hurt Elizabeth when Mattie left them?

“I thought you didn’t want to take care of a childe said quietly.

She sent him a look that he couldn’t fathom befdre turned her attention
back to Elizabeth. “You have an adorable daughteing said, more to
Elizabeth than to him. “I enjoy this, so I'll justay with her.”

“What about studying for law school?’ he askeddimaj his breath.

“Oh, I've been studying for the exam. | can readlevehe’s napping and
at night. And I've applied to take the LSAT in Amst She paused to look
at him. “lI can get Lottie to watch Elizabeth theydém gone., It's
scheduled for next Monday.”

“That’s right away,” he said. “Planning on gettiogt of our marriage?”

“Of course not. | just thought I'd get the prelirames out of the way. |
might not pass the test.”

“You'll pass the test. | saw your college transtriyou had arA average.”
Feeling a strange knot inside, he knew it was gaingurt when she did
go. He leaned back in his chair and watched hed fezabeth while
images of her shedding her cut-offs plagued him.

She glanced at him. “So what are you thinking?”



“If you stay regularly with Elizabeth, what happemfien you leave?
Elizabeth may come to love you very much.”

"I thought about that, but even if | get a nanny dikes, there’s no
guarantee the nanny will stay. Elizabeth will h&wenake adjustments like
that all through life. Of course, if you don’t wame to stay with her-"

“Damn straight! | want you to stay!” he said empbaty, leaning
forward. “You're the best one to have with her. vday we have you,
we’ll be lucky,” he said, his voice becoming huskyinking about himself.

She glanced at him again, curiosity in her gaze, laam stared back. He
wanted her. Half the time-more than half-he wartegull her into his

arms. He struggled with himself now to keep froningoaround the table
and taking her into his arms; he had sworn he wayldo keep his hands
to himself. Mattie had single-handedly vanquishedgnief and loneliness.
He noticed the world around him again, felt aseafviere emerging out of
dark depths into sunshine. Elizabeth and Mattiaugpnd warmth to him,

but it was Mattie who was giving vitality to higdi

“Then that's settled,” she said, returning to fegdtlizabeth.

After dinner, Josh took his daughter outside toycher around the yard
and down to the barn. Mattie cleaned the kitchet watched his long
stride, inhaling deeplyEvery day we have you, we’ll be luclkyis words
played in her thoughts. If only he meant them viihwhole heart, but she
knew there was still a part of him locked away tighand she knew she
wasn’t going to be the woman to win his heart.

That night after they had tucked Elizabeth into,ldbdy sat talking in the
family room. Long past midnight a rumble in thetdicce made both of
them stop and listen.

“Thunder,” Josh said, standing to go to the wind@vwhope to hell it isn’t
just the heat.” He went back to sprawl on the sdfide Mattie sat on the
floor, trying to organize a baby book for Elizaheth

“When was this picture taken?”



He rolled off the sofa and went to sit beside hertlee floor, looking at
Elizabeth’s baby picture and inhaling Mattie’'s pene. “l don'’t

remember. Mom was always writing me for pictureblé stopped and
shook his head, then stood and crossed the roofiorgbt something |
have to tell you.”

Josh picked up a letter from his desk, then retlitnesit beside her. “This
is from Mom; She wants us to come to Chicago withabeth next month,
around August fifteenth.”

“That’s fine.”

“Good. I'll let her know we’ll be there. I'll wargou now-Mom will have a
party every night we're there. She’ll want to itume you to all their
friends.”

Mattie turned to ice as she twisted around to face “l can’t do that.”
“Why not?”

She straightened. “I don’t know anything about ieartJosh. That's so out
of my element. | never socialized. Dad and | juayed at the ranch. He
didn’t like parties, and after Mom died he turnemvtt most invitations. |
told you, in some ways | feel like an anachronism.”

Josh scooted closer beside her and rested his @inh®r shoulders. He
caught her long braid in his hands behind her hiegthg with it while he
gazed into worried green eyes.

“You'll do fine. It won’t be as big a deal as ouedding reception.”

“Oh, yes, it will,” she said firmly. He could detethe scent of roses, and
he was conscious of his knee touching her thigh,anins resting on her
slender shoulders. He began to unfasten her bittggnothing to you, and
you can’'t understand why I'd be afraid,” she conéd; “but | don’'t have
fancy dresses-1 hardly have any dresses. Besidesnid I'm wearing now,

| have two old dresses and one from the rehearsaedwe had. That’s
it.”



“Don’t worry. We can get you dresses.”

“You know it's more than that. | don’'t know how tix and mingle with
people-especially when it's senators and legistatond big-city people
like the ones your mother and stepfather know.”

"I'm not worried, and you shouldn’t be. Just be gmif. They won't be
any different from people here, Mattie.”

“I'll be a hick. And not only a hick, but a six-fotall one.”

“How in the hell did you get the idea that you'o® ttall?"

“l am! Dad always said | was just too tall for bdys

"Well, did it ever occur to you that your dad migjatve been wrong?”

“No, he wasn’t,” she said, staring solemnly at hibosh carefully and
slowly unfastened her braid. He combed his fingbresugh her hair and
let the locks fall over her shoulders. Through aehaf worries, Mattie was
aware of his warm fingers brushing her shoulderd #moat, tugging
lightly at strands of her hair. She stared into @i&sk eyes while her
thoughts churned at the prospect of having to dtteeveral big-city
parties.

“I think your dad was way off base. And | think baused you to sell
yourself short.”

“You don’t know what | went through growing up. idae does.”

“But you're all grown up and a beautiful woman,”’sbosaid in a husky
voice. He ran his fingers along the edge of thapstrof her dress, feeling
her smooth warm skin while he stared at her. Heamhginches from her,

and he wanted to kiss her.

“Josh-"



He leaned the last inches and covered her mouthhst The moment his
tongue went deeply into her mouth, his body tigaterHe slipped his arm
around her waist and pulled her around to cradiealgainst his shoulder
while he kissed away the protest he knew was coming

Mattie closed her eyes and wrapped her arms arbismdeck while she
returned his kisses. Why couldn’t she resist himPdBe knew the answer.
He was sexy, handsome, experienced, and she wasrahble and couldn’t
resist a man like him. She had no illusions. He a@sfalling in love with
her. There were still too many moments when heddadkcredibly sad or
pained and she knew he was remembering and gridemigis first wife.
Josh’s desire for her was physical, a need growirtgof sheer proximity.
He was a healthy, strong male with normal urges.

Josh’s hand slid along her leg, and then beneathfulh skirt of her

sundress. All her logic vanished as he strokedbaee leg, his fingers
moving so lightly over her knee, along her thighe $aught his wrist and
tugged his hand away, and he wrapped his arms @rben holding her
while he kissed her.

While his fingers stroked her back, a fiery heathwithin her. Fighting
inner battles, yet unable to resist, she woundfihgers in his thick hair,
sliding her hand beneath his shirt to touch hisukters.

He twisted free the buttons in the back of her siraed pushed the
sundress down. With a moan she arched her bacle Wkl hand cupped
her breast and his thumb circled the nipple. Sltediezy with desire,
wanting him, unable to stop him, knowing every todmund her more
deeply to him.

He twisted around and lowered her to the floornileg down to kiss her
breast. She gasped with pleasure, her hands windings hair. She
wanted him more each time they kissed, and each sime found it more
difficult to tell him to stop. He shifted betweemrhlegs, pushing up her
skirt as he trailed his tongue in a fiery path glbwer inner thigh.

Feeling as if she had lost control of her body, ahehed her hips. She
knew nothing about being loved by a man and shedeaathis knowledge.
She wanted to know what it was like with Josh. Ahe& wanted to touch



and feel and memorize him, to know him, and stav@ayamemories of
their moments together. She twisted the buttonsiokhirt and pushed it
open to run her hands over his marvelous chest.

His hand stroked her, his fingers sliding benela¢hflimsy panties, and she
cried out with pleasure as she moved against tesspre that consumed
her. And she knew she had let passion go way toddiaw much of her
heart was she giving with each kiss?

“Josh!” She scrambled away from him, pulling at bezss. Standing, she
moved away while she tried to catch her breath. ¢t pounded, and
her body was on fire with longing. She wanted hiesgkrately, yet she
didn’t want to get hurt badly.

She glanced over her shoulder at him, and her Hmattled at the desire in
his expression. “l can’t go into a relationshiphliy.”

“You're a little late. We’re married.”
“But our marriage isn’t real, and it's not goinglést.”

He stared at her while she held her breath, waitwgnting to hear a
declaration of love from him even though she knewas ridiculous to
harbor such hope.

“I want you,” he said gruffly.

“That’s not enough. Too much is involved. If | makecommitment, you
know it'll be forever.”

Fighting the urge to reach for her to try to sedhee and destroy all her
arguments, Josh stared at her. She didn’'t wanmtéooh a ranch any more
than Lisa had. Mattie had her law manuals, andweek she would take
the LSAT, preparing herself for when she would &him.

Hurting, he rose abruptly and went outside, the@odton the porch and
watched the lightning in the distance and the meuofdclouds banked
along the horizon. A gust of hot wind struck hinafrging dust and the
faint smell of rain.



“Josh?”

As Mattie joined him, he placed his arm around stevulders. “I'll respect
what you want, Mattie, but sometimes, I'm goingslip.”

She couldn’t think of anything to answer and stopidetly watching the
lightning in the distance. The warm air carried lco@fts as gusts blew
across the porch. She watched the storm brew, batfar more aware of
her own stormy thoughts as Josh held her closastghis side. Even this
slight thing-just standing beside him on the pongth his arm across her
shoulders-felt so good, so right. She felt as & Bad come home. If only
he could let go his memories and love her. Butheltblearned years ago to
stop dreaming of “if onlys.”

“Let’s go in and you can read Mom'’s letter,” hedsai

Josh dropped his arm, and they entered the houwaeing for the coming
storm that would take place only a few feet awayhhnded her the letter
and sprawled on the sofa while she read.

Mattie’s head came up, her eyes narrowing. “Wetadmthis!” She waved
the letter at him.

“Do what?” he asked, although he knew perfectlyl wdlat she referred
to.

“ ‘We’ve done over the guest rooms,” ” Mattie realdud, ‘ * ‘and the big
one is for you and Mattie. The smaller one now &dmby bed ready for
Elizabeth.” ” Mattie lowered the letter. “You an@ddn’t share a bedroom.”

He held out his hands. “I'm sorry, but we have tare the room, or we’ll
have a hell of a lot of explaining to do. It'll huny mother just as much
,as it would have hurt your grandmother to tell e truth about our
marriage.”

“We can'’t sleep in the same bed.”



He stood and crossed the room to take the letben fier and toss it on a
table. He put his hands on her waist, and she \edggway from him,
stepping back and placing her hands on her hips.grsen eyes held
pinpoints of tire, and he knew he was in for albatt

“Don’t you try to sweet-talk me, Josh Brand! Orisie into giving in to
you! There’s no way I'm getting into the same bathwou!”

“Is that right? If | stay way over on my side anduystay way over on
yours, what on earth would it hurt?”

“Dammit,” she snapped. “You know how susceptibéen to you-”

“No, | didn’'t know that,” he said, his curiosity &ng along with his
pulse. “You always say no to me.”

‘I don’t say no fast enough! Look at me!” She waueer hand at her
wrinkled dress.

“I'm looking, and the view is mighty nice,” he dréad. He wanted to peel
away the sundress, to let his hands and mouth rowge her bare skin.
Just how much was she attracted to him? Was timgrelsance she would
Opt to stay at the ranch and forget law school?idaa intrigued him and
made his pulse jump another notch. What if she avatdy with Elizabeth
and him? There was only one way to find the answer.

“Mattie, would you want to make this marriage reald forget law
school?” he asked and held his breath.

Her eyes narrowed, and she inhaled deeply. Josndid to the steady
ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall whiie waited. “Do you love
me?” she asked quietly.

Startled by her blunt question, Josh answered hattesty. “I like you.”
“That isn't what | asked. And don't lie.”

“I won't lie to you.” He thought about the depth luk feelings for her. He
knew that every second that ticked past was drianggedge between



them, and he was going to lose this woman, butid®@tknow the answer.
“Mattie, it hasn’'t been a year since | lost Lisan khanging, | know that.
You're becoming important to me.”

Mattie had her answer and walked away from himt'd_get back to the
bedroom problem.”

“Mattie, maybe if we tried to make this a real nege, both of us would
fall in love.”

She caught her lower lip with her teeth, then staa¢ him, and he
wondered what was going through her thoughts. Sishle shook her
head. “Or only one of us might fall in love, anck tbther one would get
hurt badly."

“Since when did you stop taking risks?” he askegety still searching
his own feelings, fully aware he wanted her with wgency that was
beginning to demolish rational thought. At the saimee, he wanted her
companionship almost as badly as he wanted her. Midghe falling in

love? The idea shocked him. A month ago he woulk hsaid it was
impossible for him to love again.

“Josh, | have to give your questions some thoughtd you should give
them more thought, too.”

He nodded, thinking about a real marriage with Matshe had to be the
one to make up her mind to stay. Never again whalgush a woman into
staying on the ranch. Memories of Lisa plagued lwoming as they often
did without warning. Remembering her now, he hurt delt the loss.
Mattie was right. They shouldn’t rush into anything

He stared at her while he thought about his padtfature. “We better
solve the problem at hand. Staying in the same rabMom’s won't be a
dilemma. Knowing Mom, it'll be a king-size bed, ang’ll have an ocean
between us.”

“I still won't know how to socialize. | don't havihe clothes, and | can't
share a bed with you.”



“You know how to socialize just fine, and we’ll ggbu some dresses
before we go. Mattie, Elizabeth’s grandmother wantsee her grandchild.
I'll sleep on the floor if necessary."

They stared at each other, and he felt the tugilts, lout beneath that, he
kept wondering about their conversation. What walid have done if he
had said he loved her? How strong were his feeli@ge®ming for her?

She threw up her hands and headed toward the ‘tAdbright. We'll go.

I'll write your mother. Good night, Josh.” She sdilout the door and he
stared after her. She was in a huff, angry aboeaitttip, but was there a
chanceshewas falling in love with him? Rubbing the backhi$ neck, he
turned out the lights and went outside to watch ligbtning that was
closer now.

For the rest of the week, Mattie drifted through Hours, either giving her
attention to Elizabeth or thinking about her cosegion with Josh. She’d
lost sleep while she sat in the darkness and cerexid Josh’s
guestions-just as she was doing now.

Maybe if we tried to make this a real marriage,bof us would fall in

love Her heart thudded every time she thought abosit shiggestion,
remembering his solemn bass voice as he’'d spokes.wanted to toss
aside the law books and tell him she wanted ameatiage, but that it was
too soon. Only a few months before he had toldah@ut nannies coming
on to him and how he would never love again. WieatMas feeling now
was physical attraction, she reminded herself again

You're becoming important to me

How important? She couldn’t imagine Josh ready &mother deep
commitment. Too many times she had caught him teigins in his eyes or
a sad expression, when she knew he was rememligsang

And shedidn’t want to be hurt. How easily they could litagether for a
time, and then Josh really mend and fall in lovéhveomeone else. Or
realize she was merely someone he physically crameldnothing more.



,She was not the type of woman a man like Josh dvfall in love with,
and all her wishful thinking wouldn’t change thettr.

She flopped back in bed, staring at the moonlibhhi§he had better pursue
law or get ready for a giant heartbreak.

On Monday Mattie drove to Austin and took the LSAThat night at
dinner, looking solemn, Josh asked her about én ilh wasn’t mentioned
again even though they sat together talking lotg tine night.

On Friday afternoon two weeks later Mattie hearduak rumble up the
drive to the house. Looking through the window, sh& the mailman,
Virgil Grant, driving his delivery truck. He parkestepped out and carried
an armload of boxes toward the house.

“Hi, Virgil,” she said as she opened the front demd held Elizabeth in
her arms.

“Hi, Mattie. Hi, Li’'l Bit,” he said, grinning at Bkrabeth. “Here’s some
boxes came for you from Dallas. Delivery left thgesterday, but it was
too late to get out here until today. There’s marthe truck.”

“What is all this?” she asked, seeing her nameherotder.

“Stuff for you. Good rain we had, wasn't it?”

“Yes,” she answered perfunctorily while she watcheoh get another
stack of boxes and place them in the entryway.

“Steamy as a jungle today, but | don’t care. Ratieare the rain. This is
still an all-time record dry summer," Virgil saidgmbling on. “Sign here.
Li’'l Bit, you're cute as a bug’s ear. Ain’t she gving like a weed?”

“She changes every week,” Mattie said, handing baok his clipboard.
He tore off a receipt and gave it to her. “Thariks] Josh hi.”



Closing the door, she set Elizabeth down on ther fldVhat on earth is all
this?” she said, looking at long boxes, readingstioee names. She opened
one, lifted out a straight black dress and heldpitin front of her. “My
word! Elizabeth, your father doesn’t know how to tihings in a simple
way.”

She opened two more boxes and then closed therny,nieatving them
stacked where they were while she picked up Elitbatzecarry her to her
room for her nap.

Later, Mattie saw Josh crossing the yard from the bvith his purposeful
long stride. Even in dusty jeans and a T-shirtstilelooked handsome. He
was a confident man who was full of vitality, andessuspected her
remarks about his extravagance would fall on dees.eShe waited for him
to come through the kitchen door.

“Hi, Mattie. How was your day?” he asked, throwinig hat onto a peg.
“It's hot out there. | think even hotter after ttaén we had.”

“Josh, all those dresses that you ordered wereeteli.”

He crossed to the fridge to get a cold beer. “@ahy Send back what you
don’t want. | don’t care if you keep them all.”

“Josh, there are twelve boxes in there.”

He turned to look at her as he lowered the bottié wiped his mouth.
“You sound a little miffed. We can order more.”

She threw up her hands in exasperation. “| dorédnsvelve dresses! One
will do.”

“Okay, after Elizabeth goes to bed, try them on wamedl pick out one or
two.”

“I'll select one.”

“No. | know what Mom’s parties are like. You tryetm on, and I'll help
you select some.”



Disconcerted, Mattie turned back to tearing bitdettuce apart for salad,
knowing she was losing another argument to him. Wieit he said made
sense. What bothered her was the thought of maptim dresses for him.
She knew she would feel out of her element, unicerad disturbed
beneath his full scrutiny. '

"You're really attacking that lettuce,” he remarkeear her shoulder, and
she took a deep breath. His breath held the tiriesfr, and he smelled
dusty, slightly sweaty, yet she tingled with awasn She could feel the
heat from his body, feel a pull of tension that siperienced every time
she was around him.

“It just seems a terrible extravagance-"

“We can send all but a couple back,” he answerglatlli. “I'm going to
shower. Want to come scrub my back?”

Startled, she looked up. He grinned and winkeceat h

"Gotcha, didn't I'?” He turned and left the roomhuckling softly to
himself, while she glared at his back and foughhtag images of him in
the shower.

She tore at the crisp leaves of romaine withoutngethem. Josh was
definitely changing. He was more easy-going, alwagsing her now. He
wasn’'t as steeped in grief, seemed to notice hesthnmiore-and all of it
made him more irresistible than ever. Yet she redad him if he loved
her and his answer was as obvious as if he hacespible worcho aloud.
He said he liked her. That she was becoming impbttahim. In the short
time since they’'d been married, their relationshga changed. Would it
continue to change? Was there a possibility he nhigle again?

How many times was she going to ask herself thastipn, she thought
with annoyance. Minutes later, without realizingshe stared at the yard
while she wondered about Josh. She felt certairwbeld love again
someday-he was too appealing and virile to remaigies But she couldn’t
fit herself into that picture. She could imaginenhwith some beautiful,
sophisticated woman like his first wife.



Mattie dried her hands and checked on the bakingkeh breasts, trying
to focus on dinner and control her wayward thoughisut Josh.

Later that night, after Elizabeth had fallen as)eédpttie went to her room

and opened a box, removing a dress. It was a' ek crepe, and she
felt ridiculous going into the family room to modilfor Josh. She was
barefoot, her hair still in a pigtail. Tossing leaid over her shoulder, she
entered the room. “Josh, why don’t you tell me wiype of dress | need. |

feel ridiculous traipsing out here and | can’t wtas. It's too short.”

His expression was solemn as he stood and crossedobm to her.
“Humor me and try them on. When you get to Chicaguo/'ll be thankful
to have more than one dress. You don’t know my rfiom.

Mattie groaned and closed her eyes, throwing headhback. “I'll
embarrass you.”

“Never,” he said quietly, and she looked at himartgtd by his solemn tone
of voice. He moved closer, running his fingers gldver hip. “You look

beautiful. Standing here barefoot and in a pigtgli're gorgeous. And
that dress isn’t one inch too short. Keep it, Matto try on another. I'll

wait in my room, and you won't have as far to gokband forth.”

“Why couldn’t you have come into my life a long #nago?” she asked
softly. She turned and rushed down the hall bef@reould answer. Her
heart thudded while his words whirled in her miktke thought she was
gorgeously Beautifull! He was tall enough that hdndi see her as a
beanpole or giant. She closed the door to her raadnooked at her image
in the mirror. The dress was terribly short, butash wanted her to keep it,
she would.

The next box contained a red crepe with black vditmn that molded to
her body in plain lines. She saw the light on is Ibedroom and entered to
find him at his desk, writing in a ledger.

“How'’s this?”



He threw down his pen and swung around to look eat $towly and
deliberately in a study that made her tingle fragadhto toe.

“Perfect,” he said. “Keep it.”
“Josh, these dresses don’t have the price tagisemn.t

“I told them to take the price tags off. We caroatfthose dresses. If you
want to keep all of them, you can.”

“Maybe you can afford them, but | can’t!”
“You're not paying for them. | am, so forget thecer”
“That really isn’t good judgment.”

He stood, then crossed the room to place his handier shoulders.
“You're a wonderful woman, and we can ride all dayd work cattle and
horses and take care of Elizabeth without one littg argument. But
when we get on personal grounds, everything igaftwar.”

“That you win too often.”

“We can afford these dresses, Mattie. You don’tt gosch, you know.
Before you became full-time mommy to Elizabeth, yode and worked
like one of the men. | figure you've earned thigdvabe.”

“Maybe you should be the one to go into law.” Sheugged and returned
to her room. She tried on two more black dressesyvs dress and a beige
linen suit. When she returned to her room and ape¢he next box, she

stared a moment, then lifted out a red leatherskirtiand red leather vest.
Flinging them back into the box, she glanced owerdhoulder, glaring in

the direction of his room.

“Josh Brand, never in your lifetime!” she snappsedshe opened another
box with a pale yellow linen dress. She stepped iptbuttoning the back
until she couldn’t reach the buttons in the middd@owing most of the
buttons were fastened, she went to his room.



“Here’s the next one.”
“Hey, that looks good. Keep it, too. Turn around.”
“It's not buttoned. And | don’t need all these dres.”

“Yes, you will. Mom will take you to lunch and sh@ipg. Someone will
have a tea. We'll have parties at night. | candougtour dress-”

“No, you don't!” she snapped and left quickly, hang to her room.

She looked at the dresses hanging around the rodns@ead on the bed
and thought about JosMlaybe we tried to make this a real marriage, both
of us would fall in love.

You're becoming important to me.
Since when did you stop taking risks?

The words tormented her and sounded as if he werbea elbow
whispering them instead of them whirling in herugbts. When it came to
love, she was inexperienced and vulnerable. But Jes$ right? Should
she take some risks? How many other times in ferhiad she stepped
right in and taken risks? Too many to count. Yethwhe man she truly
loved, she was sitting back, terrified to risk heatrt.

She was twenty-eight and had never been made tgvweeter given her
body to a man. And héruusbandwvas sitting down the -hall. He had already
changed his attitude toward her a great deal. H Isa liked her-how
much deeper could it go?

She looked at the silly leather skirt while his d®IS rushed at heBince
when did you stop taking risks?

Her heart began to pound as she stared at her imathee mirror. She
didn’t belong in a leather miniskirt any more thsime belonged in Josh
Brand’s arms, yet he was the one who’d made thgesign. And she was
married to the man.



She shook her head and crossed the room to pakitidack into the box.
Tissue paper rustled as she folded the soft leather

Since when did you stop taking riskS@ she would get her heart broken.
Wouldn't Josh and Elizabeth be worth the risk?

On impulse, Mattie squared her shoulders and yankethe tiny leather
vest along with the skirt.

She glanced at herself in the mirror and held thig ¢ front of her.
Lifting her chin, she tossed the skirt on the bad hegan to unplait her
braid. “All right, you asked for it,” she mumbled @er fingers flew
through her hair, combing out strands. Picking ap brush, she pulled it
through her hair, brushing vigorously for the niax minutes.

She stripped to her lacy bra and panties, pulletiase, and stepped into
black high-heeled pumps. She stepped into theréidyskirt, then zipped it

and buttoned the waist. Next she pulled on the apdtbuttoned it. She
fastened gold earrings in her ears and put on masoad blush. Finally

she dabbed on her rose perfume. Stepping baclkststied herself in the

mirror.

“l look ridiculous,” she said quietly, feeling ak she were looking at a
stranger. She wore more makeup than ever befdreritife. The tiny skirt
clung to her, and the vest left her arms bare &wodved the beginning of
curves. If she raised her arms, her midriff wagstaEhe felt as if she were
staring at a total stranger.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she said. She shredg*You asked for this,
Josh.”

With her heart hammering, she went down the hall stepped inside his
room. “There’s no way you really can expect me &amnthis to a party of
your mother’s,” she said, facing him with her hamdher hip.

Josh was pulling off his boots and as he turneslghze raked over her.



"Sweet Alice,” he said, his breath coming out inlamg rush. The
appreciative stares she had received all evening wyene. Instead he
looked dazed.

“Where did you expect me to wear this?” she asked, her vaeering
and becoming breathless.



CHAPTER EIGHT

WITH his dark gaze holding her mesmerized, Josksao the room and
took her hand, pulling her with him to stand innfr@f the floor-to-ceiling
mirror. He moved behind her, his hands on her aum he leaned down
to speak softly in her ear. “Look at yourself, NiattYou can’t ever doubt
how sexy or how beautiful you look,” he said inusky voice.

She had no interest in looking at herself in theronj but instead watched
him. He turned her to face him and placed his hawd&er hips. In the
midnight of his eyes, she saw his desire.

“Lady, you are all woman. Seductive, beautiful. Az&llong as I'm your
husband, you won’'t wear that outfit anywhere owsitlis house.” He
stared at her as if probing for answers to unspakesstions. “Why did
you decide to wear it now?”

“You bought it for me to wear. | guessed you warttedee me in it,” she
answered, thinking about how he made her feel sy geod, like a
woman.

“So you did this for me‘?” he asked, his voice gvimg to a husky rasp.
“Ah, Mattie,” he said softly with a warmth that cad her to tremble. His
gaze went to her mouth. Her pulse raced, and learsts tightened as her
body responded to him without a stroke of his hand.

She was taking chances with her heart, with heréutHad she acted too
impulsively? When she looked into his dark eye® khew her answer.
She had found more happiness with Josh than sheveadknown before
in her life. She was married to him-a paper maeibgt was there a
chance to make it real?

And even if he never loved her, Mattie knew she kobave these
moments with him to remember and treasure, songetbihold forever.



He wrapped his arms around her tightly, pulling teehim as he bent his
head to kiss her. “So beautiful,” he whispered befois mouth covered
hers and he kissed her long and hard.

Her pulse drummed, racing too fast as she slippgdams around his
neck. She pressed against him and returned hisskiss

In spite of his arms holding her tightly and hisextions that she looked
pretty, old uncertainties haunted her. She waswphisticated or

experienced. When it came to love, she was as greenvery young girl,

while the man holding her was just the opposite.

Josh pushed her away slightly, his hands twistieg the brass buttons of
the vest. He shoved it off her shoulders as heellig®r. In seconds her bra
followed, the air cool on her bare flesh.

She could feel the tremble in his hands, see tkd mehis expression, and
it astounded her that he could want her to suctexdant. She felt his
fingers at the zipper of her skirt.

The leather skirt fell around her ankles. He steppack, his eyes burning
with desire as he looked at her. His shaking hauogped her breasts and
he inhaled, his chest expanding. He bent his hle@diongue circling a
nipple. Sensations rippled in her; need moved Ifes With urgency. Her
fears vanished as she clung to his strong shouldéssing her eyes,
hearing dimly the moan that must be her own. Hé& toer nipple into his
mouth, teasing so lightly with his teeth and tongdeving her beyond
thought. She knew she wanted his loving, wantekhtiw him intimately.
And in the deep recesses of her heart, she knewvah&d to bind this
man to her as she was already bound to him.

She stepped out of the skirt that was in a heapnarber ankles while Josh
knelt in front of her. He hooked his fingers in thvaist of her pantyhose
and panties, peeling them away as he trailed kisk§ise across her flat
stomach and to her inner thighs. His hands weraysdl on her hips and
then he trailed his hands around her, skimming beebuttocks, down her
thighs.



With his eyes devouring her, he stood. His armspped around her,
crushing her to him as he kissed her hard. Sheldmarely get her breath,
yet it was glorious to be held in his strong arersclosed so tightly as if
she were vital to him. For moments she returnedkisises and then she
tugged at his T-shin, wanting to feel his fleshiagahers.

Josh yanked off his shirt and tossed it aside. Aleudkled his belt and
jeans and stepped out of them. She touched his, @mebher gaze locked
on his magnificent body. She ran her hands ovebituad chest, down to
his slender hips. Her lingers brushed lightly owisrmanhood. He shed his
briefs and she wrapped her lingers around his ,shaéring his gasp for
breath as she stroked him.

She could feel a blush burn her throat and faceshas stroked him
brazenly, yet she wanted him with a need that aoesuher. She wanted
to make up for lost time and unfulfilled longings.

His body was bronze, even darker above the waisravhe had worked
shirtless in the sun. His body rippled with musaes was lean and hard.
She loved him and she might as well face the flot, she knew she
couldn’t tell him until he made a declaration. $twuld never want him to
feel trapped.

She kissed him, showering kisses across his dwestiands exploring his
body, learning the flat planes, the ridges of meistihe protrusion of his
hip bones, his hard thighs, She knelt, kissing hitosing her fingers
around his rigid shaft as she stroked and kissed.

Dazed, Josh yielded to her loving, feeling as ifweuld explode with
need. Mattie was as direct in her loving as sheiwaverything else, and
she was driving him to a brink where his controludb shatter. He
groaned, winding his fingers in her thick, silkyimavanting to shove her
to the floor and take her hard and fast, to constimaevarmth and passion
she would give.

Yet he knew he had to curb his desire and givetiher. Above all else,
this should be the night for restraint.



Beneath the scalding desire, he was still stunk.would remember
forever looking up and seeing her standing actossdom in the tight red
miniskirt and vest. She would stop traffic on maireet in Dallas, and yet
he knew the woman had little confidence in her demininity. As a
lover, she was about to turn him to cinders.

Knowing he was losing control, he reached for met jaulled her up.

Josh’s fingers locked on Mattie’s arms, and hedifher to her feet. He
swung her into his embrace, his body warm and laginst hers. She
clung to him, gazing back at him, relishing hisdmey her and his strong
arms encircling her. Her body ached with a need s never really
experienced before. Should she warn him of herinitygg Would he be
annoyed?

He carried her to his bed. With a sweep of his aenripped back the
covers and lowered her to the cool navy sheet, mgprdown over her to
wind his fingers in her hair and stare at her.

"I want you,” he said in a husky voice, bending head to kiss her. His
tongue thrust into her mouth in a rhythm that wasrainder of a deeper
joining of their bodies. His hands stroked, slidoimwvn her side and over
the curve of her hip while she arched against mdhraturned his kisses.

Josh shifted, trailing kisses down to her breasts then moving lower,

watching her as he kissed the inside of her thigh las lingers delved in

her secret places. Her green eyes glowed withaleShe arched against
his hand until he found her feminine bud and begaather rhythmic

stroking that drove her wild.

Uncertainty vanished and a raging need built asstved and wound her
fingers in his hair. And then his tongue was whaselingers had been and
she felt as if she would splinter into fragmengnsh!”

“I want you to want me,” he whispered. “I want tedeng legs of yours
holding me.”

She couldn’t answer him. Her body was wracked wided, her hips
thrusting as she .felt the tension coil within h®he cried out when the



shattering release came, only it made her want @odeshe scrambled up,
sliding her arms around his neck and pulling hirerdver.

“Now, Josh,” she whispered, and he inhaled, windiig fingers in her
hair. He shifted between her thighs, then abrujtbe to his knees.

“Are you on the Pill, Mattie?”
“No. | don’t have any protection.”

He reached across her to open a drawer in thedeetihle and removed a
packet. As he started to slide on the thin shesith,reached out to help,
her fingers playing over him, sliding down betwées legs to cup him. He
groaned and pushed her to the bed, moving closeeba her thighs.

He was poised over her, virile, aroused, incredif@gdsome. She felt as if
her body were swelling, thrusting toward him with ancient need that
would mirror what she had already given from herhe

He moved down over her, his mouth taking hers dedctosed her eyes,
wrapping her legs around him, feeling the firm mas&irof his buttocks
against her legs. She wanted to enclose him wittbbdy, envelope him
with her love.

He entered her and paused, and she thought she Yemod with the need
that burned low in her body. Her breasts were taeit,body aching, her
hips arching against him. All her awareness watheir bodies, of Josh’s
body one with hers.

“Josh, please,” she whispered.

“Please what?” he asked, and her eyes flew opénddim watching her.
“I want to hear you say it.”

“I want you. You know | want you.”

Josh’s heart thudded. His body was drenched intswed he was fighting
to control himself and hold back. She was movingirag} him, only the tip



of his shaft enveloped in her softness. He thrisivlg then, with a
deliberateness that was making him shake and burn.

He was surprised when he felt the virgin barriez.lbbked at her, saw her
white teeth biting her lip. Perspiration dotted besw, and her eyes were
closed, but when he paused, she looked up at him.

“Mattie-” He couldn’t talk. He kissed her, wishitnge could keep her from
feeling any pain, easing in and withdrawing, trybogtake her to a point
where she would want him desperately.

She moaned and arched against him, her fingersesipgehis buttocks.
Her legs tightened around him, and he knew he e&tiback as long as he
could.

He thrust, entering her fully, taking her cry irstkisses as they moved
together.

Sensations flooded Mattie, and her world consisfettie powerful man in
her arms as she rocked with him and felt the tenbioild. White fire
danced behind her eyelids and a roaring in her sl out all other
sounds. Dimly she heard a cry and realized it veaotvn while her hands
raked over Josh'’s strong back. For now, he wasdretthey were one.

She arched, the momentary pain transforming ingiasg and urgency
until she crashed over a brink.

“Mattie!” Josh’s cry was harsh. His powerful bodysldered with release,
and she tightened her arms and legs around hinewhg was carried to
another brink and felt release burst deep within he

She gasped for breath. Slowly the world steadieti sattled, and thought
returned. She stroked his smooth back, knowing ettever the future
held, she would have this night to treasure forever

Josh’s arms were under her, his weight heavy netwslye relished holding
him. She turned her head to find him watching had then he leaned the
few inches and kissed her as long and passionasehe had before their
lovemaking.



She shifted away slightly to look at him, runningr Hinger along his
cheek, pushing his hair away from his face. Hisgldoilack hair was
disheveled, giving him a wild, savage look untiegazed in his eyes and
saw the incredible warmth there. He was damp witbas and looking at
her with such tenderness she felt she would melt.

“Are you hurt?”

“What do you think?” she asked, knowing she woué dore, but not
caring. “Did | act like | hurt?”

“Hardly.” He leaned down to kiss her throat, traglikisses to her mouth.
“So special, Mattie.”

She wasn't certain she heard correctly, but she'dahre. She was more
aware of his kisses than his conversation, andwgined her head to kiss
him deeply. His arms tightened around her, andfelhéim growing hard

again deep within her. Surprised, she looked upirat leaning back to
study him.

“You don’t have any idea how much you excite meg”daid quietly. “I
haven't slept at night for weeks, Mattie. And | kndamned well | won't
sleep tonight. Not as long as you'll let me holdiyo my arms.”

Her heart thudded with his words and with the lobkonging in his eyes.

She had expected to see satisfaction, to find hatrated and that his
interest in her would have lessened after theieoaking. Instead, he was
looking at her with more longing than before, argk ould feel the

changes in him within her, his shaft thickeningsing against her and
exciting her all over again.

“I could take you right now. | want to and you knaw he said in a husky
voice. “Instead-" He shifted, moving away from faerd stepping off the
bed. He lifted her into his arms and headed towlaedbathroom. “We’re
going to shower and start all over. And this tirilieble able to go slower,
to love you until you faint.”

“You almost did before.”



“This time will be more for you,” he said, turnirap the water and then
stepping beneath the hot spray. Water splashedhmrerand she ran her
hands across his broad shoulders.

“Let me take care of necessities and keep you gtede’ he said. He
stepped out of the shower, leaving her a momentewte closed the
shower door. In seconds he was back and she inlaaldte sight of his
virile, nude body. Desire was a hot flame burnigv lin her body,

crawling through her veins. She wondered if sheughteel embarrassed.
Instead, it was heavenly to be with him, to have move about casually
with her, to feel closer to him, more intimate witim than with any other
person in her life.

“Josh,” she whispered as she slid her hands owerstnong, wet body,
feeling his smooth skin. He stepped beneath thevshadrhe water spilled
over him and he slicked back his raven hair, therhands trailed over her
body, cupped her breasts and their lovemaking bagaim.

It was morning before she dozed, and when she dpegreeyes she found
him propped on his elbow watching her.

"Good morning."
“Don’t you ever sleep?”

“Not this night.” He held a lock of her hair anaited it across her ear and
over her cheek. “Will you move into my room, Mattie

She stared at him while she mulled it over. Shetehmore from him; she
wanted his love. If she moved into his room, watiltiake the hurt deeper
when they parted? Or was there a chance it would thiem closer?

“l didn’t exactly plan this out, Josh. You boughtt silly skirt and vest
and | put it on, but | didn’t think too far in tiieture.”



“I want you in here,” he said solemnly. While sheught about the night,
she gazed into his eyes that were so dark it wasdl impossible to

distinguish iris from pupil. His lashes were thiakd long, a dark fringe

framing his eyes. He was waiting patiently for Hecision and a yes rose
swiftly to her lips, but she held back to give tgbtito her answer. He had
held her, loved her in so many ways, cried outrfzane. But not once had
he declared his love.

At the same time, it didn’t mean he wouldn'’t fadllove someday. She ran
her lingers along his jaw and felt the slight best "You don’t have hair

on your chest, yet you have a thick head of hatt you have to shave
every day."

“Mixed genes. My white and Native American bloodhave enough white
blood to have to do all that shaving. But don’troypa the topic. | want you
in my bed. It was so damned good, Mattie. | feeleador the first time in a
long, long time.”

She wrapped her arms around him, and he tighteiseztins around her to
hold her close. She could feel their hearts beatoggether, and she
wondered about this strong, handsome man. Woukleelove her? Was
she chasing rainbows and dreaming fantasies? ¥atigit had been real,
and if what he was saying was true, it had beeaniab@r him, too.

“I'll move my things today,” she answered.
He shifted, turning his head to kiss her as coratens vanished.

She dozed later and woke to find him gone. Stadlsd wondering about
Elizabeth, Mattie climbed out of bed and lookedhat clock. It was seven-
thirty. She stood, looking down at herself. Shekgaha sheet off the bed,
wrapped it around her and hurried out of the roblaria only came in late
afternoons, and Mattie expected Josh had alredtlyolavork. The only
thing she could think of was that Elizabeth hadotsliate, but it was
difficult to imagine. Elizabeth usually was up witie sun.

She hurried to the nursery to find it empty. SeattlMattie rushed down
the hall. “Elizabeth! Li’'l Bit!”



“Down here, Mattie,” came a masculine reply and sloeved. She entered
the kitchen to find Josh feeding Elizabeth. Theybhad oatmeal on her
face and hands, and she smiled at Mattie.

“Mama!” She held out grubby hands.

“No way, sweetie,” Mattie said, looking at Josh,osh frank appraisal
made her aware of the sheet wrapped tightly ardweind

He wore a fresh T-shirt and jeans, and desirelsttethrough her, hot and
intense and startling.

“She was a good girl and slept late this morninge Wed not to wake
you.”

Mattie barely heard him. Her attention was on hiest and she was
remembering the night and their lovemaking. Shéizes the room had
become silent except for Elizabeth clattering aospo

Josh’s eyes narrowed, and he inhaled deeply. “Btatti

She heard the husky note in his voice, saw thenasgm his eyes that she
felt, yet Elizabeth was banging on her highchaut attie knew they had
to get back into their routine. “I'll dress,” shaid hurriedly and fled down
the hall.

She closed the door to her room and leaned aggihst heart hammering

and her palms damp. She wanted him more than &vshould be the

other way around, she thought. She should feebfeat] exhausted.

Instead, one look at his strong, virile body, ahd wanted his arms around
her again.

She stared at herself, still amazed by the evehtthe night and the
changes in her life. She looked the same as aMmyshe had changed in
every other way. She was deeply and irrevocablpve with a man who
might not ever love her in return. She was bounddsh and Elizabeth,
loving them both, wanting her life to be entwinedever with theirs. And
she was a woman now. This morning she felt desrafdminine-all
because of Josh.



Not all her old uncertainties were gone, thoughe Trip to Chicago was a
dark cloud on the horizon. She would be completely of her element,
and she might not be the woman Josh expected Hme.tMattie held up
her long hair. She should make an appointmentt@ géylish haircut. And
make an appointment with a doctor to get birth @nt

But right now the trip was days away, and for todag wasn't going to
worry about it. Today she was going to play witiz&beth and remember
the night with Josh.

Later that morning, when she told Josh goodbyehattack door, he
lingered, kissing her until they were both gaspgmgbreath. “If we didn’t
have Elizabeth on our hands, I'd stay home fromkwoday.”

“But we do and you can't.”
“I'll be home as early as possible. And I'll bertking about you all day.”

“You better think about what you're doing beforé@rse kicks you,” she
remarked.

He didn’t laugh but stared at her solemnly. "It vggod, Mattie. Really
good.”

Her heart thudded. His admission seemed anothHemlithe chain that was
slowly forging between them. “I think so, too,” skaid, wondering if the

barrier of grief around him, that part of his hdhet was locked away, was
slowly opening to her.

He turned, and in long strides headed for the pgsarked near the barn.

The next three weeks were idyllic. But as the topgChicago drew near,
Mattie began worrying about the visit. On the dagfobe they were to
leave for Chicago, she received the results oLB&T. That night as Josh
held her close, their bodies damp from loving, &ié him, “I passed the
LSAT.”



He became still a moment, then raised up to lookdat her. His features
were impassive as he gave her a probing look. ‘@& that hurdle is out
of your way.”

Mattie stared at him, wanting him to urge her togét law school, to tell
her he wanted her to stay with him always.

Instead he leaned down to kiss her, a long, hukigsythat made her forget
law school or ever leaving his embrace.

On the following day they left for Chicago. With tterflies in her
stomach, Mattie watched DFW airport recede belowthes jet lifted,
banked and headed north. She had a new shouldghlbaircut that Josh
had protested about two seconds after he had corapied her. Since then
she could count more than a dozen times when héoldhtier that he liked
her hair long.

She had two suitcases filled with new clothing, doedh’s fingers were
linked with hers, yet she couldn’t stop the tregima she felt. Too many
times in the past she had been a social outcadtslam was terrified of
facing Chicago society.

They landed in Chicago, where Sibyl met them, amdhe next few

whirlwind hours Mattie forgot her apprehension. $tael asked Sibyl to
make a hair appointment so she could get her hashed and styled after
their arrival. The appointment was made for theosdcday, and on their
first night they had dinner at home with only Thimm and Sibyl. By ten

o’clock they retired to their bedroom. The momesghiclosed the door, he
slid his arm around her waist and pulled her to.him

“See, | told you we wouldn’t have any difficulty a&tng a bedroom,” he
said in a husky voice, while his fingers were &t black of her yellow linen
dress.

One look in his dark eyes and any answer she nhighe had vanished
from thought. She wound her arms around his nessed against him
and kissed him. His arms tightened, and in minthiesyellow dress was a



heap around her ankles. Josh picked her up to temryo the king-size
bed.

Later, as Mattie lay sleeping in his arms, Joshathex her hair from her
face. He ran his fingers lightly along her warm dder and slender ann.
He felt lucky; his life was righting itself, thertéle pain of loss and the
agony of grief beginning to recede to memorieswds alive again and he
was damned lucky to have found Mattie. He wasrglin love with this
woman who was becoming incredibly special to hine. Wanted her to
stay forever on the ranch, but she had to makedidasion herself. Never
again would he push a woman to stay where shetdidmit to be.

He lifted locks of her hair, thinking about the muse of seeing it cut,
realizing she was trying to fit into his mother'sogp of friends and look
less like a country girl from Texas. He leaned famgvto brush her temple
lightly with a kiss. Would she want to stay on tia@ch? Would she give
up a lifelong dream of becoming a lawyer? Or wagybiag to love and
lose again?

Only a few weeks earlier she had asked him if kedcher, and he hadn’t
given her an answer. Now he could give her an answaight from his
heart. At the first good moment, he intended tbhtef. He was tempted to
wake her now.

He should have told her tonight, but words vanisidtn she came
eagerly into his arms. “I love you, Mattie,” he wpered.

Her lashes were feathery against her pale skinsilkean hair spilling over

her cheek and throat. The sheet was tucked beheathrms, and as his
gaze roamed down he caressed her arm. With dditrerae pushed the
sheet lower so her breasts were bare. He marveledras he reacted to
looking at her.

Mattie was so many contradictions, even physicasorshe was tall, a
strong woman with great physical energy. At the esdime, she was so
incredibly soft, so feminine in moments of lovirtger skin was pale and
delicate, her curves lush and enticing. She seemedoman lacking
confidence in her femininity, yet when she had apgeé in the red leather
skirt and vest, she was seductive and certain rselfe



His body tightened as he became aroused, wanting-begetting thoughts
of the future, he pushed the sheet away and slwailed his lingers across
her breasts, watching her and waiting for her o bte leaned down to
flick his tongue over her nipple, feeling the bucbw taut as Mattie
moaned softly.

Josh shifted, trailing kisses on her smooth skime ®as warm, languid,
and he knew in minutes her languor would transftrhot responses that
would scald him. His hands played over her as sbaned again and
shifted in a lazy, sensual stretch. Then her héoaked in his hair and she
twisted around, pulling him to her, her green estesmy with desire.

Winding her arms tightly around him, Mattie kisdath. As he pushed her
back down on the bed and moved over her, his pdsaded. This time he
didn’t want to wait. He entered her hard and fadr long legs locked
around him as she kissed him and moved with him laadvas lost to
passion.



CHAPTER NINE

“DOES my hair look all right?" Mamas asked. Joshgeal in fastening the
strip of rawhide behind his head to turn and lobkex. She had changed,
and with her new haircut and the slinky black dredse looked
sophisticated, and tall enough to be an attenteiteg His body clenched,
heat suffusing him as he remembered how she hdcdothis morning
when he’d first awakened and she was lying nakdusimrms.

“You look gorgeous,” he said in a husky voice. Malythe stripped away

the black dress, which left her arms bare and ftedelaer long, shapely
legs. Her hair fell loose, turning under slightlysi above her shoulders
with short bangs framing her forehead. She lookedexy he longed to

have the party over and be back in this bedroorh hétr for the night. He

glanced at his watch. “And if | thought we wouldb# disturbed, | would

haul you into my arms for some fast lovemaking.” ptéled on his navy

suit coat and straightened his tie.

“Indeed you won’t!” she snapped, walking around orean forward and
study herself intently in the mirror. “Josh, | cado this!"

“Don’t be ridiculous. It's just a dinner party. Ydook great,” he said,
studying her legs.

"I won’t know what to say, and | feel like the cayngirl who will be seen
as such a hick.”

“Mom’s from Clayton County. | was born there. Prblyahalf the people

who will be here tonight have some kind of rurackground in their

lives.” Josh thought all her worries were unfoundext he knew to Mattie
they were real. And he suspected she had had sonidd times growing

up. He pushed his coat open, placing his handships as he watched
her.

“Sometimes | almost want to take you to town inryoeed miniskirt and
vest, just so you can watch those guys who callmd ryames in high



school come drooling after you. But | satinost No way in hell will |
give them a chance with you.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she said offhandedly. “Righow, it's tonight I'm
worried about. In these shoes I'm over six fedtgaimething most men
hate. This dress is short and my legs look impbstong.”

“Mattie, your legs are fabulous, and if guys stateeh they will-it's

because they think you’re gorgeous. These are iftderi-year-old
boys-this party will have only adults who may neée notice your height.
Let’'s go kiss Elizabeth good-night, and then wglin the party. Stop
worrying.”

“That’s so easy for you to say. You've been at easstuations like this
since you were a toddler.”

“You're stewing over nothing. You're not thirteeviou’re grown, married,
very intelligent and competent, and you'll be thestlooking and sexiest
woman here, lady.”

“Oh, if only-"

“You'll see,” he said, taking her hand. He frowndabking at her again.
Her hands were as cold as ice, and he felt a diightor. “Mattie, relax.”
She stared at him solemnly, and he knew his worte wm vain. “If it'll be
any consolation to you, | won’t leave your side.”

Mattie gave him a faint, chilly smile and the uriaetty in her green eyes
made him want to put his arm around her and stadyeniside the whole
evening.

“Come on. It won't be so dreadful. It's just friesndbf Mom’s and
Thornton’s.”

They went to the nursery to kiss Elizabeth, theaded downstairs. As
they approached the front room, voices were |oloel,music from a string
quartet barely audible over the din of people tajkiHis mother had
planned this large buffet dinner party for ovetyfifriends. He knew it was
a reception for the new bride and groom and tadhice both of them to



their Chicago friends. He glanced at Mattie, whdsi& was raised, a look
of grim determination in her expression.

“There you are,” Sibyl said, rushing forward to gfréghem. She wore a
navy dress with white trim, and her eyes sparkl@t delight. Josh knew
his mother relished a party as much as Mattie emjoiding and ranching.

“Let me introduce you to everyone. Tom and Eunigst jarrived and
they've never met Josh, either.”

Mattie’'s heart raced, and she felt stiff and ilease. As she moved around
the room between Sibyl and Josh, she smiled atl@eioping to get names
firmly in mind, shaking hands with a senator ang Wwife, smiling at an
artist, then moving to the next couple. For thetfimalf hour Josh was at
her side, sounding completely at ease, charmintathes.

She felt tall, awkward, as uncomfortable as shedigshrties in college or
as a teen, but when no one singled her out, arfdsJasm stayed firmly
around her waist, she began to relax. The peopte warm and friendly,
and as she stood listening to a group of peoplenémwes calmed.

A waiter served white wine, and Mattie took a glakstening while
everyone discussed the coming football season.drelkged from football
to weather. “lI hear you're having an unusually iy summer,” a tall
brown-haired man said to Josh.

“We’re going to set a record this year. Our raihfalway below average.
Our part of the state usually gets rain.”

“Your mother said you're a rancher,” Tim Colby retked. Mattie had met
Tim earlier and knew he was a former neighbor amdyitime friend of
Thornton’s. “I just bought horses for the family.ek& not horse people,
though. We just want to ride with the kids. We'raving the damnedest
time with one of the horses. He’s gentle and maaialgeuntil we leave the
paddock. Damned animal just wants to stay homedd¢sn’t want to get a
hundred yards from the paddock. You ever heartaift

“My wife’s the horse expert. Mattie?” Josh saidargting down at her.



“They have an old term for horses who don’'t wanidave home,” she
said, knowing full well Josh could have answereglittan as easily as she
could. “I've heard my father call them barn-sourrdes. | never did
understand the term. Barn sour sounds as if theehdwesn’t want to stay
in the barn when it's really the other way around.”

“It's nice to know it's not unique to this horses. there any cure? | don't
like lighting with him every time we try to ride.nd my family would
leave me if | beat the stubborn cuss.”

Mattie smiled, feeling sure of herself. “You sholdd able to get him to
lose the habit.”

“How's that?"

“When you leave the paddock and he starts to dadkp him moving.
Keep the reins loose and pressure him with youlstiee

“Why keep the reins loose?” Tim Colby asked. “Sedikes | won't have
control.”

“If you don't keep the reins loose, he may begifight you more. He may
start tossing his head. Make him move along, buttdbrect him. You'll
probably go in big circles. It'll take some workingth a horse like that.
Some horses are the same way about leaving aTeegl.just want to stay
with other animals or stay home in the barn.”

“You've owned horses like that?” a broad-shoulddseahd man standing
beside her asked. She glanced at him, remembessigidtroducing them.
Allen Anderson.

“Yes. With just a little effort some horses get pwanting to stay in the
barn. Some you have to work with quite a while.23tarned back to Tim
Colby. "If it's a young horse or a sensitive oneegsure from your heels or
legs will keep him moving. If you keep him goingadually he’ll decide
staying at the paddock isn’t worth the struggle.”

“This is a wonderful animal as long as he’s in plagldock,” Harriet Colby
said. “Our children adore this horse, so we caettrgl of him.”



“Is he young?”

“He’s two. Now Tim’s horse-that's the one | canide!” Harriet said
laughing.

“When you're through riding, don’t unsaddle him higaway,” Mattie
added. “This will lower his eagerness to returthi® paddock so quickly.”

“Maybe now | can get my money’s worth out of tharde,” Tim Colby
said.

As Mattie discussed horses, she realized Josh lm@dnaway. She saw
him with another group of people, and he glanceleatas he sipped his
drink. He lifted his glass in a slight salute to had winked. She smiled at
him.

She continued answering questions and talking abmuses, barely
noticing when dinner was announced. As Allen toek &rm, she glanced
around to see Josh still standing across the rétsnback was turned and
he was talking to two men. He was taller than #s¢ of the crowd and it
was easy to spot his dark head.

“You're newlyweds, aren’t you?" Allen asked, dragiher attention back
to him.

"Yes. We married in April,” she replied, gazingarttis blue eyes.
“So you're probably not interested in meeting melémch this week?”
She smiled as she shook her head. “Thanks, but no.”

“I can show you around Chicago while Josh is busing whatever he
does when he’s here.”

“Thanks, but I think my mother-in-law has our tipl@nned.”

The dining room table was laden with brisket, rodstk, pale slices of
chicken breasts in mushroom and caper sauce, stgaregetables and



golden dinner rolls. Candles flickered in silvendalabra, reflecting in the
crystal goblets and serving bowls. People servemhsielves in a buffet line
and spread over, the house to eat at tables tddiden set up.

As soon as they were seated at a table for eidletn Avas at her side and a
couple named Reider sat across from them. “We pearknow horses.
I’'m Jess Reider,” the blond man announced. “Thiayswife, Kate.”

In minutes Mattie was in another horse conversatma she lost track of
time, feeling as much at home as if she had be€erekas. By the time
Josh came to join them, Mattie’s table was filledhwguests, and he
moved on to another table.

An hour after dinner Josh stood across the roomidgcipped a glass of
wine while he watched her. She stood in a groupmeh who were

hanging. on her every word. Why had the woman wdfiShe was the hit
of the party, and if she didn’t have his weddinggrion her finger, he

would bet that she would have dates lined up ferrést of the week. She
looked poised, radiant, beautiful, and he feltia paound his heart.

She had taken to these people like a flower turnecngunshine. Mattie

should have her chance in the world. She had alwiagamed of law

school and her application had been accepted. Bag.intelligent and

outgoing. He couldn’t try to hold her on the ran&he belonged with

people, doing things besides being isolated onnahras a nanny and a
housewife and riding like a cowhand day after day.

He moved through French doors and went outsidéheriarrace, walking
down through the garden where he could be alonewétethe one who
belonged on the ranch. He liked the solitude, thepker life in so many
ways. It was tough, but challenging, and it washion. It was all he knew,
all he was trained for. And he loved it. But hisbgful wife should be set
free.

Hurting, he crossed the estate grounds and walkeash doward the pond,
looking at its shimmering smooth surface and thmgkabout Mattie and
how she looked tonight. In so many ways she seelikeda different
person than the neighboring rancher to whom hephaplosed a marriage
of convenience.



It had been so convenient for him, but she wag.righe had warned him
he would be sorry. She had warned him he wouldrdibve. At the time,
he hadn’t thought it was possible.

Needing to do something physical, he picked upat dtone and sent it
skipping over the water. He watched it bounce andnbe and sink,
leaving widening circles of ripples in its wake.

He wanted to go back into the party, get his wifel @aughter and go
home to Texas. He wanted Mattie in his arms arfdgrbed and in his life.

“Hellfire,” he said softly, realizing he should halistened to her warnings.
He was going to get hurt badly again, but he knevihdd to let Mattie go.
It was his own damned fault. All of this was hidrdp and he had known
from the first that a sham marriage wasn't faihé.

He turned and strode back to the house, steppsidenand standing near
the door to watch Mattie. She fairly glowed withppamess, and he
suspected her qualms about social engagements wodltbnight.

“Hey, Josh,” Ed Burnes called, and Josh turned dim jThornton’s
speechwriter and the group of people he accompanied

While Mattie stood in a cluster of guests, she &itinvisible tug and
glanced over her shoulder. Looking so darkly ham#saJosh was across
the room in another group of guests with his steadyoldering gaze on
her. In his dark suit and crisp white shirt, he vl most handsome man
in the room. But there was also a streak of wildresout his appearance
that none of the other men had. His skin was ddrken working outside,
and even in a party, while he stood visiting withess, he exuded a raw
vitality.

Now as he stared back at her, his somber expressade her wonder
what he was thinking. He winked, a special litiignsal for her alone, and
she forgot the party and the room filled with peo@he winked in return,
wishing the party were over and she was upstdioseawith Josh. When
he turned his head and spoke to someone, she dugsseerson had
asked him a question.



“I envy him,” a deep voice said beside her, andlsb&ed around to find
Allen Anderson moving close to her side. He shiftettont of her, cutting
off the group of people she had been standing with.

“I'm very much married,” she said firmly, and hawsgged.

“I'm convinced. All anyone has to do is see you tlwok at each other.
And if looks could kill, the few I've received fromyour devoted husband
would have done the job. But if only-"

“Don’t monopolize the lady,” a man said lightly,cashe turned to see one
of the guests she had met earlier. “Sibyl tellsyoe’'ve won trophies for
barrel racing. Is that right?”

“Yes,” Mattie answered, trying to recall the mamame. In minutes she
was surrounded by a group again who wanted to &kaut her rodeo
experiences.

It was one o’clock before the party broke up. As tloor closed after the
last guest, Sibyl turned to them. “Everyone addhedtwo of you. We're
going to have the most fun this week.”

“You mean everyone adored my lovely wife," Jostdsaliding his arm
around her waist and gazing at her solemnly.

“The party was wonderful fun,” Mattie said. “I reaknjoyed it.”
“We’ll have a wonderful time tomorrow, too,” Sibgtated.

“See you in the morning, Mom.” Josh brushed herekhwith a kiss.
“Night, Thornton.”

“It was a great party,” Thornton said, looking uphé tall stepson. “Good
night, you two.” *

Wanting his wife with a heat that had built througle night, Josh draped
his arm across Mattie's shoulders. He walked iensi¢ back to their room,
listening to Mattie talk about people she had rEstcitement bubbled in



her, and Josh wanted all that vitality turned ip@ssion. He felt like
running to their room to get her alone as quicldypassible. More than
ever, he wanted her. And while she chattered to dout the party, he
barely heard a word she said while erotic fantagiaged in his mind. He
watched the slight swing of her breasts as she adalieside him. He
tightened his arm across her shoulders and pukedcloser against his
side.

Mattie glanced up at Josh. “You were right. Theyenal so nice.”

“Yeah. Especially Allen Anderson. | wanted to pungim out. And |
would have if he had taken you off alone.”

Mattie laughed. “He was friendly."

“Yeah. | could tell his friendly intentions by theay he looked at you. He
wanted to devour you.” Josh glanced down at hentatlg stripping away
the black dress, envisioning Mattie’s lush nakedybo

“You were right about the party. | shouldn’t havervied. Everyone was
SO nice, and a lot of them were interested in sofmdie same things we
are.”

Josh closed the bedroom door and turned her tohiacesliding his arms
around her waist. She gazed into unfathomable egels. His expression
was solemn, and he had been so quiet. “What’s vi@¥osige asked.

As he studied her in silence, Mattie began to gstrang feeling that

something was terribly awry. The shuttered look teid had when she
first met him had come back. His arms tightenediagicher, and he leaned
down to kiss her passionately as if he hadn’'t kisser in weeks. His

tongue went deeply into her mouth, and then heesitler tongue into his
mouth and bit gently as if he were taking evenhinther that he could.

Her heart thudded, and she wound her aims arounddak, returning his
kisses while her body responded instantly to hilre f&rgot her suspicions
that something was wrong. She moved closer to piressing her hips
against his, wanting to feel the solid hardnedsimffrom chest to thigh.



Something had given an added urgency to his lovergalShe didn’t
know what, but she relished the results becausecsbkl feel that he
wanted her more than ever before.

Even as he held her tightly in his arms, Josh khewvas losing her. He

had to let her go, but he wanted her desperatad\febhed back against the
door, spread his legs and pulled her up againsbduty, feeling her soft

contours press against him. She smelled like flewaerd tasted hot and
sweet. He was hard with need and longing.

He slid his hands across her shoulders, found ifsyger of her dress and
slowly tugged it down her back. He pushed the desgay and let it fall

around her feet, Clothing became aggravating brarriée wanted her body
against his. Tonight she was his, and he wouldtmok about tomorrow

and what was to come and what he had to do.

“You're wonderful, Mattie,” he whispered, wanting &dd that he loved
her, yet knowing he shouldn’t. He had bound hea iiake marriage, and
he never should have. Now he would not hold hehwitove that might
cost her her dreams. Yet to the depths of his héiegvanted her love. He
had loved Lisa, and at the time he’d thought it waseverlasting, total
love, but with Lisa he had never had what he hashdowith Mattie. He

and Mattie were one in so many ways. She was awweese opinion he
respected. She was a companion whose company delght. She was a
lover who made the nights rapture and kept him icoastant state of
arousal.

He groaned, tightening his arms around her. “Ahman,” he said in a
husky voice. “My woman,” he stated fiercely, wishiih were true. He slid
his hands down to cup her bottom and pull her upertightly against him.
His hard shaft was between them, and her hips gragainst him, making
him shake with desire.

He felt her hands pushing between them, tuggindistshirt, and he
released her slightly while she pulled his shirt @iuhis trousers. Her eyes
were half-closed, the green depths burning witksfithat mirrored his
feelings. Her lingers fluttered and stroked hissthand electricity zinged
from her touch to his groin.



He framed her face, his fingers wound in her haiha tilted her head to
look into her eyes. “I want you, Mattie.” His voieeas rough with passion,
shaken by emotion. He kissed her hard, his hapgsng away the last of
her underwear.

Mattie could sense the difference in him. There wasld urgency to his
kisses. He was rough, holding her more tightly thanal. To her surprise
it heightened her excitement to know that he waitedso desperately.
She would never become accustomed to the effediathen him.

He looked at her with such hunger and need thatedha burning ache to
give to him. Her hips twisted against his, an uoyebuilding in her that
began to match his.

He raised his head and yanked off his clothing, simel wondered if his
body would always be a breathtaking marvel to her.

“Mattie, come here,” he whispered, pulling her dommthe thick carpet.
Mattie’s pulse pounded with eagerness. Exhilarafieam the evening

heightened her responses while Josh’s urgency datire flames within

her. She pushed him to his back, moving over himd, tas hands held her
hips, settling her on him. His shaft was thick,iegdnto her and filling

her. Her cry was a faint sound over the roaringen ears while her hips
moved rhythmically. She felt complete with him, &anle each time they
united, something so special it was worth all thegl lonely years of
waiting.

As he entered her and she moved her hips, he edréss and trailed his
fingers between her legs. She closed her eyedjingtber lower lip with
her teeth while her head thrashed and her hairdlewss her shoulders.

With a harsh sound Josh shifted and rolled her,awering on top of her,
thrusting in her wildly. She clung to him, her ldgsked around his waist,
the rising ardor carrying them on a tide that shuiteverything else.

“Mattie, love!”

The words Josh cried out were dim, his voice hoamseds that barely
registered in Mattie’s mind in the midst of passi®elease burst within



her while Josh still moved, his body thrusting witis release. Her pulse
roared as rapture enveloped her. Her breathinglyl@turned to normal.
When her heartbeat slowed, she opened her eyexltbim watching her.
He bent his head to kiss her as hungrily as if tiey never made love.

He carried her to bed, holding her tightly in hisna and stroking her back.
“Josh, is everything all right?”

"At this moment life is very good, Mattie," he areswd solemnly. “I want
to hold you close.”

She murmured a satisfied sigh and wriggled clogainst him, holding
him tightly while he shifted one of his legs betwders.

“I could love you all night. I've lost about thrgmunds in the past two
weeks.”

"Let me feel where," she said, her voice filledhwibntentment while she
slid her hands over his buttocks. “You don’t hakieeé spare pounds to
lose, and | haven’t noticed you eating less.”

“Itisn’t from eating or not eating. It's from laak sleep and exhaustion.”
“Sounds like complaints to me.”

“Never!” he said, turning and pulling her on toptofn as he kissed her
and ended the discussion.

The next three days and nights were filled with enparties, and Josh
quietly watched Mattie’s confidence and joy growoviNas they dressed
for parties, she was bubbly, looking forward to #neening. Josh was
aware of several men openly flirting with Mattielleh Anderson had been
at another of the parties, and his constant atterit Mattie left no doubt
in Josh’s mind that he was flirting.

Josh was surprised by his reaction. He couldn’teraiver being disturbed
by men’s attention to Lisa. The love that had opgeimehim for Mattie



made him want her all to himself. It was somethirggasured and special
that he had never expected to experience agaiey methis breathtaking,
heart-stopping manner.

Friday night, long after Mattie was asleep, Josh $taring into the
darkness. Heartache tore at him. He wanted to fmghher love; to try to
win her over, but all he had to do was remembea.Lii#e had done exactly
that with Lisa, cajoling her, charming her, arguimigh her to stay on the
ranch until he lost her forever.

And watching Mattie this week, he knew he had tohler go. She had
blossomed since their arrival in Chicago, and exeégnt hummed in her
constantly. She was poised, confident and frien8he would make a very
fine lawyer and she belonged out in the world.

It was as obvious as sunshine that she was hawngnderful time. This

woman who had grown up so isolated was a peopkopeAs they rode
around town or talked into the night, she told tabout the great people
she had met. So many names were a blur to himMittie remembered
people’s names and things about their lives.

On Sunday they would return to the ranch, but he wady to go now.

Every time they made love, he felt more bound tdtiaand he knew it

was going to hurt more to lose her. Knowing he weaaded for another
terrible heartbreak, he couldn’t resist loving legery chance he got. He
even thought about selling the ranch and moving ¢dy to stay with her,

but he had to reject that idea. Ranching was feblbod. It was all he

knew how to do. He was a cowboy, and he had towleye he was just as
surely as she needed to go.

He wanted to be home, to be able to get up and walgide where he
didn't feel closed in. He was tired of Chicago, ahd needed the
revitalizing that he always found at home on thecha

He shifted, looking at Mattie in his arms and wagther again. It had been
less than an hour since they'd made passionatettoeach other, yet he
wanted to wake her and love her as if it had beererthan a year since
he’d had the chance.



“Mattie,” he whispered, trailing his fingers alohgr shoulder, feeling his
shaft throb and heat burn within him. He leanedr dwes, brushing kisses
across her cheek, down over her shoulder then tobheast. Mattie
moaned, wrapped her arms around him, and pullecbkien her.

As Josh kissed her fiercely and caressed her simtilwas gasping, Mattie
shifted and curled her hand around his manhoodjibgrio kiss him. He

groaned, his fingers winding tightly in her haiull;mg slightly against her

scalp. “Mattie!”

She kissed him, her tongue trailing over the velipedf his shaft while she
waited to hear a declaration of love. In every wagept one, he acted like
a man in love. Never once had he said he lovedWaes it all physical?

Was it something he didn’t want to stop to analyze?

He pulled her up to kiss her, and she stopped waorglabout his feelings,
locking her arms around him to kiss him as passena

It was another hour before they lay quietly in eatrer's arms again and
talked about getting back to the ranch.

The phone rang, and Mattie turned to look at it.
“Mom will answer. Forget it.”

“It has to be an emergency for anyone to call &t hlour. Suppose it’s for
you?”

“Why would anyone call me in Chicago? It's probalityr Thornton.
Forget it.”

Mattie snuggled against him, and Josh turned hasl e kiss her. Minutes
later, she barely heard the knocking at the dodit dosh raised his head
and she realized she had been hearing the sameé fwuninutes.

“Damn,” Josh said, climbing out of bed and searghior clothes.
“Coming!” he called. He yanked on jeans while Matpicked up her
nightgown. As she pulled on a robe, she heard db#ie door and Sibyl’s
soft voice.



He closed the door and crossed the room to pigkephone.

“This is Josh,” he said, switching on a small tatdenp. The glow
highlighted his prominent cheekbones, giving a shee his muscles,
throwing his cheeks into shadows.

As he listened, his dark gaze swung to Mattie. Hesexl his eyes
momentarily, and she knew something terrible hazpbeaed.



CHAPTER TEN

“Mattie, it's Carlina. It's bad news.” Josh heldtdhe phone.

Frowning, Mattie wondered what had happened tcsister. As he handed
the receiver to her, Josh put his arm around Maitié held her close.
“Carlina? What's wrong?” Mattie asked.

“Gran died in her sleep tonight,” Carlina said iweepy voice. “She went
to sleep and then she was gone.”

Mattie drew a deep breath as sorrow filled her.h3osarm tightened
around her waist and she glanced up at him. Teang $ier eyes and she
struggled to control her emotions. “I'm glad sheswéth you. We'll come
back home right away.”

Josh held her tightly as Mattie stood quietly instg to Carlina. Dazed,
Mattie talked about arrangements, watching Joshenamvay to pull on his
T-shirt.

As soon as she told Carlina goodbye and replacedrébeiver, Josh
crossed the room to enfold her in his arms. "Sdroney.”

“After we lost Dad, Gran told me that when her tinane, we were not to
grieve because she had had a long and happy litmant keep from
grieving, though. I'll miss her.”

“I know you will,” he said gently, kissing the ta Mattie’'s head. He held
her tightly while she cried against his chest.

“She’ll be buried at home in Texas. Josh, | neegetioback home.”
“I'll change our plane reservations. We can be haomeorrow afternoon.
I'll call to make arrangements and then [I'll tellolh.” He wiped away her

tears with his thumbs and studied her. “Okay?”

“I'm all right.”



He picked up the phone, and while she listenedirtodonfirm an early-
morning flight, she began to pack to go home toabex

Four days later Josh stood beside her in thengjifiugust heat beneath a
thick canopy at the cemetery. Mattie looked at ghevestones. She had
now buried her grandparents and her parents. Jasi'svas firmly around
her waist, and she felt as if Josh and Elizabetie ker family now. Did
Josh feel that way toward her?

As soon as the service ended, friends and relatsese forward to give
Mattie and her sisters their condolences. When teayned to Mattie’s
ranch house, friends and family joined them. Nowat thma was gone,
Lottie had moved to Josh’s ranch and she had agmeéd a nanny for
Elizabeth. She had taken Elizabeth home with hamnfthe reception. It
was late that night before Josh and Mattie retuhmede.

After telling Lottie good-night and looking in onliEabeth, Josh and
Mattie went to the kitchen. He got a cold beer fribra refrigerator. “Want
a beer?”

Mattie shook her head. “Just a glass of iced td#laget it,” she said,
kicking off her black pumps and fluffing her hair.

"Mattie, | don’t want to rush you, but we oughttédk about the ranch,” he
said, uncapping the beer. “You're going back inri@ning to discuss the
ranch with your sisters.”

“They want to settle things while they're here Beyt don’t have to come
back.”

Josh felt a knot in the pit of his stomach. A tilame of hope flickered in
him, but dread overrode it. He had to face therytand after Chicago, he
could see it all too clearly.

“You said the Rocking R was to be divided three syagnd they've
already told you they would like to sell their part



“Carlina doesn’t want to be tied to it in any we&he and Tim said if |
can’'t purchase her share now, they’ll wait, takedi@are of the profits, and
let me buy it when | can.”

Mattie watched Josh shed his suit coat, her bodgomrding to just the
sight of him peeling away his jacket and unbuttgnihis shirt.
Momentarily she forgot everything else except Jddh. wore a navy
Western-cut suit and white shirt. Earlier in theeewng he had shed his
conservative navy tie. His black boots added tohkight. He draped his
coat over a chair and unbuttoned his shirt as lo&kdu his toe below the
rung of a chair, pulled it out and sat down.

“What about Andrea?”

“Now that she’s engaged, Andrea wants to sell lzt pecause it would
pay for the rest of her education. She says shéswae to keep enough to
pay me back for supporting her since Dad died| baitd her | didn’t want
her to do that.”

Mattie stirred lemon into the iced tea, sippedhign went to the table to sit
down. "Right now | can’t buy their part of the réanwithout going into
debt again, and | don’t want to do that. With owarnage, anything | do
will involve you.”

“I want to buy their shares and your land, tog,ati want to sell it.”

Stunned, she stared at him while his offer spuhen mind. Something

inside her shattered and crumbled into a sharp. pash was ready to say
goodbye. There wouldn’t be any reason to make surcbffer unless he

thought she were leaving-or he wanted her to le&he. felt light-headed

and her ears rang.

“Josh, that's a tremendous amount of land,” she sathout thinking,
trying to fill the widening gap of silence. Was het even considering the
possibility that she would stay with him and that Bhare of land would
be joined with his?



“l think | can afford to buy all of the Rocking Rhat land adjoins this
ranch.” Josh watched her while he talked. He huodt lze hoped she never
‘guessed how much. If she had any idea, she wdaldwgith him out of
pity and that would be a dreadful mistake. “I'ddiko own the Rocking R
land, and this may be the only chance I'll get.”

“It'll throw you into debt.”

“Nothing | can’t handle. I've thought about it, alid hate to see it go to
someone else. It'll mean tightening up on expengis$ now, but in the
long run, I think I'll make more money. It'll be with more. It's good land.
The water is better than mine.”

They were silent. Mattie knew she should mull olisr offer and what it
meant to her future, but she didn’t want a futuveaya from Josh and
Elizabeth. She hadn’t expected him to act so swiftl looked as if he
intended to end their marriage, yet she foundithpbssible to accept after
the past couple of weeks and the intimacy theydtaded. Fresh memories
taunted her, moments of laughter together, momentss arms when he
sounded as if he loved her and wanted what theyd kbt forever.

Josh sat sipping the cold beer, not thinking alibat offer he had just
made. Instead, he was thinking about Mattie, tgllmmself not to do
something to hold her here when she didn’'t realgnivto stay. Yet
everything in him yearned to do just that. He wdrit pull her onto his
lap, kiss her, tell her to stay and forget law stho

“Mattie, according to our prenuptial agreementskead you to stay at least
one year,” Josh said after a length of time.

“l intend to,” Mattie replied, her brows arching.

Josh waited, holding his breath, his heart thuddinghe had intentions of
staying permanently, now would be the time to keth. Mattie was as
honest and direct as it was possible for a humaretdf she was in love,
really in love, and wanted to stay and forget lako®l, she would tell
him. And if she didn’t, he had to keep quiet, naterahow painful. He had
to let her go.



“I won't hold you to staying the rest of the yeahé said, hating what he
was doing, yet knowing it was only right and fairhlter. He had held one
woman with disastrous consequences. He wouldn’tentiaé& same mistake
twice. If she didn’t want to stay, he wouldn't tty keep her here. The
bond had to be love, not duty, and it had to betigfatchoice.

“I know you want to go to law school,” Josh contau “Before you can
do anything else, you have to dispose of the raBclte you do that, then
you can get on with your dreams.”

Mattie listened to him, while she felt as if heahewere splintering into a
million fragments. Josh was talking calmly about leaving forever. What
about the nights they had spent in each other'sarirhe long hours of
passionate lovemaking that held so much more fothan just a physical
relationship?

She knew he was talking to her, but she didn't lvélaat he was saying
because of the roaring in her ears. With her rlydntd she clutched the
kitchen table and looked down at her left handanlap. Her wedding ring
glittered, and for the first time its brillianceeseed cold and fragile.

He was making arrangements for her to foessence he was telling her
goodbye. She felt betrayed, hurt, shocked and ge¢monce had he said
he loved her, she reminded herself. Not one timenen the throes of
passion.

“Mattie?”

She fought tears and hurt and anger. With a supedfod she looked up
and prayed her features were impassive. She ceeldtlie hot sting of
tears in her eyes and saw his frown. His dark édd an expression of
curiosity.

“Sorry, | was thinking about Gran,” she lied flathe was not going to do
something foolish and have him tell her kindly tiadtile he liked her, he
didn’t love her.

“Oh, sorry. If this is a bad time to talk-"



“No. Carlina leaves tomorrow afternoon so we havgdt some decisions
made. This will help me,” she said. She hoped shdensense. All she
could think about was that Josh was saying goodbleir interlude was
over. She was going to lose him and Elizabeth. Mea®mf moments with
Elizabeth tore at her. Li’l Bit was just beginnitg toddle and each day
brought wondrous changes. Mattie thought about ihglcElizabeth,
reading to her, feeling Elizabeth’s tiny arms hwy and seeing Elizabeth
hold out her arms, wanting Mattie to hold her.

And Josh-she hurt so badly she could barely bredib&h was staring at
her intently. She looked down at her hand in hegs, lurning her

engagement ring and looking at the diamond throbiginry tears. She
should have known he would let her go. From th&t fitoment he had told
her-warned her-that he would never get emotionaylved. Her eyes

burned with tears, and she wiped at them angrtyhdrts to lose Gran and
the ranch at the same time.”

“You don’t have to go,” he said quietly.

She wanted to scream at him that she wanted hiardgon of love to
keep her. She wanted Josh and Elizabeth and notsthwol! For a
moment she felt like blurting out the truth, buediit it back, remembering
how he had talked about the nannies who had wantadiage. He had
warned her, clearly, emphatically and often. He hald her marriage
made him feel trapped. Why hadn’t she listened?

Unfortunately, she had little control over her he&he hurt all over, and
she couldn't spend the night pretending everythwgs all right or
pretending she still wanted a law career. How |dedore her control
slipped and she did something foolish that wouldkenahem both
miserable?

“Josh, | belong home with my sisters,” she saidhyyrj knowing she had to
get away from him before she started pleading with to change his
mind. “I'm going home,” she said stiffly, thinkinpat Josh and Elizabeth
were her only real home.

A muscle worked in his jaw, and his eyes were fikenight. He nodded
and she turned, yanking up her purse and rushiggtteome clothes.



Josh sat in the empty kitchen. He felt as if higldvdvad ended. How
would he exist without her? If he bought her rantiere would be little

chance to turn around, sell out and move to atoitstay with her. And he
couldn’t do that even if he saw a way. He belongedhe ranch as surely
as Mattie belonged in a law firm in a city.

But he loved her and wanted her. She was leavimgrigiht now. He could
feel it in his bones. He could have held her toabeement to stay the rest
of the year. Maybe by that time she would wanttay $orever, but after
the week in Chicago he knew he had to let her ganatter what he felt.
He glanced over his shoulder at the doorway, thigkibout her gathering
her things to go. She was leaving him, but righwshe was still under his
roof. And he knew' she was still susceptible tokses.

Angrily he shoved back the chair and strode throtinghhouse. He found
her in his room. Her back was to him and she whlrnfg a pair of jeans.
With a pounding heart he crossed the room and dunee to face him.

“Josh-"

He bent his head, his mouth coming down on herlgsftwhile he kissed
her. Startled, Mattie wrapped her arms around écknHer heart thudded
and she wondered about his feelings. He was kisgnags if he Wanted to
hold her forever.

And she wanted him forever. Tears stung and fdleeded as she returned
his kisses. His lips were rough on hers; his tonuest deeply into her
mouth. With each thrust and stroke of his tonghe, felt puzzled. If he
was letting her go, why was he kissing her as thdug couldn’t bear to
say goodbye?

As abruptly as he had pulled her into his armgeleased her. “Go ahead,
Mattie,” he said, his voice cold and Hat. He tureed left the room, and

she stared at the empty doorway. He had to feeé8ong strong for her to

storm in and kiss her like that. Yet he had toldtbeyo.

With shaking hands she grabbed up some of herghkmpwing she could
return and get the rest when she had her emoti@ne under control. She



went to Elizabeth’s room and bent over the baby toeldrush wispy hair
away from her cheek She longed to pick the childwg hold her close, to
feel Elizabeth’s little arms around her neck ag@mars streamed down her
cheeks as she stroked and patted Elizabeth.

“I'll miss you terribly, Li’l Bit. Your daddy knowswvhat he wants, though.
He loves you so much, and he’ll always take cargoof, and I'll always
think of you. | love you, sweetie. | love you sochyElizabeth.”

Mattie leaned down to hug Elizabeth, then left #wifalmost running to
the truck, while everything in her screamed to gakband tell Josh she
loved him.

Let him send her away if he wanted to. All she ttado was remember his
contempt of the nannies who wanted to be his wifé she kept going to
the truck. She didn’'t want his sympathy or his eompt.

With tears flowing, Mattie climbed inside the pigkiWhere was Josh? He
was not coming out to stop her. She slammed the abthe truck and
started the motor, rushing down the road to driemé. When she reached
the highway, she pulled over to cry, letting go &k pent-up emotions.
She hurt and she wanted more than anything thiswanhad become the
world to her.

It was almost an hour later before she reachedameh, then tiptoed to her
own room, closed the door and sat down near a wirgostare into the
night. She couldn’t sleep, her mind racing. He &eied like a man in love.
Had their lovemaking meant so little to him? Shosi@ go back, tell him
she loved him, that she wanted to try to make timairriage last?

Everything in her cried out to do that, yet Josh@dness held her
immobile. If he loved her, he would have told hiérhe wanted her, he
never would have let her go.

She could remember how he had swept her into thisiage over all her
protests and doubts. If he wanted her now, he wbeldieclaring it and
fighting to get her to stay. Except he wouldn’'t @awe fight at all. She
covered her eyes to cry again.



The next morning as she drank hot coffee, Carlihasband, Tim, was the
first downstairs. “Morning, Mattie. Didn’'t expecb tfind you here,” he
said, giving her a long look. She knew it was obgishe had been crying,
but she barely knew her brother-in-law and he didoéstion her. He wore
chinos and a tan shirt and loafers. His black Wwas cut just below his ears
and was neatly parted and combed. She wonderesl Was impatient to
get back to Denver and his brokerage business.

“I know Carlina and Andrea want to settle the gieesbf the ranch while

all of you are here,” she said to him. “It'll makea lot easier. | talked to
your husband yesterday, and it sounds as if hesatarbuy our share and
Andrea’s.”

“That’s right.”

“Good morning. | thought | heard voices,” Andreéiance, Chet Holden,
said, raking his blond hair back from his face asehtered the room. He
was only inches taller than Andrea, several indiester than Mattie, but
his ready smile always made her feel at ease with h

The men moved around the kitchen getting orangee jand coffee, and
she thought how different they were. Chet was shidand and worked
with computers. Tim was a stockbroker, as tall agt, and he always
seemed slightly preoccupied when she was aroundakim he were still
thinking about his business. She wondered what ttheyght of Josh with
his long shaggy hair and country background.

Before she could ponder the matter further, battess entered the room.

“What are you doing here?” Carlina asked, stretgland yawning. She
wore pink sweats and was barefoot as she staiddttie with curiosity.

Andrea was in boxer shorts and a T-shirt. Her wdishop of curls was in
a tangle as she stared owlishly at Mattie whileghéed a glass of orange
juice.

“I needed to talk to you about the ranch,” Matteds removing slices of
golden toast from the toaster to set them on thée.taVhile they ate



breakfast of fruit and toast and hot coffee, thescuksed the disposal of
the ranch.

After they finished their conversation, Tim callddsh and made an
appointment to meet with him at Josh’s office at place. Next Tim made
an appointment with an appraiser.

Over an hour later everyone left except Andrea, whbat the kitchen
table with Mattie. “Why are you home?”

Mattie shook her hair away from her face and looked the kitchen
window. She dreaded telling Andrea the truth, lhéré was no way to
avoid it. “Josh and | had a marriage of convenignoghing more.”

“Get outta here! | don't believe it, Mattie!”

Mattie faced her sister, looking into concernedebéyes as she nodded.
“It's true.”

“Nobody does that!”

“l did it. He needed someone for Elizabeth, ande=ed to pay the debts
Dad had incurred among other things. | told himobefwe ever went into
it that if something happened to Gran, | wanteddlb the ranch and go to
law school.”

Andrea’s jaw dropped. “No! You love this place.”

For a moment Mattie felt a flicker of amusementf ‘©urse | love our
home, but | don’t want to be tied to it any morarttyou do. Do you want
to live here and run it?”

"No, but I wouldn’t know how. You do. It's all youé ever done.”

"But it's not all | ever want to do,” Mattie saicgpently.

“All those years with Dad-you were unhappy?”

“No, but Dad’s gone and | want something else.”



“Does Carlina know?”

“Not yet. I'll tell her this morning, but | didn'tvant to announce it with
Tim and Chet here.”

“You want to go to law school?”

“I've already been accepted. If | get going andvéethe details of selling
the ranch to Tim-who seems willing to take chargean start this
semester. School begins a week from Monday. I'd tikleave for Austin
this afternoon to look for an apartment. Thenb# back by Friday at the
latest.”

“You waited to do this because of Dad and Gram'tigbu?”

“Yes.”

“Have you wanted to get away as much as Carlind diaP”

“No. | like it here, but | want another career,’eséaid, thinking about Josh
and Elizabeth. “I don’t want to live alone in thisuse and run this ranch
by myself.”

“And you don’t have a real marriage?”

"It's real enough as far as the law is concernetwe'll end it now.”

“You had that big wedding because of Gran, didoi¥’

“Yes,” Mattie answered, aware Andrea was studyiegihtently.

“If you want to go to law school, why do you loolkd you've been
crying?”

Mattie drew a deep breath. Trust her little sisntice something was
amiss. She stood and moved to the window, lookingide and struggling
to control her emotions. “I love him, Andrea.”



“Well, for heaven’s sake, why are you leaving?”

“He wants me to.” Mattie wiped her eyes and tur@edund. “He had
nannies who wanted to many him before our arrangeued he told me
he could never love anyone again and they madddeitrapped. I'm not
trapping him into a marriage he doesn’t want.”

Andrea stood and crossed the room to hug her siMaybe if you stayed
longer, he’d fall in love. He married you. Surelyutalked about it lasting
longer than this.”

“I don’t want him wishing he could get rid of me.”

“He didn’t look like he wanted to get rid of youRndrea leaned back to
study Mattie, looking up at her intently. “He seehte care a lot, Mattie. It
didn’t look like an act, either.”

“He didn’t ask me to stay.”

“I think you ought to go back and talk it over wiim.”

“Andrea, he knows what he wants. And he doesn’itdiesto say what he
wants.”

“He might be waiting for you to make the first mave

“He’s not the type.”

“Let’s go talk to Carlina.”

Nodding, Mattie knew she had to tell both sist€ket and Tim passed
them on the stairs as they left to meet with Jasld, by the time the sisters
reached Carlina’s room, they had the house to tbkes

Only half listening, Mattie answered Carlina’s quass about her plans.
Then she listened as Andrea told Carlina that Ratas in love with Josh,

but leaving because he hadn’t asked her to stay.

“I think she should go back and talk it over wiimti’ Andrea said.



“I don’t,” Carlina snapped. “Men can be so obtused if you want
something else besides life on a ranch, here’s gloance.”

“I don’t think you're right,” Andrea argued, and Rfi@ wondered if they
had forgotten her presence.

“Yes, | am.” She glanced at Mattie. “You two seenaaghismatch anyway.
I'd say go for law school. You'll meet the rightygthere.”

Mattie listened to them argue over her, but heuginds were on Josh. She
stood and headed toward the door. “I'm going tosslrand leave for
Austin. I'll think about what you said, Andrea, btutvon’t hurt to go look
at apartments. And promise me, both of you, thatwdl not lecture Josh
or tell him I'm in love with him or anything likehat.”

“I don’t want to promise,” Andrea said with a potlaybe he just needs a
nudge.”

“Andrea, he isn’t the kind of man to nudge.”
“She’s right. | promise,” Carlina said.

“I promise, but | think you're making a big mistagké\ndrea added, and
Mattie knew she could count on them keeping theirdy

All the time she bathed and changed and packedt{hshught about Josh
and Elizabeth and Andrea’s arguments. And Carlibalgef that they were
a mismatched pair. She hadn’t felt mismatched. Widbkh she had felt
complete-a desirable woman.

She kissed her sisters goodbye and climbed intocahéat was so seldom
used since her father’s death. As she turned tretdighway, she glanced
down the road toward Josh’s. It was another hotwligly unusually high
winds.

She sped along, barely noticing the landscapethmerghts were still on
Josh. Should she tell him that she loved him andlavoather stay with
him and Elizabeth, even if he didn’t love her itura? He acted like a man



in love, and maybe she was making a dreadful nest&ke didn’'t want
law school. She wanted Josh and Elizabeth.

Mattie spent the next two days looking at apartserar the university.
On Saturday morning she found one she liked, bet didn't make a
decision to sign a lease. Instead she went batiketonotel to think about
her future.

As she unlocked the door the phone was ringing. rBeked across the
room and yanked up the receiver. “Hello.”

“Mattie?”

At the sound of Josh’s bass voice, her heart miadseht. She clung to the
phone, closed her eyes and sat on the edge okthe'lgust came in,” she
said breathlessly. How wonderful his voice soundafily was he calling
her? Was he going to tell her to come home?

“Carlina said you're apartment hunting,” he saidetjy. She clutched the
phone, words tumbling in her mind. Should shehath she wanted to go
back to the ranch? Back to him and Elizabeth?

“Yes, but | haven't found anything.”

“We miss you,” he said in the same tone of voicd gounded withdrawn
and controlled.

“I miss you terribly,” she admitted. Silence stietd between thentay
you want me to come hong&he knew the silence was becoming awkward,
yet she was afraid to speak.

Josh leaned back in the chair with his feet proppethe desk. He gripped
the phone until his knuckles were white and higthtbaiddded with her last
words. He waited, hoping, hurting, wanting her &y she was coming
home. Her sister Carlina had said Mattie was fileith plans for law

school and apartment hunting, and he had spenpakesleepless nights
telling himself she was gone for good. Yet herestant that she missed



him terribly. didn’t sound as though she was corghyewrapped up in the
idea of law school.

He rubbed his bristly jaw. He hadn't bothered taw&hthe past few days.
He went through the motions of trying to work aniew the men were
giving him room and leaving him alone. Lottie clally cared for
Elizabeth and talked about when Mattie would bekbamme. He didn’t
care to discuss with Lottie that Mattie would netreturning to stay, so he
had listened without comment.

And this morning he could stand it no longer withati least talking to
Mattie. He couldn’t resist calling her. Her statermsurprised him. Hope
spread in him like light filling a dark roonh.miss you terribly What did
that mean? He was conscious of the lengtheningcgleand he waited for
more from her.

“Mattie, we’re working out details for me to buyetiRocking R. Andrea
said you’ll be home tomorrow.”

“That’s right.” Tears flowed unheeded. She wantexd drms around her,
wanted his lovingPlease say you want me to come home.

“I'll see you when you get home.”
“Sure. | wish | could talk to Elizabeth.”

“She keeps calling for you,” he said gruffly, andattle felt her heart
constrict.

“Tell her I miss her.”

“Sure. See you tomorrow, Mattie.”

“I'm glad you called.”

“So am |. It's good to talk.” He replaced the resgi and ran his hand

across his eyes. He loved her with all his beind) flzenwanted her home. It
tore him to pieces when Elizabeth started cryingMattie. And the long



lonely nights in his empty bed were pure hell. Kaisg his feet to the
floor and put his head in his hands.

Restlessly he stood and went to the window to loatside without seeing
anything except Mattie’s big green eyes. “Hellfiree said, clamping his
jaw shut tightly. His eyes narrowed. Mattie was un@t intelligent and
forthright. She said she missed him terribly. Henched his fists, feeling
his resolve crumble.

Just once, he was going to tell the woman he |dwad If she said she
wanted out of his life and out of the marriagentihe’d let her go, but he
was going to let her know what she meant to himtd#d a deep breath,
feeling an urgent need to tell her now. He waspoihg to wait for her to
come home before he told her. If Lottie would si@yight with Elizabeth,
he was going to drive to Austin now.

Excitement and hope flickered to life in him, areldtrode out of the room.
“Lottie!”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Josh ran to his room and laid out a fresh paireahg. He yanked off his
shin to shower. As he crossed the room, the phamng and he picked up
the receiver.

As soon as he answered, he heard the sheriff'pediprzoice. “Josh, it's
Zach Burnett. We just got a call. Someone on tigbwaay spotted smoke.
It's your land. I'm headed that way now.”

As Josh listened, he moved to the window. An ieynior raked him when
he saw the dark column of smoke that stretcheddby@dove the treetops
and rose skyward where it spread and dissipated.

“We have rain predicted,” Zach continued, “and dak to the north, but
no rain will be here in the next few hours. The kewas to the southwest
of your place, and we've got a hellacious southdwiowing now. I'll
notify as many as | can to get you help. Fire diepants from three towns
are already on the way.”

“Thanks, I'm going.”

The line went dead as Josh dashed down the halmatdusty coming
toward him. Dusty’s boots scraped the floor. He Hatlon his jeans and
smudges on his shirt. One look in his gray eyed, Josh knew they were
in deep trouble.

“The place is on fire. We're moving the animals.eTWway this wind’s
blowing, your house and everything will be in ittip”

“l just talked to Zach Burnett. I'll be there aosaas | can,” Josh said to
Dusty, who had already turned around and headedhirdoor. Lottie
stood in the family room doorway.

“Lottie, go down to your house and get what youdheget your car. I'll
pack Li’l Bit's things and you take her to town. t&Geroom at the hotel and



tell them to put it on my bill. Hurry quick! You wvneed to get out of here.
The fire is damned close.”

Desperate to get Elizabeth out of harm’s way, loéga her up, hugging
her before he set her down in her room. “You antti€@re going in the
car, sweetie. I'm going to put your things in ydaag,” he said, yanking
open drawers and flinging Elizabeth’s clothes iatbag. He raced to his
room and grabbed another bag, running back to jduil iof her clothing
and toys and books. He packed Lisa’s picture arnohlay picture of
Elizabeth.

“Mr. Brand, I'm ready,” Lottie said, coming intoglroom.

“Look and see if I've left anything you need. fut these bags in your car,
Lottie.” He yanked up two stuffed bears and a faeoblanket before
dashing to Lottie’s car. When he stepped outsideiaem gust of wind
buffeted him and he could smell the fire.

He felt a flicker of relief when he saw the baransting open and empty.
Lottie came out carrying Elizabeth and two sacks.tbbk the sacks that
were filled with bottles and formula and set thenthe car, then he took
Elizabeth and buckled her into the car seat. “Thabbttie. Say a prayer
for us.”

“I will, Mr. Brand. You be careful. Fires are mearhank goodness we're
supposed to get rain, and it looks dark to thetmbrt

He glanced toward the south and then looked asitinake. “I don't think
we’re going to get it in time to help save thisqad

She climbed into the car while he leaned down 83 l&lizabeth. “You're
my sweetie. I'll see you tonight, Li’'l Bit. Be Dag@ good girl, okay?" *

“Bye, bye,” she said, touching his cheek and smi&hhim.
“Take care, Lottie.” He closed the car door anchédr to run for his

pickup, racing around the barn and then leavingrdla€l to cut across the
open field toward a stand of oaks.



Mattie raced along the highway and then slowed hes drove through
Latimer. She was going home to Josh. He would havell her to go.
They had been honest enough with each other tleakrséw he would say
what he truly felt. And when she remembered thimg$iad said in the past
and his words on the phone this morning, she thiotlglir marriage had a
chance. And that was all she prayed for. If he @qusét give her a chance,
just go back to what they had, because that wasdiidy special to her.

After talking to him, she had sat for thirty minsitéebating what she
wanted to do, then had decided to go home. She&tkeld out of the
motel, packed and left Austin. Now she was so chorse her pulse raced
eagerly.

She was just out of Latimer when she topped aahitl saw the billowing
smoke in the distance. The black column rose amnelagpacross the sky
above the treetops, and she turned icy. It probafly much farther away
than it appeared, she reassured herself. But wignyemile closer, she
grew more worried. She prayed silently that thehas would be all right.

Pressing her foot on the accelerator, she sped at@ssing the turn to the
Rocking R. With every mile her fright grew. Now stauld see the tips of
orange flames leaping above treetops. She wondeyedfar she could

drive before she had to turn back. She wouldn'vedinto smoke. She
prayed it was beyond Josh’s place, far from hisskoand buildings, but
she could tell it was close.

Her fear became sheer terror when she neared #uoetoohis house. She
could see the flames roaring through trees, blac&ks billowing. Gray
smoke that had thinned rolled over the car andecgdlew through the
air. The acrid smell stung her throat, but in spitéhe danger, she turned
down his road and raced to the house. She couldngeein the distance
fighting the fire. A pumper truck drove along therhing edge, the thick
stream of silvery water shooting from the firemaimgse looking too
inadequate for the raging inferno.



She knew Josh would be fighting the fire, but wheeze Lottie and Li’l
Bit? Storm clouds gathered to the north and Mateeyed that rain would
come soon.

She braked near the back door and flung herselbbtite car. The barn
stood empty, and she realized the animals had bemrmed. She rushed
inside the house.

“Lottie!”

There was only silence. Mattie yanked down keyth&oother pickup and
raced into the family room. Something should beeddor Josh. His great-
grandfather, grandfather and father had passedshings down to him.
She grabbed the rifle above the mantel and remavathp from the small
table his great-grandfather had made, then catiiewh to the pickup. She
raced inside for more.

Each trip out to the pickup, the fire moved clodden were yelling. The
nimble and crackle of the flames were loud when sbeldn’'t cram
another item into the pickup.

The last armload was filled with trash bags of J$lvots and clothing
and guns, pictures she had found in his closet-tinilding pictures.

She slid behind the wheel and raced away from thesdy driving down
the highway. She sped home to get her own pickdpfzn rushed back to
help fight the fire.

Leaving the pickup parked on the highway, she gedhihe shovel from
the back. A gust of warm air struck her and theatlar gust that was
cool, and she looked at the storm clouds racingrhmazl. Rain was
coming, but it was going to be too late. She ramatd the fire, seeing a
stranger swinging a wet gunnysack and beating laoteds. Someone had
turned over the ground so a wide lane of din madieeareak, and she
prayed the fire couldn’t jump it.

She began to dig, throwing dirt on the flames,nigyto smother the fire.
Flames licked at her, and the heat poured oveirhemaves while smoke



made her cough. It stung her eyes and throat,randnutes the world was
blurred as her eyes watered.

The house was a quarter of a mile away but in cleay, and she watched
in horror as the roof burst into flames. Cindersstrhave blown and fallen
on the shingle roof. In seconds it was a ragirey fir

As the orange fire licked across the roof, she @ch®r Josh, for his
monetary loss, but much more for the loss of a httraehad been passed
down from generation to generation, one that hestreed. She turned back
to fighting the fire that had become a dim blutees's filled her eyes.

She felt the wind shift only seconds after she th@éaman nearby give a
triumphant whoop. In minutes the fire was blowirack on itself, back
over land burned to ashes. Her shoulders throbterchands stung and her
arms ached as she paused and wiped perspirationheo forehead. She
turned to look at the house that was burning.

Fire raged through the structure. The windows avaf were gone. The
place was a raging inferno. Fire trucks pumped mwatethe flames that
burned out of control. Nearby, through the smokes of the men strode
toward her. His T-shirt was blackened and rippeghgged tear across the
shoulder. His jeans were covered with mud and sasthe approached,
she recognized the familiar long stride and brohduklers. Her heart
thudded, and she threw aside the shovel and raardofvm. “Josh!”



CHAPTER TWELVE

Josh’s strong arms wrapped around her as he bentdad to kiss her
hungrily. His jaw was bristly, scraping her facet Bhe was barely aware
of it. Trembling with joy, she held him tightly. Htears spilled down her
cheeks, mingling with their kisses while she retardosh’s kiss, wanting
him so badly, wanting him forever.

“Your house,” she whispered, leaning back.

“I was coming to Austin today when the fire stoppead. Why are you
here?”

Her heart leaped when he said he’d been going sil\u'Josh, I-”

He kissed her again before she could say more-anbtimgry, passionate
kiss that made her forget everything else momdwtari

Josh held her, his heart pounding. As long as Vedlihe would never
forget the moment Dusty said he had seen Mattietifig the fire. He
wasn’t going to let her go this time without a figMattie wasn't Lisa. She
was a different woman; theirs were different cirstamces, and she was
going to have to make the choice. Right now heditiget enough of her,
kissing her wildly, wanting to touch every inch bér. He wanted to
possess her, to hold her, to bind her to him cotalyle

He raised his head. “I love you, Mattie,” he saithfy.

Mattie’s heart turned over, and everything inside tmelted into a warmth
that shook her. “I came back because | want ouriags.”

“Thank God!” he exclaimed, and bent his head tg kisr again. This time,
as she clung to him, her heart pounded with figoge A twinge of guilt
reminded her of the fire. She had no right to fibairious with happiness
when his house had burned to the ground.



Just then the first big drops of rain hit them, Bash barely noticed. He
framed her face with his hands. “I love you, Matiiavant you and our
marriage, too. I've been in hell without you.”

She touched his jaw while her joy grew. Her heaxrled with delight
over his declaration of love. “Josh, I've alwaysédd you. Always.”

He gave her a crooked smile. “I'll settle for ndagly.”
“l guess it took my going away for you to realize-"

“The hell it did. I've been in love with you almosince our wedding. |
didn’t realize my own feelings at first, but thekriew.”

"Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, frowning andngering why a man
so direct in everything else would keep what heifehis heart to himself.

“I was going to tell you when we went to Chicagoddhen | saw you take
to all those people and city life like a duck totera You belong in that
environment, Mattie. You have the brains and thrs@wlity-"

“Oh, my! Josh, stop! As far as taking to city liéexd wanting to be a
lawyer-oh, darlin’, it's you and Elizabeth | want.”

Anything else she was going to say left her mindhesightened his arms
around her again and kissed her hard. She retunsellisses until they
were both breathing hard.

She looked at him in disbelief, remembering theeswi moments and
desperate lovemaking in Chicago and now undersigndhat was tearing
at him. "All because of the Chicago trip, you kgptet?"

He looked at her solemnly again. "That and anatbason. If | had tried to
hold you here when you wanted to go, | was afravdoiuld have been like
Lisa all over again. Staying here when she wame@dve is what killed
her."

“Oh, Josh! I'm not Lisa. And | can survive comingdk to the ranch.”



“l decided that today. That's why | was going tosfin. | had gone to
shower when | got a call from Zach that someondtsg@ahe fire.”

“As much as | want to be alone with you, we bejbén the others,” she
said, trying to be practical, when all she wantedlé was hold him and
kiss him. “I'm so sorry about your house.”

“That’s not important next to getting you back," $a&d solemnly, his dark
eyes seeming to draw her to his soul. “You gavebaek life and love,
Mattie. | hope | can repay you even half as muciwlaat you've given to
me and Elizabeth.”

She placed her palm against his cheek as tearg barreyes. “I love you,
Josh Brand.”

He kissed her hand and glanced over his should#&neatouse. “We'll
rebuild, Mattie. Maybe it was time to let go of thast.”

Big drops of rain fell faster, and Josh looked iatlburning land. The tire
was dying now as the wind blew from the north aneg® what flames
were left back on scorched ground, but his house avamoldering ruin.
He placed his Stetson on Mattie’s head and shestbak at him.

The skies opened and rain poured over them, dregckihem and
plastering Mattie’s blouse to her body. It was ¢@dhissing downpour.
Mattie never remembered rain looking so wondedier before.

“I've got to thank everyone for helping,” Josh saids arms still tight
around her waist. “And then | want you alone, allmyself. We need to
plan a honeymoon.”

“We can take Elizabeth if you want.”

He shook his head. “Li'l Bit and Lottie get alongb@ilously and
Mom-would like to keep her, too. Li’l Bit will pradibly get a week with
Mom, and Lottie can have a week’s vacation. AnidhiElve you in my bed,
all to myself.”



Mattie’s body tingled in response to his words, ahd felt like laughing
with bubbly joy. “I can’t wait! Let’s go. I'll helpyou thank people. Josh, |
saved what | could from the house. It's in my piglat my place.”

“Ah, Mattie, thank you,” he said. "We left in suehrush. You didn’t
happen to save any other clothes of mine, did you?"

“Of course,” she answered smugly. “The way | figuireyou can't get
along without me, Josh Brand!"

"Damn straight, | can’t. And | don’t intend to tagain.”

Mattie stood on a balcony and looked at the spagklights of Paris, the
Arc de Triomphe in one direction, the Eiffel Towiar another. A hand
locked around her belt, and she was pulled baaugir glass doors into
the hotel bedroom.

“‘Hey!”

“Come here,” Josh said, both of them tumbling aribe bed as she fell
into his arms. “You can look at Paris anytime.” stibered and stared at
her. “You like cities, Mattie. You love it here.llltell you, woman, I'm
going to do everything | can to keep you on thathein Texas!"

“Really? And what are you going to do to keep mereéR” she teased in a
sultry voice. His chest expanded and his hand ealvidre back of her head
as he pulled her down to kiss her. He rolled owar, Bhifting to try to
unbutton her blouse while she unfastened his Wéhile Josh kissed and
caressed her, their clothing was tossed aside.ieMattoked him, her
fingers closing around his throbbing shaft. Shelléar to his groan of
pleasure.

He shifted over her, moving between her thighs| ugilowered himself
and entered her. Eager, wanting him more each tireg were together,
she wrapped her legs around him, her hands diggiodhis firm buttocks.
She moved with him until she splintered into ifoling release.



“l love you, woman. Love you so damned much,” hid gaa gruff, husky
voice, turning his head to look at her.

She gazed into his dark eyes as she ran her fipgener his chest. “Josh,
I'd like to get off the Pill. 'm twenty-eight. | ow you have terrible
expenses with the house gone and buying my sistkases of our place-”

He placed his finger on her lips. “Shh,” he saiissikg her lightly,
showering kisses on her temple, her cheeks, heatthtl think that's a
grand idea, Mattie. You're wonderful with Elizabe#ind Elizabeth would
be delighted to have a little sibling. And I'd lowanother child. We'll
manage. We've got my cattle and your cattle, acahl sell off some. Hell,

| can sell part of the land, and we’ll still havera than either of us had a
year ago. We’'ll manage.” He looked into her eyéfove you.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck as he leareedookiss her again.
Mattie closed her eyes and returned his kisseslifghim, knowing she
loved Josh and Elizabeth more than anything or &yo the world. And
hopefully soon there would be another little Bramdove!



