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FIGHT FOR LOVE
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She had come to take his inheritance

Natasha Ames wasn't surprised that Jay Traveratexbber presence on his
family's Texas ranch. Not after she learned thatgnandfather, who had
met Natasha on a trip to England, had left herdidhis property in his will.

Natasha didn't know why the shrewd old Texan hadensaich a bequest to
a virtual stranger, but she was determined natdod until she found out.

It wasn't easy living with Jay's hostility--espdisiavhen Natasha found
herself falling in love with the harsh rancher.



CHAPTER ONE

THE letter came on a grey, wet morning in mid- Juaost fhe sort of cold,
damp summer day that made one's thoughts turnullystb sun and heat,
Natasha thought enviously as she studied the ul&@mAmerican
postmark.

Texas—how many names could exercise such a powerfuciefie the
diverse imaginations of the Western world? But lghew no one from the
Lone Star State, unless... Her forehead pleatadamt frown as she flicked
through her memory.

There had been that American last year. A faintlesrourled round the

corners of her mouth as she remembered the majedstion. Tough and
weathered like the Texas plain, he had displayati@lstubborn grittiness a
dedicated television soap watcher could have wai@kd had rescued him
from the wheels of a London taxi, closing her darshe string of swear

words turning the air blue, and her eyes to thktafihis stetson worn with

an immaculate dark pin-striped business suit.

He was, she discovered, on his way to a businepsirgment at the
Connaught, and she had helped him on his way, butefore he had
insisted on taking a note of her name and add&ss.had judged it safe
enough; after all, he looked as though he was wllhis seventies.

She had been surprised, though, when he had inv&etb dinner, and her
boss at the prestigious Bond Street art galleryravlshe worked had
cautioned her against accepting.

Maybe that was why she had. There was a wide Vestubbornness in her
own character—a legacy from a far-off Russian aness, whose unlikely
blood still ran in the veins of an otherwise phlegic Cheshire farming
family.

She put down the letter and stared out of herwiatlow at the dull grey
vista of rooftops and television aerials. It wasdays like this when she
longed most to exchange the stifling claustrophaolbilaondon for the open
fields and gentle skyline of the Chesire plain.



She had been brought up there on the farm thatokad in her father's

family for generations, but after her parents' ittageath in a multiple

motorway pile-up, the farm had had to be sold $ffe had been sixteen at
the time, and it would have been impossible for teerun it herself; her

father's main love had been the developing anddbrgeof a new strain of

cattle—an expensive programme that called for agfaater degree of
knowledge than any sixteen-year-old could have.

Even so, after nine years she still missed it, atihed whenever she drove
past well tended fields. Deep down inside, pahefwould always feel this
deep empathy for the land that went with beingranéa's daughter.

She sighed faintly, imagining Adam's shock if heevever to look into her
mind. Her boss was the epitome of a sophisticata-about-town. Natasha
knew that he would be more than willing to takarthelationship beyond its
present status of boss and employee were she imaiado him that she
wished him to do so.

She also knew that most of her friends would carsidim a good
catch—excellent husband material. He was indepélydeomfortably off.
He owned a pleasant house in a Chelsea mews, arms ibeing rumoured
that within the next five years, he would be ingli@n to the board of the
gallery which he now managed. So why did she castito hold him at
arm's length? He was the right age for her, andlgooking in a blond,
languid fashion, but if she was ever to tell himlo$ deep need inside her to
live on the land, to be part of it and its cycllee &new that he just wouldn't
understand.

Perhaps her looks were to blame for that. Shedjigstt look the way men
visualised a farmer's daughtdrouldlook.

She was just over average height and willow-slien,dioud of dark red hair
curling lavishly on to her shoulders when it wasofistrained into the chic
chignon she wore for work. Her eyes were long digtitty slanting, a deep
tawny-gold, like those of a jungle cat. Her facd ti#e sort of bone structure
loved by the modelling world. As a teenager it baen suggested, in fact,
that sheshouldmodel, but she hadn't been interested. She hadibéeve
then. She smiled a little wryly for her teenagef.s€he object of her



affections had been the son of another local farmet Rob, a sturdy
Cheshire lad with his head set firmly on his shetdd had not been
interested in her. However, by the time her teermaigeh on him had faded,
her parents were dead, and she was living away @beshire in the care of
the aunt and uncle who had taken her into theidbarhome.

They had retired now to Spain, and to all intent$ purposes she was on her
own.

So why didn't she give Adam the encouragement reewating for? He
would make a good husband and father, and she @vasttddren... a
family... Maybe it was because he didn't represeough challenge... She
smiled wryly to herself and turned to study heteleaigain.

Fortunately, this morning she was not due into twlery until
mid-morning, since they never did much businessasty in the week.

The lettermustbe from Tip Travers, although why on earth the Déckan
should be writing to her...

At his behest she had acted as his guide whiledwimvLondon, showing
him most of the more famous sights. Once she gedl i his abrasive
manner she had enjoyed his company, although alfirayly refusing the
money he offered her in exchange for her time.

By the end of his week's stay, a mutual respectbugtiup between them.

She had told him about her parents' death, and &leolonging to return to

the land, and he had told her about the massivd#ia@ owned near the Rio
Grande; about the oil that had been found on d,about the feud that had
broken out between his sons because of it.

One of them had become president of the oil compawayone of them had
remained on the ranch, and as she listened toN@tasha had known that,
like her, Tip's first love had been the land argldattle.

Now both his sons were dead, and the oil compadypassed into other
hands. His grandson ran the ranch and, althoughingphad been said,
Natasha had noticed the way the old man's faceetigld with pain when he



mentioned his family and she guessed that there stékr many unresolved
conflicts within it.

She had enjoyed his company and never once regjgttieg up the week's
holiday she had intended to spend in Spain withalet and uncle to show
him around, but she had certainly never expectéeao from him again. He
had been a tough, gritty individual with no room gentimentality in his

make-up.

She opened the letter, the words blurring as smelied in sudden shock.

It wasn't from Tip, but from his lawyers, informirfger that she was a
beneficiary under the terms of his will., and resfirey her to fly out to
Texas to the family ranch where the full positioouhd be explained to her.

She sat down, stricken with shock and sadness. ISmmnghe found it hard
to accept that Tip was dead. He had seemed sudhlanan, despite his
heart condition. He had confided to her in a raoemant of weakness that he
had no intentions of dying yet, because he stil tv@ much to do...

‘There's that grandson of mine...'

He had shaken his head, and again Natasha hadisame sort of conflict
between the two men. She wasn't a fool. It was &asge how hard Tip
must be to live with. He had his own decided vienw®verything—many of
them uncompromisingly harsh—but then he had livéarsh life, fighting

for most of it to hang on to what he considered¢orightfully his. His

grandfather had carved the ranch out of nothinmetimnes quite literally
fighting with his bare hands to hold on to it arabg it down through his
family.

Allowances had to be made for such men, althougwsts the first to admit

that living with him on a day-to-day basis couldveebe easy. She had
winced sometimes to see and hear how he had tréegedaff at his hotel.

The American credo might stipulate that all meneaneqgual, but those with
money, it appeared, were more equal than thoseutith



And yet, despite it all, she had liked him. In mavgys he had reminded her
of her own grandfather, who had died when she wagesirs old. They had
both possessed that same brand of toughness,dhéss, and of love for
their land.

Her sadness at his death increased the greyndks-0bld summer's day.
She picked the letter up again, studying it idlgxas... Even the word was
exciting... punchy... She couldn't imagine whahhd left her, or why. He

had not struck her as the overly sentimental type.

Initially, when she had rescued him from the taeihad tried to tip her, but
the cool hauteur with which she refused his morey itmade him eye her
with speculative interest.

Later, she had suspected that he had deliberatelplayed his weakness
on that first occasion, because during the latset pf the week, he never
once displayed any of the feebleness that had madeessary for him to
request her support back to his hotel.

Quite how she had come to agree to act as his gthde he was in London
she had no real idea. He had told her that orilyintathad been the intention
that his grandson would accompany him, but sontent@sute hitch at the
ranch had made this impossible, so he had coméoor,aand despite his
bravado and his loudness he had been lonely.

Yes, that was what had drawn her to him, she rasednHis loneliness. It
was a state she had experienced too much to béoatoien her back on it in
anyone else.

But to leave her something... It didn't ring truerehow; it was too out of
character... No, he had been too shrewd, too despheshed in his own
sense of family and history to leave somethingtouatsider. That smacked
too much of a sentimentality she knew he hadn's$g@ssed.

She couldn't imagine what he had left her... Anofr@vn wrinkled her
forehead. Her skin was the colour of cream, andssible to tan. When she
went abroad she spent a fortune on barrier creamisshe had to wear a hat
to stop herself from getting sunstroke.



She tapped the letter with one long forefingercQirse, she could always
refuse to go. In that event, her bequest wouldbfeif...

It was a rather odd clause to include... Thereavas a provision for her air
fare. She frowned again. She had been quite opé&m Tip about her
financial situation. He knew that...

She blocked off the thought because, since it va®aated with her
parents' death and the subsequent sale of the $aefpund it painful still.
Suffice it to say that if she did go to Texas sloeild pay her own way there,
and Tip must surely have realised thdt.she went... sheouldn'tgo! She
had already decided to spend two of her four weskgiay in Spain with
her aunt and uncle— she hadn't seen them for exedvé months, and had
tentatively been considering Adam's suggestion shat spend the other
fortnight with him on a friend's yacht, sailing ralithe Greek islands.

She ought to go. She owed Tip that much, surely¥&y® she using his
bequest as an excuse to delay making a decisian hborelationship with
Adam? In her heart of hearts she knew she wasdglreegretting her
promise to join him and his friends. It had beewegiin a moment of
weakness and had left her with a panicky feelindp@fg pushed, albeit
gently, in a direction she wasn't sure she wargegbt

Now she had the perfect escape route.

Yes; that was the answer. Fate had handed herdtiecp excuse. She
already knew deep down inside her that Adam wasa'bne for her. This
way she could let him know it more tactfully thdrshe simply handed in
her notice and left. She enjoyed her work, butlsteaw it wasn't taxing her
to the full, wasn't making the most use of the arsity degree she had
expended so much time and effort in gaining. Afiaiversity there had
been the fine arts course in Italy, paid for awenty-first birthday present
by her aunt and uncle. She had enjoyed that, dmabitbeen her entree into
the arty world. London was full of young women liker, she thought in a
moment of cynicism. Over-qualified for what theyldi If she didn'fook
the way she did, elegant and decorative, Adam woeler have hired her,
despite her impressive qualifications. She remeetbier life in Cheshire
and how the farmers' wives had been cherishedhé&r ability to work hard



alongside their husbands, rather than for theikdpbut even there certain
taboos and rules had applied. A woman was suppitsdt in with her
husband's life-style rather than develop one oblagr. A farmer's wife who
wanted to write, or to paint, would have gainedns@pproval among her
peers. In so many ways men made the rules and wbwveenby them.

She moved restlessly round her small flat, unabtietine exactly what was
making her feel so restless. Maybe it was an e¢hiapis outrageous tall

tales of Texas, with its wide open skies and h&astscape. It was a land
that demanded much from its people, and a landkisé@ next to nothing

about, and yet a land that held some mystical elfar her, which she

couldn't totally understand.

Had that long ago ancestress of hers—who had camethe wild freedom
of the Russian steppes in the wake of the Tsardlashon his visit to
Regency England—given her more than just her \aelduring?

They had long memories in Cheshire, and her grémeifdnad told her the
tale of the wild Russian woman brought back frormdon by his ancestor.
She had been a serving girl in the retinue of drieeRussian princesses; a
free woman who had boldly given up everything stevkto follow the man
she loved.

Had she missed the empty wildness of her nativé?atad she ached, as
Natasha herself sometimes ached, for something ntfuaa her life
encompassed? Had she known the same wildnesgibtiggp down inside
her? It was a wildness that Natasha had long ayodd to control, but it
was still buried deep inside her: a yearning, dmragcfor... for what? For
freedom? Why did she think she might find that die® in Texas? Surely
she hadn't been foolish enough to fall for Tiptsies? She had travelled
enough to know that people were the same wheremerveent—their
emotions.. .their hopes... their fears—but sti# &hew that, despite all her
logical analysis, she would go to Texas.

Adam was astounded when she told him.



'You can't mean it!' he expostulated, as they d&gealunch in a small 'in’
restaurant off Bond Street.

'l have to go to find out what he's left me,’ sbefed out calmly.

Adam frowned. 'There is that, of course, but it e much,' he warned
her. 'l know these Texans, Natasha... It's fanm$,fsecond and third...'

Adam knew little of her life before she came to don, and so she smiled
coolly at him, knowing that he had just destroyeg ehance there might
have been of a more intimate relationship betwhemt If he knew her so
little that he actually thought she could be madedaby greed, then he was
most definitely not the man for her.

Force of habit made her keep her thoughts to Herfsed smile calm and
unrevealing as she listened to him and ate her.rBéa waited until they
were on the point of leaving before telling himttehe had not changed her
mind.

'Well, if you go, it means that you will have t@le the gallery,” Adam told
her. 'l can't afford to have you missing right nowand there are plenty of
other women looking for jobs...'

It was a threat and they both knew it, but Natadt@se not to betray her
knowledge.

'I'm sorry, Adam. | have to go... As you say, yan'tafford to give me time
off right now, so | think it best all round if I hd in my notice.’

He looked stupefied, and she was quite surprisedhbysensation of
exhilaration and freedom that rushed over her.lHldevorked at the gallery
for two years without realising how much she wagitr@ng to dislike it.

'l suppose you're hoping he's left you enough tamtkat you won't have to
work," Adam sneered. 'Or maybe you've got othenglaVith looks like
yours, you might be able to hook yourself a redié millionaire while
you're out there, is that it?' he suggested crudalgll, be warned, Natasha.



Oil prices aren't what they were... and Texan worasen pretty tough
competition. Money marries money out there...’

She managed to hold on to her temper until aftdndtegone. She had no
wish to quarrel with him, and there was little gaim countering his snide
suggestions. Let him think what he wished...

A husband, children, a home—ye?, these were aljishe wanted; but she
had no need to sell herself to get them. When sheied it would beto a
man she could respect, a man whose life she cdwddesa man who
respected her...

Respect? A mirthless smile tugged at her lips. &meust be more of that
good Cheshire blood in her than she had known hatWiad happened to
love? Or, at twenty-five, was she too old to besahg after that elusive
chimera? She had seen her friends in love, andtkatlove fade, only to be
reborn again with someone else... Married couphesged partners in a
strange and complex dance that left her wary amaf.abhe still held true to
the old tenets and old ways: marriage was for.lifEhat was how she
wanted hers to be. If she couldn't have that, better not to marry at all.

Once she'd made up her mind to go out to Texasylioée trip began to take
on the air of an adventure, fuelled as much byabethat her aunt and uncle
took a very similar view to her plans as Adam resdby anything else.

Her aunt complained over the telephone that shemger understood her;
that she had always been such a practical, sengible

Perhaps that was half the trouble—she had btmesensible, repressing the
zinging love of life and adventure that was sugag of her character, out
of a desire to please others rather than herself.

She grieved for Tip, of course; she had liked tldensan very much but, as
she went sedately about her daily life, makingdians, nothing could quite
subdue the bubble of excitement frothing inside her



Adam accused her of being childish.

'What do you expect to find out there?' he had deled in a last, vain
attempt to prevent her leaving. 'Romance? Love%@othink the whole

state's filled with lean-hipped, laconic cowboydgpjust waiting to sweep
you off your feet? Is that it?"

Of course she didn't, but the picture he conjungdvas an irresistible one,
and only added to her determination to go. Sanedlyreonestly, she didn't
know why she was so intent on going; partly it vieesause of Tip, of
course, but there was more to it than that—muctghnmoore.

She was even buying a new wardrobe especiallyhtrip. The day after
she made her decision she had thrown open her esdioors and looked
thoughtfully at the silk dresses and neat suitseihe and on a sudden
impulse—remembering the jeans of her teenage yeslite-had gone out
scouring the shops for clothes suitable to weaa dexan cattle ranch.

She didn't know how long she would have to stag;létter simply stated
that there were certain conditions attached tobeguest which were best
explainedin situ. She couldn't begin to work out what they were btthe
end of the day, there was no way anyone could foecdo accept either a
bequest or conditions she did not want; and wigh éscape route very much
to the forefront of her mind she felt quite comédate about following the
instructions contained in the lawyer's letter.

She bought a round-trip ticket, and booked hera#ifa Dallas hotel room
overnight. She held a current driver's licence,\hea was rushed through
and she was assured that there would be no prolitenes hiring a car. If,

as she suspected from Tip's conversation, the raasha long, long way
from the nearest town, then she would prefer teednerself to her ultimate
destination rather than rely on others.

Who would own the ranch now? Presumably Tip's ggandthe one who
had been refusing to knuckle down and marry ath@gpwanted him to do.
'‘One grandson—that's all I've got, and he's so édrmuossed he won't settle
down and start a family," he had complained to 8ledaon more than one
occasion, and sometimes in terms earthy enoughigbtka faint tinge of



colour to her pale skin. Tip was nothing if notrfkaabout his grandson's
prowess with the female sex, and Natasha couldhs¢die was more than
proud of him, although deploring the fact that reswot prepared to confine
his activities to one woman and get down to thenafiortant business of
providing him with great-grandsons.

Oddly for an American, Tip had had no photograghshow her, but from

his conversations she had gained the impressiarhihgrandson was cast
very much in the mould of the older man. She suspidbat, if they met, she
wouldn't like him. What was acceptable in an olchro&seventy-odd was
not so easy to overlook in a much younger male!

Chauvinistic didn't even begin to describe the €raymen, or so it seemed
from Tip's description of his own and his grandsoattitudes to life.
Arrogance seemed to sit on their shoulders asalptas their Stetson hats
fitted their heads. But, of course, she could bengr Tip's grandson could
turn out to be very different from the way she aissed him.

She had booked her flight for the end of the weadkch left her just about
enough time to sort herself out. A visit to her lbbg@novided the necessary
currency and traveller's cheques. Like her auntuarule, the manager was
surprised at what she was planning to do, and sthredered wryly how
much of his concern sprang from a regard for her lamw much from a
regard for her bank balance, for Natasha was a weglthy woman.
Something she preferred to keep quiet about. Tidbviamed the truth out
of her, but very few people did.

After her parents' death, her trustees had beemoagped by a large

building concern who wanted to buy the farm lamdptt up an estate to
service the new town being built locally. Her teet had agreed and,
cautious, careful men that they were, they hadddakfter her money very

well for her during the years of her minority. lfeshad wanted to, she could
quite properly have described herself as a milii@sa—something that not
even Adam knew.

Initially she had hated to even think about herlthedecause it went hand
in hand with her parents' death, and then latehagrew older, she had seen



how the world treated those with money, especiaiyng and vulnerable
women with money, and so it was something she neestioned.

She supported several charities, but always anoagiypoand for the rest,

she preferred to live modestly within her incomenirher job. The only

significant purchase she had made from her inmerédnad been her flat,
and even that was surprisingly modest in view ofrheans. She didn't even
run a car—it wasn't feasible while living in Londd@lothes were her one
extravagance, but even then she shopped shrewdltingvfor the sales,

spending her money on one good item and then addsg) expensive

accessories.

Tip had heartily approved of all this. He had tb&t, with a frankness that
almost made her grit her teeth, that he didn't @mpof women inheriting

money or property, but that he could see that she an exception to this
rule and that she was obviously a very sensibleagauoman.

It was ironic to think that he was the very meaises rebelling against that
sensibleness, and she chuckled out loud, wondevivey he would have
thought had he known he was responsible for heria$f so much of her
way of life.



CHAPTERTWO

NATASHA left London on a cold, windy Saturday morningwHs going to
be a long flight, but she was well prepared fomitth a new blockbuster
paperback and the minimum of hand luggage, all @dekvay in a soft roll
bag in the same pretty shade of peach as herdrack

She had chosen the track suit especially to triavdt was made in a fine
lightweight cotton, its padded blouson-jacket togrmy enough for the cold
London morning and the air-conditioned flight, ttén matching T-shirt
underneath it cool enough for the heat of Dallaseshe arrived.

She had found a pair of toning cotton boots wignedty white trim, and for
once her hair was not coiled back in an elegant, kn left to curl freely on
to her shoulders.

Her own mirror had told her that she looked comghetlifferent from her
normal work-a-day elegant sel—much more like thenager who had
loved life on her parents' farm. The track suiteiiher rangy slenderness,
its soft peach colour a startling foil for her dagkl hair. Several of the male
passengers gave her a second look as she stalketh@a with the feline
walk she wasn't aware of possessing.

Shaking free of the self-imposed restrictions of hendon life had
unleashed something elemental and untamed withijiréleasing a female
power she was not yet aware of. It clung to hgrrasocatively as the scent
of musk; invisible, and yet strong enough to dr&e masculine eye and
attention.

Luckily, the plane wasn't full, and so she hadatieantage of an empty seat
in which to place her bag. She settled down forlding flight and opened
her book.

Dallas came as something of a disappointment, leittald herself that it
was only to be expected that one airport shoulohbeh like another.



At Customs, her passport was examined by a tathezdled man, who
hesitated and then said in a soft Texan drawl, SMAsnes, you'll find
someone waiting to meet you in the Arrivals lounidave a nice day!

Someone had come to meet her? The fatigue of tigeflight fell away and
she felt a sudden surge of optimism. She had habholit American
hospitality, and now it seemed that she was to repee it first-hand.

As she waited for her luggage, she surveyed thietexhe Arrivals hall.

Luckily her cases came off almost first. A lone entahveller offered to put
them into her trolley, but she refused, her cooleiiending him off. He

watched her departing back with a rueful grimacetwkhe didn't see.

The Arrivals hall was seething, and she frownedlees looked hesitantly
round it. Someone was waiting for her here, but®hAod how on earth was
she supposed to recognise them?

In the end, she didn't need to. A hand sudden|ypgd her elbow, causing
her to spin round in sudden shock.

Cold grey eyes stared down into the wary amberhdept hers, a hard,
chiselled male face studying her with acute dislike

'Natasha Ames.'

It was a statement and not a question, deliveredthin-lipped drawl that
held none of the lazy warmth of the customs ofcé&n almost hawklike
profile; a Stetson worn low over his forehead; glgsthick, night-black
hair...these were the first impressions of the imalding on to her.

She tried to pull free, wincing as she felt the ¢aded pads of his fingers
tighten their grip. He was tall enough for her &®ed to tilt her head right'
back to look into his face, immediately putting tara disadvantage. A
prickle of atavistic animosity ran through her. Waut a word being
exchanged she knew that this man didn't like hee.f8lt it bone-deep in the
contact of his flesh on hers; had seen it in thiaf lolash of eyes.



Who was he, and why had he come to meet her? Shéden perfectly
happy with her own arrangements for getting ouh&ranch!

The strong streak of independence bred in her Ipyaheestors flared up
dangerously, her eyes cold, her voice as britttecdear as glass as she stood
back from him and demanded coolly, 'You seem teHhhe advantage of
me... You appear to know my name, but I'm afraldn't know yours, Mr...'

Her coldness made as much impact as snow fallinfpotthick ice. He
looked down at her, grey eyes boring into her skyihicism carved deeply
into the lines round his eyes and mouth.

'My grandfather said you were a sassy little thinig.wasn't often that he
made an error of judgement.' A thin smile twistedrhouth. 'Is that howou
would describe yourself, Miss Ames?’

Again that grey-eyed glance slashed across her fatieg her thathis
description of her would always be less than ftatte

Fighting against a sudden surge of uneasinesstsiggled to meet him on
equal terms, refusing to be dominated by his anmbgeasculine demeanour.

'No... no, it isn't,’ she told him calmly. 'For aiféng, I'm not exactly little--'
Her eyes held his, warning him that she was nobgyoo allow him to
browbeat her.

'I've just had a long flight here... It's very kinflyou to meet me, but | do
have a hotel room booked, so if you will excuse' me.

Her voice matched his for coldness, she made a toowalk past him, but
he still held on to her arm, and the force he usetdake her stand still left
her short of breath, although she was too angry@mg@roud to let him see
it.

'Let's get this over with just as quickly as poksilshall we, Miss Ames?
You're here to see what the old man left you, amchd other reason, no
matter how much you might want to play at beinguarist. My plane is

standing by to fly us out to the ranch ... If yolike to come this way...'



Anger took over. She dug her heels in, resistirggdtiempt to draw her
forward.

'‘Now, just a minute... I'm not going anywhere wyitu. For one thing, |
don't have the faintest idea who you are, and I...'

"You what?' His voice was soft, but the look heegher was decidedly ugly.
'Don't go home with strange men? That's not thethayld man told it...'

She had to bite down hard on the words springinigetotongue. Tip had
been the type of man to indulge in a little harmsleeasting. It was obvious
now that this man standing in front of her wasgnendson, even though he
hadn't introduced himself to her. Who knew whalt t@lles Tip had taken
home with him? Seventy-odd or not, he had stillnbée sort of man who
enjoyed female adulation. She had seen that amdtbederly amused by it,
even though she had made it quite clear that te&tionship was one of
friendship only and she knew that she had wondspect, but even so she
did not put it entirely past him to have returnexine boasting about his
English conquest. He had been that sort of man...

Unlike his grandson, she decided, risking a briahge at the hard profile
angled towards her. This man would never, everudsais relationship
with women in his life; if indeed there was a wontemdy enough to brave
that icy disdain!

The anger that had flared in her died suddenly,ititerest piqued by his
attitude towards her. What did it matter what hammyone else here thought
about her? Her relationship with Tip had been whoihocent, and she
ought to be amused rather than annoyed that a sx@mécal and worldly as
this one obviously was could be taken in by anrolth, bluffing his way
through life. Even so, she was still angry enougivant to taunt him a little.

Looking up at him through dark, curling lashes, saiel sweetly, 'Do | look
the sort of woman who makes a play for older men?'

Her gibe bounced harmlessly off him, his eyes merrg in bitter
concentration on the upturned oval of her face esdid bitterly, 'Yes...
provided he's rich enough to afford you. Grampd sl you worked in an art



gallery—where they paid you peanuts. That fancyag're wearing didn't
come cheap, lady..."

It took her a moment to catch her breath, and hBytime he was hurrying
her through the Arrivals hall.

What on earth had happened to this man to makeshifitter, so cynical

about her sex? He was what... somewhere in hiy dairties? Good-

looking, if you liked the rough-hewn, domineeringpé. More than

good-looking, she acknowledged with another quiekce at his impassive
profile. He was dark enough to possess Indian okidd@ blood; she

couldn't remember Tip mentioning anything abouteziof his son's wives.
Women hadn't held much importance in Tip's lifegept as the providers of
sons and grandsons, and great- grandsons ...

'It's very kind of you to come all this way simptypick me up, Mr...!

The sweet sarcasm of her comment bounced backiroff With a hard
sideways look, he told her laconically, 'l didnthad to come down to pick
up the girls.’

The girls! Wild thoughts of tarty good-time girigifning them on the flight
were swiftly banished when he added, 'They're ladaichere in Dallas, and
school's out for the summer now...'

'Oh, | see." She didn't, of course, but it was beog a challenge to see if she
could actually goad him into some sort of resporssel so she added
guestioningly, 'The girls...they're your daughters?

She could feel the heat in the sideways glancéeths her direction, and
she had to fight against responding to it.

'My brother's.

She could almost feel the tight-lipped clenchingisfjaw that went with the
raw admission. Why should it cause him so much patell her that? She
frowned, deep in thought, trying to remember thieliTip had told her
about his family. There had been another grandsemad been killed, like



her parents, in a road accident along with his WAte yes, she remembered
it now. Something about a quarrel, but between whoichwhat about she
didn't know.

Tip hadn't mentioned his great-granddaughterslabat then, of course,
they were female ... and thus to be easily disckghr

She frowned again as they walked out across thahatac. Her captor was
still holding her arm; standing between her andhtbewind racing across
the exposed space, but she didn't delude hers¢lighwas standing so close
to her from any gentlemanly concern for her.

This hostility, this almost ferocious dislike ofrh@asn't something she had
bargained for and yet, instead of frightening k&e found it challenging.

Again those callused fingertips brushed her skaismg a faint frisson of
sensation to whirl through* her. Without turninglémk at him, she knew
that he was aware of her sudden shiver, and sheditbpt he thought it was
caused by dislike. It was rather unnerving to baware of him as a man,
when quite plainly he loathed and detested the sigiyt of her.

He must have recognised her from the few photogrdmh had insisted on
them having taken together, she mused as they agmped an
immaculate—although frighteningly small—Cessnaraiitc which brought
her back to another matter.

"You still haven't told me your name,' she remintdad when they stopped
alongside the plane. Where on earth had it conm,ftiois dangerous desire
to goad him until she could see the grey eyes Wtincontrolled ire?

‘Jay—Jay Travers," he told her laconically. 'I'nresumy grandfather
mentioned me to you.'

His mouth twisted oddly over this last cynical staent, and deep down
inside her something fluttered in feminine response

'Oh, yes,' she countered sweetly, determined nde¢ttdiim see how he
affected her. 'But only as "my grandson™.'



There,that should put him in his place! He struck her as a s@fiercely
proud and independent that he would loathe the teoyght of being
considered a mere adjunct to anyone.

He didn't make any attempt to help her board thallgpane, much to her
relief. She didn't like the way her thought proesdsecame tangled up when
he touched her.

As she entered the small cabin, she saw that eadyr had two other
occupants.

"You found her then, Uncle Jay. Great, now we aan'm just dyin' to git
back to the ranch...'

"You quit talking like that, Rosalie... You knowathGramps sent us to
school so that we could learn to talk properly badome ladies.'

Two voices, one brimful of mischief, the other Blig prim; two identical
faces with matching sets of blonde pigtails; twoaBmnmoses liberally
sprinkled with freckles, and two pairs of grey eyemarkably like those
possessed, by their uncle.

The girls were twins, and they were studying Naashh open interest.
'Is this her, then, Uncle Jay? Gramps's fancy-giiec

A muffled giggle from the silent twin belied thenmcence shining out of the
clean little-girl face.

Although she fought against showing it, Natasha afsalled. Was that
how all of Tip's family thought of her? If so, she wouldvie to disabuse
them of their false ideas, right away. She operexdnfouth to do so, and
would have done, if she hadn't caught the faiokdi of fear running over
the silent twin's face. She turned her head tovée had frightened her, and
realised that Jay was standing behind her, studghegtwins with hard

implacability.



'‘Apologise to Miss Ames, Rosalie," he commandeid;lthped. "That's not
the way to treat our guests.'

A bright flush stained the small face, and Natdsheher heart go out to the
child. She was, after all, only repeating what shest have overheard from
adults. She wanted to say as much to Jay Travatswas surprised to
discover that she didn't have the courage.

'I'm sorry | was rude, Miss Ames.’

Two pairs of grey eyes watched her uncertainly, et the irrepressible
Cherry burst out, 'If you'd have married Crampsuldhat have made you
our grandmother? We'd have liked that, wouldn't Rese? Gramps was
always saying that we needed a woman about the.glapect that's why he
brought you out here...'

Natasha could feel the hairs lifting at the back&fneck, and she knew that
the sudden tension filling the small enclosed spghid@ot come from her.

What had Cherry said that made Jay go so insteise? Whatever it was,
shewas not likely to find out. Besides, she had mgmessing matters to
attend to right now.

'‘Cherry, your grandfather and | were friends- naghmore,' she explained
as she leaned towards the little girl. 'And he didnng me out here, | came
because...'

'‘Because he's left you half the ranch. Yes, we kalbabout that!

'‘Cherry!"

The whip-hard voice cut through the little girksvelations.

Natasha spun round, her face suddenly milk-whitecouldn't be true,

Cherry must have misunderstood. She opened hehrtgtiestion Jay, but
he was already turning his back on her.



‘Time we were taking off... Cherry, please showdvAsgnes how to fasten
herself into her seat...’

‘Just a minute...'

It was too late, he was already disappearing imtabse of the aircraft, and
as she subsided into her seat alongside the didsass dimly aware of
Cherry saying placatingly, 'Don't worry, Miss Amédncle Jay is a real
good pilo ... You'll be quite safe.’

She lay back in her seat and closed her eyes, lirgnivith shock. Tip

couldn'thave left her half the ranch; it just wasn't pbkesiThe twins must
have overheard something and misunderstood thatisitL.. She looked
covertly at them. They were what... ten? Nine? &ldugh and intelligent
enough not to make those kind of mistakes ... Soimgtwisted painfully

deep inside her. Shead to have an explanation. Shad to get off this

plane.

She wasn't even aware of struggling to sit up whtd felt Cherry tugging
sympathetically on her arm.

'It's all right, Miss Ames, really,’ the little gireassured her. 'We'll be there
inside an hour. You're quite safe... Rosalie uselate flying too, didn't
you?'

Her sister nodded.

'‘And driving—especially after Momma and Poppa wdibed." She
shuddered tensely, her eyes clouding.

'‘Gramps told us that your parents died in a caslcjast like ours.’ Cherry
looked at her uncertainly. 'Did they?'

'Yes. Yes, they did. When | was sixteen...'

'‘And where did you go? What happened to you?'



‘Just like us with Uncle Jay. He takes care afas, but he doesn't have a
wife, does he, Rose?' She looked to her twin ferobmration. 'Gramps
wanted him to get married. He was always going loougit. "The ranch
needs sons"—that's what he used to say...'

'Did he tell you that our great-grandmother wasnaian?’

So that explained the dark hair and olive skin!dsha gave Cherry a
distracted smile, and was on the point of askingdently if she really
should be telling her so much about her family, wR®salie added, 'She
was his second wife. He had another one firste. &me from New York,
and she was very rich, but she died...'

'Yes, and Gary, her son, quarrelled with Grampsibse he wanted to sell
the ranch, and so Gramps gave him the oil wellsl #en he got married
again and had another son so that he could leavéha land ...’

Tip had mentioned a family feud to her, but she heder pressed him for
further details. In Cheshire, people were retiabuut their family history.
Here in Texas it seemed to be just the opposite.

'‘Our mummy went away and left us, but Daddy wergetbher back--'

‘That's when they were killed... They were alwaghtfng, weren't they,
Rose? But we miss them a lot...’

There was no mistaking the emotion in those feviupitvords, and Natasha
felt her own eyes fill up with tears.

'‘Gramps said that we needed a woman to love us,tleatdmen don't
understand women's things... We thought he meahtlincle Jay was going
to get married...women flock round him like beesn honey...but he don't
have no truck with them, does he, Rose? Grampstossaly that he was a
mis a...'

‘A misogynist," Natasha told her wryly.



Their conversation was a blendradiveteand sophistication: bits of gossip
picked up here and there around the ranch no déwen though Tip had
not mentioned them to her, she sensed that theloliad him very deeply,
and he had obviously cared for them; cared enoaigleast, to know that
they needed a woman to share their lives.

'‘Gramps told us a secret before he died. He madeamise not to tell
anyone...'

The grey eyes sparkled, and Natasha knew that slsebeing begged to
guestion this secret. However, she shook her redadfelt she had already
pried far enough into Tip's family history, albgihocently.

'If it's a secret, that's the way it must stayoulygrandfather wouldn't have
told it to you if he wasn't sure you could keep it.

She felt mean as she watched the excitement diefdbeir eyes, but she
told herself it was for the best. Already in thdés® girls she sensed a
yearning, a reaching out to her, which she susgesteanmed not just from
their own need to replace their dead mother, bst &lom Tip's careful

tutoring.

It was no secret that he had wanted Jay to mang what better way to

coerce him than to enrol the two little girls os kide? A mother for them, a
wife for Jay, and a great-grandson for Tip... G¢g!y\He had been a wily old
character, Natasha reflected grimly. But none af tould explain Cherry's

comment about his will.

There was no way that the man she had known in&woméuld have parted
with a single inch of his land to someone outsigefaimily. No, the girls

must have overheard something and misinterpretefbijudge from the

reception she had received from Jay, she was glreacked down as a first
cousin to a fortune-hunter, and no doubt the didsl picked up some
derogatory remark made about her by their uncle moden their own

reason for it.

It had been dusk when she arrived at Dallas; navad fully dark. Not the
dark of London that she was used to, but the dblsmkness of the wide



open spaces, illuminated only by the stars, suilymore brilliant here
than they had ever seemed at home?

Despite her tiredness, despite the shock of Jayssility and the twins'
revelations, somewhere deep down inside her taflicker of excitement
still burned. Idiotically, since she was in a fuinclosed plane, she felt as
though she could almost smell the hot, dry scerthefland, as though its
lure-'and magic were already weaving their speluad her.

She wondered how close to the Rio Grande the raoctially was. Tip
hadn't said, although he had said that the randhsbavived in the early
years because it had its own water supply that'tdéthg out, even in the
longest drought.

Suddenly she felt the plane start to drop. At hele,s Cherry said
reassuringly, 'Don't worry, it won't be long now.'

As she glanced out of the window, Natasha had &used impression of
rows of oil derricks, and flat, sandy earth, illuvaied by the huge
floodlights on top of the derricks.

‘Those are Uncle Pete's oil wells," Rosalie toldratter-of-factly.

‘They used to be," Cherry corrected her. ‘Gramiggisat most of ‘em belong
to Uncle Sam now.’

Natasha hid a small smile as she heard Rosaliagayiriously, 'But we
don't have an Uncle Sam...'

'‘No! Gramps meant the government—silly!'

The plane banked drunkenly, and ahead of them Natsuld see the long,
brightly lit airstrip. And then they were going doywbumping gently on the
tarmac, slowing to a halt.

Cherry and Rosalie busied themselves unfastenieg #eat-belts and
collecting their things as matter-of-factly as tgbuhey might have got off
the tube. But to these children flying was a pétheir lives.



Natasha followed them as they moved towards the day Travers came to
join them, his Stetson still rammed down on hisch&id he always wear it?
she wondered. He had struck her as being too dyarchtoo worldly to
constantly parody the cowboy image. She glancedthagais worn jeans
and dusty boots. There had been other men weatatgoBs at the airport,
but they had all been dressed in executive suitsinmaculate western
outfits...'I'm a working rancher, Miss Ames," steaitd him saying behind
her as he reached out to open the door. 'I'm somy clothes aren't what
you're used to, but out here time is money...'

'‘And | wasn't worth the time and effort it wouldVieataken you to get
changed,” Natasha said sardonically, holding bagk farther comment
when she saw how intently the girls were listertmghem.

Jay, it seemed, had no inhibitions.

'‘Gramps was right about one thing," he agreed. %wa are quick on the
uptake...'

The way he said it, it wasn't a compliment, andallaa felt an angry flush
sear her skin as she followed the two girls dowmnootie airstrip.

It was surprisingly cold, and then she remembdnatithis land came pretty
close to desert conditions, and that the temperatould drop dramatically
at night.

As the girls raced over to the waiting vehicle, &&a hesitated. Her cases
were still in the plane, and she suspected it wbaldnwise to rely on Jay's
chivalry to bring them for her. As she paused, dlyclbreeze raised
goose-bumps on her exposed arms.

'You'd better go get in the truck. Didn't Grampl yeu anything about
conditions out here? Or were you so eager to cordelaim your dues that
you forgot?'

Her brief softening toward him, born of his suddgwpreciation of her
shivers, died as she listened to his sarcasticsvord



'My luggage is still on board the plane,’ she tald, ignoring his taunt.
'Ill see to that. Go join the girls.’

Much as she longed to ignore his command, she kngauld be foolish to
simply stand around and shiver, while she waitedhim to bring her cases.

The vehicle he had described as 'the truck' was.Hugiasa truck, in that
there was an open section at the back, but as YCteened the door for her
she gasped to see the luxurious interior, witlirdat and rear bench seats
and sophisticated bank of equipment.

'Some truck,' she muttered under her breath, cgulsengirls to giggle.

'Uncle Jay uses it when he's driving around thelrai©herry explained. ‘It
has full radio contact with the ranch so that he kaep a check on what's
going on, and these seats make up into a bed m lrahas to stay out
overnight. It's real neat, isn't it?'

Natasha had to agree that it was, although hertsliguritan Cheshire soul
protested a little at its opulent luxury. Her fathed driven round his farm
in a battered old Land Rover, with the hardest besgats in the world and
an antiquated form of heating that constantly bedlobut putrid and polluted
air. It had been practically held together withgei® of string and odd bits of
wire! In Cheshire, farmers were a thrifty, frugat ivho did not believe in
expending money on new equipment while the old stdsin working
order.

Luckily the back seat was wide enough for her t@able to wedge herself
alongside the girls. There was no way she was gmirgit next to Jay and
listen to more of his acerbic comments.

It took twenty minutes to drive back to the homadiealong one of the
straightest bitumen roads Natasha had ever sedmtanspeed that had her
clutching the sides of her seat as she tried ttrabimer start of terror.



'It's all right, Uncle Jay isn't going to hit anyth,’ Cherry assured her
kindly, calling out, to Natasha's chagrin, 'Carouyslow down some?
Natasha is scared...'

'We used to be scared, too, when our folks weseKiled, but Gramps said
that the only way to get over falling off a horsasato climb right back on
again.'

Yes, she-could just hear him saying it too, Natakbaght wryly.

'‘Don't worry, I'll let you hold my hand. That witiake you feel a lot better...
Uncle Jay always lets me hold his when I'm scated..

So the man was human, after all. It came as songetifia shock, and she
couldn't resist sneaking a glance at his rigidifgof

In the darkness of the truck she could just abaakent out. While she was
studying him he turned his head abruptly, as thaagising her scrutiny,
and immediately she was aware of his leashed termnm resentment.
Surely the fact that she had befriended his grdhelfaand had been left
some small token in remembrance of that friendstguld not be

responsible for this almost savage sense of hgsihie sensed in him?

Uncertainly, like someone probing an aching tostie examined her own
feelings. It was unheard of for her to react sorgjly to a man on such a
short acquaintance... What had happened to herioa$acoldness, so much
bemoaned by other men? What had happened to théhaoteur behind
which she habitually hid her real feelings?

'We're almost there now." Cherry's excited comnaésitacted her and she
followed the little girl's pointing finger. 'Lookhose are the breeding pens
and the cattle sheds," she announced importakthclé Jay is trying to
develop a new strain of Brahmin cattle, that wilegleaner meat. He...'

'I'm sure Miss Ames isn't interested in any of tt@herry." Jay's ice-cold
voice cut across the little girl's excited chattand Natasha felt her
resentment of him harden into something deeper.



If he wasn't concerned with her feelings, surelyntight have considered
those of his niece? Or was he like his grandfathdid female members of
the human race have no importance at all in hisrsehof things?

It was cool, prim Rosalie who put the final sealvamat Natasha felt was
already promising to become a disastrous decisjosdying virtuously,
'‘Gramps used to say that Uncle Jay would have bbeiter off breeding sons
than wasting his time trying to breed a new typeatfle...'

‘That's enough!’

Instant silence consumed the interior of the tridatasha found she was
wishing herself a thousand miles away from Texas, most especially

from the man driving this vehicle. She had come lere with such high

hopes, such a feeling of adventure, and withinva $bort hours he had
managed to destroy all of that and replace it with.

With what? Hostility? Fear? Compassion for his fyeor nieces—and any
other woman unfortunate enough to come within plsese... Resentment
against Tip for putting her in such a positionha first place, and other alien
emotions she couldn't even begin to understand.

There had been that frisson of sensation when klettnached her, for
instance. That momentary need to know what he wimdk like with his
mouth softened by passion, his eyes hot insteacblof. That terrifying
second when she had looked at him and read lottetihess in his eyes and
almost ached to reach out and smooth it away...

She was imagining things, she told herself. Shesuffering from jet-lag.
People did the strangest things under its influeNes.. .yes, that was it.
She heaved a faint sigh of relief as the truck sntdstopped. She had been
so deeply engrossed in her worrying thoughts thatredn't realised that
they had pulled up in front of what must be themeitrance to the house.

As she stared at it, she caught her breath on desuslirge of pleasure. It
had been built in the Spanish style, which she geised from trips to
Andalucia: long and low, with white walls and aamda, around which was
entwined what she very much suspected must be buouigeea.



Another veranda ran round the second storey, whithttsred windows
obviously opening out on to it.

'‘Come on, Miss Ames, we're here!'" Cherry tuggedhen arm. Natasha
shook herself free on her sudden and instinctimsesef homecoming and
followed the girls outside.

'‘Go on into the house. Dolores, our housekeepearphepared a room for
you, Miss Ames.’

‘Uncle Jay..."

The twins' protest was ignored as he swung down ftee truck and strode
away from them.

'I've got work to do, kids, and it's way past ybedtime... See you in the
morning.’'

Did that apply to her, too? If so, she ought tadleeved. She was so tired
that she could have stretched out on the hard paeketh and dropped
straight off to sleep!

'l suppose he's going down to the cow barns. Camé&etss get inside.’

It was Cherry who took charge, pushing open theyndaor and calling out,
'Dolores, we're home!'

The Mexican woman who came in answer to her summass smiling
broadly. She hugged both girls and then turneddk ht Natasha, her smile
fading abruptly, as she said coolly, 'You'll be wag to go to your room,
Miss Ames. I'll have one of the girls bring youatup... Jay said to tell you
that breakfast will be at eight, and the lawyet b@ here at nine. Tomas will
see to your bags. If you'll just come with me.'

What had she done to provoke this degree of ahtydadm Tip's staff? Too
proud to show how hurt she was by the woman'siddijtshe trailed tiredly
behind her as she mounted the elegant double-besisstairs.



‘Jay said to put you in the guest suite—for theetbing...'

Why was it that those last few words should havehsan ominous ring to
them? Natasha wondered, as Dolores paused anddpapbka one of the
many doors leading off the galleried landing.

In London, she had looked forward with hope andcation to being
asked to stay on for a brief time, but now... Ndwe svas half wishing she
had never come, she admitted, as she stepped p&se® and into her
room.

She was left alone to explore it. It was certaiméyy elegant: not just a
bedroom, but a bedroom, a sitting-room and her prwate bathroom.

It was decorated in a style that Natasha foundtligoretentious, and not
suited to the beautiful simplicity of the Spanishle house. The furniture
was too modern, the pale Nile-green leather setb¢én keeping with the

building. Her bed was swathed in flimsy printeck stbvers, where she
would have instinctively chosen a heavily carvedrggh bed and covered it
with one of the beautiful heritage quilts she hagnsin a display of

American goods in Harrods, or perhaps even an hndidviexican woven

spread. Certainly, she would never have chosenb#uEoom's delicate
pseudo-French gilt and white trappings.

At home in Cheshire, the farmhouse had been fuedisWwith sturdy
heirlooms collected over the generations, eachsaited to its purpose and
its background. Here she found her surroundingsdawn her, so out of step
was the decor with the exterior and the ambiendbehouse.

Who had been responsible for choosing them? Noaa+rthey were too
flimsy, too delicate for that. They spoke of a wanveho loved luxury; a
woman who despised the sturdy building that washbere...

She was getting fanciful again, Natasha told herger all she knew, Tip
might have commissioned interior designers to ddeoand furnish this
suite.



She was in the bathroom freshening up when shel ieaidoor open. When
she returned to her sitting-room she discovereat affragrant coffee and a
generous plate of sandwiches waiting for her, aloitlg her luggage.

She poured some of the coffee and ate a couplenofvgches, stifling her
yawns, as she started to make an attempt to unfhekhad to give it up
half-way through, overcome by intense exhaustioshdwer and then bed,
she decided sleepily. That was what she needed.now.



CHAPTER THREE

'WAKE up, Miss Ames. It's well after seven, and Dolavdsbe mad a$ fire
if you're late for breakfast.'

The voices were familiar, but the room wasn't. @ausgly, Natasha opened
both eyes properly.

Of course, Texas... She was in Texas!

This morning the twins were dressed in dungaredschacked shirts, their
hair in pony-tails and not plaits.

'Why don't you try calling me Natasha?' she suggkesieepily. 'Miss Ames
makes me sound like a schoolteacher. Now then,hadfigou is which?'

'You can always tell, because Rosalie has a mdle tpere,’ Cherry
informed her helpfully, pointing out the small damark on her sister's
throat.

'l go down and tell Dolores you're on your wayosalie slid off the bed
and made for the door.

The events of the previous day came crowding baok, unconsciously
Natasha sighed.

'Don't worry," Cherry consoled her. 'Me and Rosl#ie you ...'

Natasha fought to control her feelings. The gidd lheen quick to pick up
on her misery...too quick, perhaps. It was on theot her tongue to ask
Cherry why Jay was so antipathetic towards her,shet swallowed her
words. She was not going to use the girls in theat. W she really needed to
know, then she must ask Jay himself...

But would he tell her? She shrugged the thoughieagiushing back the
bedclothes and sliding out of bed.



'Oh, my, that's a real pretty nightgown! Cherryclaimed. 'We wear

pyjamas.' She wrinkled her nose. 'Uncle Jay doesdt anything at all, and
we aren't allowed to go into his bedroom in themnay... He always gets up
too early anyway.'

'We used to go into Ma and Pa's. That was a lang #&go, though... before
they started fighting. Before we came to live bheke...'

Natasha gave a small start. She had assumed ¢tgitlthhad been born and
brought up on the ranch, but before she could sgthang Cherry went on,
"You'll have to hurry. It used to take Ma hourgyet ready. That was one of
the things that made Daddy real wild. He said ste'dneed to get herself
all gussied up for living on the ranch. .She nevanted to live here. We did,
though. Our mother was like you... She came fromgl&nd.’

Downstairs, a bell rang imperiously.

‘That's the breakfast bell. You've got half an HidDherry told her, sliding
off the bed. 'I'd better go down.’

So the twins' mother had been English, Natashaatefl as she quickly
showered and started to dress. Tip had never nmentithat.. .but then, why
should he?

She wondered uncertainly on what she should weajudge from the girls'
appearance, jeans would be the order of the dagHauwas supposed to be
meeting Tip's lawyer to be told the nature of l@quest, and somehow jeans
seemed too unbusinesslike for such a meeting.

Old habits die hard, Natasha reflected rather wiiiperican lawyers were
not like their British counterparts—even the mosisual watcher of
American TV had to be aware of that, but even sofetind herself donning
a tailored, charcoal-grey skirt and its complementzhite silk shirt.

It was one of the few formal outfits she had packieitiking she might wear
it for shopping in Dallas, should she get the clearit had a matching
unlined jacket in the same charcoal-grey, with adskved white line
forming large checks, and she had bought it it ef fextravagance.



The grey skirt emphasised the slenderness of perdnd the length of her
legs. There wasn't time for her to coil her haioim chignon, so she
compromised by taking it off her face with two methof-pearl combs she
had found in a small antiques shop in Knightsbridge

A touch of lip gloss and just enough mascara t@ataher long lashes and
she was ready to go downstairs and face the woBdt.was she ready to
face Jay?

She ignored the treacherous little voice that adkexdthe question and
hurried downstairs.

Luckily, one of the twins appeared in the hallwajuat the right moment to
show her the way to the large, sunny room wheretdb&e was set for
breakfast.

Dolores looked up as they walked in, her eyebraftiad slightly as she
saw Natasha's formal outfit.

'l believe I'm supposed to be seeing Tip's lawtf@ssmorning. At home, we
tend to dress rather formally for such events, landafraid old habits die
hard.'

Despite her friendly explanation and the smile gla@e the Mexican
housekeeper, she got no response other than glaock from wary brown
eyes.

'Uncle Jay's already had his breakfast and gonto@ge the stock," Rosalie
told her, correctly interpreting her hesitant gkanocwards the door.

She ought to have been ashamed of herself for Iseinglieved, but she was
the first to admit that she wasn't at her best fimsg in the morning, and the
thought of having to cope with the barbed innuesduféher reluctant host,
while still coping with the strain of jet-lag, wisss than appealing.

'Sit down here, next to me," Rosalie invited, mglliout a chair. 'We're
having waffles this morning. You'll love them ...



The only thing she wanted was a cup of freshly lekwoffee... several
cups, Natasha amended as she caught the scenhiaraffee-pot Dolores
brought to the table.

Despite the fact that Dolores was being anythingfibendly, Natasha said
hesitantly, 'l believe I'm to see Tip's lawyer gten When he arrives...'

She had been going to ask if someone could letkhew, but Dolores
anticipated her, saying flatly, 'He's already héte's been here for the last
four days.'

Whether the disapproval in her voice applied oaliér, or to the lawyer as
well, Natasha couldn't tell.'He had breakfast witty. They had things to
discuss. You're to meet them in the den at nilhahlbw you where it is.’'

Refusing to share their waffles, Natasha listenaté girls' excited chatter,
as she helped herself to more coffee.

Now and again their conversation betrayed a celbai@liness and sense of
isolation. There were several mentions of scho@n&s at which their
family had not been present. And, although it wagaus that they adored
Jay, Natasha sensed that they were also a litHeveof him.

At eighty forty-five she excused herself, carryimgr used cup through to
the kitchen.

She saw that Dolores was surprised to see her, theteobviously even
more surprised when she asked if there was any#tiegcould do to help
before going up to her room to check on her appearhefore her meeting
with the lawyer.

‘There's no call for any guests around here tohdoes,' was Dolores's curt
response. 'Jay employs plenty of staff to take oatkat...’

Feeling very much as though she had been put fiimlper place as
unwanted guest, Natasha retreated. What on eattbi®gadone to merit this
hostility? Surely it couldn't just be because Tigdhmade her a small



bequest? But families could be very clannish, vargsessive over what
they considered to be theirs.

Sighing faintly, she went back to the sunny brestkfaom.

It overlooked the back of the house and an enclpa&d adorned with tubs
of brilliantly coloured plants, its white walls cesed in creepers, a small
fountain playing in an ornate round pool, very Sghrn style.

Through the wrought-iron gate set in the wall sbel@d see a sweep of lawn
and the blue glimmer of what she guessed must bwiaming pool.
Perhaps later on the twins would take her on adbthre grounds.

Tip had spent more time boasting about how hidfeaes had carved out the
ranch from nothing than describing the house iteeHer. It had come as a
pleasant surprise to discover it was such a gradauding, and she thought
she detected a woman's touch in the pretty enclosedyard beyond the

breakfast-room windows.

Upstairs in her own room she checked on her hairrarapplied fresh lip
gloss.

At five to nine she went downstairs again and, almes though she had
been waiting for her, Dolores appeared in the lggturing to Natasha to
follow her.

Several doors led off the large, tiled hallway, that one Dolores opened for
her was tucked away right at the back, almost utidearch of the stairs.

At home, she supposed it would have been descabedlibrary or study,
Natasha thought as she stepped into a surpridiagg room and studied it
in silence. Here, though, it was called a 'derq, gimte could see why. It was
more the lair of man without the trappings of égaktion than the retreat
favoured by men like Adam who liked to surroundntiselves with luxury
and art.

Here the walls had been left in their natural wiigshed state. A huge, dark
Spanish wood "bookcase took up one wall, its slseliuk of leather-bound



volumes, and what looked like paperbacks, as welpiées of stacked
magazines. Over the open fireplace was an anciesket, and alongside it
on the same wall, a gun-rack, padlocked with a yyehain. Two enormous
leather couches in oxblood faced one another aeress/en Mexican rug.

A shatft of brilliant sunlight fell across the enaus desk. The room smelled
of leather and oil, and was so essentially maseulihat Natasha
immediately felt an intruder in it.

To her surprise it overlooked the same patio the putside the
breakfast-room. A shuttered french window stoodgaad through it she
could hear men's voices.

Gradually, as she waited, other sounds impingeldenrsenses: the whirr of
the old-fashioned ceiling fan, .the lowing of acattbird song and the soft
splash of the fountain—all sounds that somehowesefl the harsh
masculinity of her surroundings.

There were several paintings grouped on one whlbfacattle, all very
stylised, and next to them what she realised mesdrbaerial view of the
ranch and outbuildings. Behind the desk was a loérfikng cabinets. She
was just stepping forward to examine the paintaigdoser quarters, when
she saw the two men outside the french door.

As he had been the previous day, Jay was claddedfélue jeans and a
checked cotton shirt. His boots were covered indest; as he came inside
he removed his Stetson, and she saw that the sasténad darkened his
skin.

As he came in he brought with him the hot, acrictlmof cattle, and the
disturbing, musky scent of

his own body.
The man behind him was wearing similar clothe$calgh he was neither

quite as tall or as broad as Jay, and his hair gvaging at the temples.
Unlike Jay, though, he did give her a faint smile.



'I'm glad you let me come in this way,' he wasisgyuefully to Jay. 'l don't
think Dolores would have taken too kindly to uskiag red dust across the
kitchen floor. | think she must have been the dnlgnan being I've ever met
who could actually make your grandfather toe the.li'

'No one could make Gramps do that," Jay correatettlyc'He just let her
think she could because it made life easier alirmdo Even after Doc Reilly
told him to quit smoking and drinking, he used tome in here and help
himself to the supplies he kept locked away irfilirgy cabinet.’

'Didn't you try to stop him?'

'l tried, but in my book a man has a right to cleothe way he wants to live,
or wants to die.’

The older man broke off their conversation andddrto Natasha.

'I'm sorry, we still haven't been introduced, haw® I'm Harvey Goldstein,
Tip's lawyer. And you, of course, must be Natashéour photographs
didn't do you justice, did they, Jay?'

A non-committal grunt was the other man's only oese, and Natasha
knew she was flushing, not because of the complirslea had been paid,
but because Jay was so obviously contemptuousaridtof her.

"You obviously received my letter...”* 'Yes, yescadme as something of a
shock. Of course, | knew that Tip had a heart doordibut I... | liked him a
lot..."

A cynical sound behind her stopped her, her cale@pening. She ached to
turn round and tell the man standing behind her difficult she found this
situation. She had not asked to come here, aftearal he should be able to
appreciate that, much as she had liked Tip, shedfduhard to express a
fictitious depth of sorrow at his deathhtidbeen a shock, and shadbeen
sorry, but to deliver more than the conventionatipldes was impossible in
view of his own hostility towards her. Had he beedifferent type of man,
she might have been able to express her enjoyni€rip's company and
salty wit, or to open up to him and tell him thaeknew what it was to lose



a deeply loved member of one's family—how alorefttone feeling, how
frightened and insecure—but she doubted if this haahbeen frightened of
anything in his life. And so she was left feelihgttwhatever she tried to say
would be inadequate.

'Well, he sure likegou,"Harvey Goldstein told her. 'Look, why don't we all
sit down? And perhaps Dolores would bring us soaitee, Jay?'

Now she recognised the legal mind in him, desgite jeans and casual
attire, and she found herself-subsiding into arglaaid even risking a coolly
polite smile in Jay's direction as he asked hsh& wanted anything else to
drink.

'Coffee suits me fine.’

The antipathy between them must have been veryrapipdecause when
Jay left "the room to get their coffee, Harvey saitketly, 'All this has been
very hard for Jay. He thought the world of his ghfather, and ...’

He broke off as Jay came back into the room.

'Dolores will be in with the coffee in five minutdset's get on with it shall
we, Harvey?'

He was the rudest, most uncivil man she had ever Netasha seethed,
fighting to control her ire at his attitude towaits.

Harvey cleared his throat.

'Well, Natasha, you know from my letter that youravenentioned in Tip's
will..."

'Of course she does, Harvey. What else would drarghot-foot out here,
eager to collect the reward for all her hard waM?at did you do when you
went to bed with him... close your eyes and igntwe fact that he was
seventy-five years old?'



Natasha was appalled. She had suspected beforéaghahought that she
and Tip might have been lovers, but she had neeamnted he would voice
such thoughts—especially in front of someone else..

She stood up, barely aware of pushing her chailyaamof the way she
trembled, her face milk- white, her eyes a brilliwny-gold as rage rushed
through her.

‘That's not true! Your grandfather and | were neleeers, whatever he
might have told you...'

'He told us nothing," came the grim response, souate things speak for
themselves. Why else would he leave you one hatiisfranch? Why else

would he hand over to a complete stranger the tng he spent his whole
life protecting for his family? What the hell didy give him? It couldn't just

have been the softness of your body. There must been something else...
What was it? The promise of another son? Was tPat i

‘Jay!" Harvey Goldstein's voice cut across his isspmed speech in stern
warning.

The shock of what she had just heard made Natadigide back into her
chair, her whole body shaking. She was dimly avadrthe door opening
and Dolores coming in with a laden tray of coffébae was also aware of
Harvey clearing a space on the cluttered deskedcstie could put down her
tray, but these things barely impinged upon herramess. She was still
grappling with the enormity of her shock. Tepuldn'thave done that! He
couldn'thave willed half the ranch to her! He had barelpwn her. And
even in that one short week shed known him, she had felt
overwhelmingly that he was a man who put his farfist and foremost. A
man for whom family loyalties and ties took preaszk above all else. A
man who would never will so much as an inch oflal away from those
who shared his own blood.

It must all be some terrible joke... some macabitg €onjured up by malign
fate. Itcouldn'tbe true! The shock of what she had just heardutweighed
her anger at Jay's denunciation of her. Indeed¢cshlel almost appreciate
why he had made it. In his shoes.. .butwhen'tin his shoes...



"You didn't know?' Harvey was watching her narrawljip made no
intimation?'

‘Nothing!" Her voice shook. 'He said nothing. 1 eV

'Oh, very clever..." Jay's sneer broke throughdmeck. 'Very pretty and
innocent, but it won't wash; My grandfather speistlifie building up this
ranch, developing and protecting it. He would neware left any part of it
to you without good reason...'

‘Jay, let me tell her the full terms of Tip's bespieHarvey intervened
quietly.

Turning to Natasha he said patiently, Tip hasyett a full half-share in the
land and the cattle as well as the house, prowdedive here on the ranch
for at least six months out of every twelve. Jaehs to remain in control of
all policy decisions concerning the ranch. He hgsoated both of you as
the twins' joint legal guardians...'

He paused, and Natasha managed to stammer
'‘Buthowcouldhedothatwithouttellingme? How...'

'‘Never mind how. He did it,’ Jay told her grimljell her the rest, Harvey.'

‘Briefly, these are the terms of Tip's will, but aonsideration of you
forfeiting all the rights contained in it, Jay isepared to make you an
immediate payment of two million dollars.'

An awesome silence filled the room; even the faamsa to stop whirring,
although Natasha knew that it had not. The sileacee from within her and
it was a silence compounded of shock and pain.

What was happening to her was ridiculous; it wke Bomething out of a
singularly unenterprising novel; it was unreal.nlyoit wasn't any of those
things, because wasreal and itwashappening, and she was feeling this
appalling combination of pain and anger that degatiker of breath and left
her feeling as though her whole world had beereiupside down. When it
righted again she was left with only two burningughts. The first waghy



had Tip done this to her... a woman who was alrma@simplete stranger to
him? And the second was that if it took her the oéser life to do it, she

was going to show Jay how wrong he was in his savagdemnation of
her. Before she had finished with him he would k®sglling before her in

abject apology; he would be down on his hands are@& begging her for
forgiveness.

A red mist swirled in front of her eyes, carryingrlaway on a dangerous
flood of rage, and before it could retreat she dheberself saying
passionately, 'Only two million dollars! What softfool do you take me
for? No, I'm staying..."

She almost took back her hot words when she saviete rage heating
those cold grey eyes, but pride armed her and widket her down. Tip
must have had a reason for what he had done, khbdwself stoutly. She
wouldn't discover what that reason was by runnimgya Maybe Jay
Travers could terrify other people into doing whatwanted, but he would
soon discover thathedidn't allow herself to be dictated to Bgyman.

‘Think carefully, Natasha,' Harvey Goldstein urged calmly. "Two million
dollars is one hell of a lot of money. You coulgelianywhere in the world
on that..." He made a small grimace. 'Texas isa'best place in the world to
live, no matter what Tip might have told you, amghch life is hard on
women ..."

She had known all along that Harvey would be orsJagle, and now he was
confirming it. Her mouth compressed bitterly. Ditey think she was a
complete fool? This ranch—the land alone was wortitch more than four

million dollars, but that didn't matter. She wonekkwhat they would say if
she told them that right at this minute she hadoatras much in her bank
account in sterling as they were offering her. 8hed with the idea of

telling them just for the pleasure of seeing theckhit their eyes and then
she closed her mind to the temptation.

If Tip, who had known of her financial status, hraat seen fit to mention it,
then neither would she. There was more to this &h&imple bequest; even if
she and Tiphad been lovers, she knew he would hardly have revdange
so generously for the gift of her body. And as @svihey hadn't even been



more than very casual friends. So why... Why haddree it? She wondered
about his mental state at the time he made hisandl then dismissed the
idea, knowing that, had there been any doubts gbwgaon it, Jay Travers
would already have cast them.

Tip had appointed her co-guardian of the twins glafth Jay. That, in a
way, concerned her more than his bequest of tltedad the cattle, because
it hinted to her that he had felt there might besthing lacking in Jay's care
of them. The land, the money, these she could hawed her back on; but
the twins...

Face it, she told herself sardonically, you wardtty, and not just because
the twins could fill an empty space in your lifeolY want to stay because
you want to prove to Jay Travers just how wrongshe

Yes, it would give her a great deal of pleasurghtow Jay that he wasn't the
all-knowing, all- invincible character he thouglniself to be.Now, at least
Dolores's antipathy, and Jay's, too, was explaiSée. doubteghewould
have welcomed with open arms someone who was #miegtto take over
half of what she had thought of as hers. But tidi'tlexcuse Jay's horrible
insinuations about the nature of her relationship wip...

She studied him for a second, and then asked;Tipitell you he and | were
lovers?'

'He didn't need to.' The harshness of his voiceosinmade her wince.
‘There's no way he'd have handed over half ofalaise to you for any other
reason.’

'‘No." She smiled delicately at him, suddenly hatimg with almost as much
vigour as he seemed to hate her. How dared he e ill-informed
judgements about her? How dared he denigrate autt imer?

'What about if he had grave doubts about his ordpndson's worthiness to
inherit his land...'

There was a moment's stunned silence, and themagbhked the slow tide of
red creep up over the dark skin, and the grey yasnurderous with fury.



'Why, you...'

‘Jay, calm down! If Natasha is serious about fulfy the terms of Tip's will,
the two of you will be living side by side. Youtlllve to find a way to get
along...

'‘Lawyers... Goddamn you, Harvey! But then, it igo'tir problem is it? You
don't have to live with it—withher. Get her out of here before | do
something that'll send me to the electric chair...'

Much as she ached to defy him and stay, Natasbaedl Harvey to escort
her out of the room.

'I'm sorry about that, but naturally Jay's veryaipsle's lived and breathed
this ranch all his life, and for Tip to calmly haader half of it to a complete
stranger... Are you sure you won't consider takimrgmoney instead?"

'If 1 did, would I still retain my co-guardianshgd the girls?' Natasha asked
him testingly.

Harvey paused for a moment and then shook his Héad. don't know why
Tip put in that clause, but Jay doesn't considatr ybu'd be... the right kind
of influence on them ...

'Why not? Because he thinks | slept with his graticdr?’

When there was no reply, save for a very embarddes& from the lawyer,
she shrugged carelessly. 'Anyway, it doesn't mdtterstaying and there's
no way Jay can stop me... Is there?'

Again he shook his head.

‘No, but he can make it very unpleasant for yostay,' he warned her, ‘and
| suspect he will. Way back, Jay has Indian blaotiis veins, and no one

can hold on to a grudge like an Indian.’

‘Are you warning me, Harvey, or threatening me2ablaa asked him softly
with a mock-sweet smile.



As she watched him back off she felt slightly sdaiyhim. He was, after all,
only carrying out his instructions. Neverthelesg thought it best to make
it plain right from the start that she wasn't goiadpe easy to push around.

So Jay could make life hard for her, could he? Wakle had had life hard
before—and she had survived...



CHAPTER FOUR
'ARE you going to stay and look after us, like Grampsted?'
The twins had arrived upstairs in Natasha's rooontlshafter lunch.

Much to her relief, Jay hadn't put in an appearatdbat meal, although it
was obvious from Dolores's manner that she knewtabbat had happened
in the den, and also that she heartily disappraovéid

'Would you like me to?' Natasha probed. Now thattemper had cooled,
she was able to take a far more dispassionate déwhe whole
extraordinary affair. She couldn't even begin tdemstand-why Tip had left
such an out-of-character will, and she suspectay trad Jay treated her
with courtesy and kindness, she would have quipgpiharenounced all her
rights under Tip's bequest and gone straight hanh@ndon.

As it was... as it was, she had virtually commitheniself to spending six
months out of every twelve in this alien, hostilage, where even the staff
looked upon her as an interloper, a fortune- hudet theyall think that
she had earned her bequest by sleeping in Tip® batthadn't been so
ludicrously out of character that she should exarser behaving in such a
way, she might have been hurt. As it was, all sh@dccfeel was a vast
enormity of astonishment, mingled with a pain tilsgrang from the
unwanted knowledge that there was no one closegbntouner to share her
feelings. No one who knew her in the way that peor sibling could have
known her and could have shared her rejectionefale cast for her.

The last time she had felt so aware of her aloreehad been in the early
months after her parents' death; and the deepsityest her feelings then

came back to haunt her now. She looked at the tamasremembered that
they too had lost their parents; that they hadrarey who was both remote
and, it seemed, incapable of making rational amdjfi@gements of his

fellow human beings. Through pride and anger shieah@ady committed

herself to staying at the ranch. The twins...

'Yes, we do want you to stay,’ Cherry told hegiinipting her thoughts. 'We
like you, don't we, Rosalie?' She turned to her emsitent twin for



corroboration. 'Gramps said we would—that was @aret—that he had
chosen you specially to look after us. Uncle Jayendas time to come to
PTA meetings or anything like that... He never sake out of school for
treats like the other kids' folks do. He never tha®.'

"You could be our sort of adopted Mom, couldn't, $hesalie?’

As Natasha saw Rosalie's confirmatory smile, a wiadenof pleasure filled
her. Stupidly perhaps in the circumstances, shewsded to stay... had
needed an excuse to back up the decision she hae imahe heat of the
moment, and now she had it. Perhaps it was hendukskod that wouldn't
allow her to back down from a fight. A fight? Shéwgpced a little to herself.
Well, it would certainly be that...

To fulfil the terms of Tip's will she had to spesk months out of every
twelve actually living at the ranch, and she sutsgzkthat Jay was not going
to go out of his way to make those six' months dasiier.

Still, she had as much right to be here as him. ¢tém tilted, and she
ignored the truthful inner voice that objectedhattstatement. She had no
real moral right to be here. It was only becaus@ipf will that she was...

She frowned, pleating the fine skin between hek daows. She still
couldn't understandihy Tip had made such a will. She couldn't understand
it at all. But there must have been some reasoit. for

Had he had doubts about his grandson's abilityridhre ranch? But no, that
couldn't be the reason; after all, what siectknow about cattle breeding? So
why, then? Because he had been concerned abouadkeof a female
influence in the lives of his great-granddaught@&te?that didn't quite ring
true...

She might only have known Tip for a week, but dgrihat week she had
recognised the essence of the man. Shrewd andlglagiculating would
have been the way she would have described hiskéd.. certainly not a
sentimentalist. The more she thought about thdf thik more convinced
she became that Tip had had a definite purposeimgdvhat he had. But
what was that purpose?



Perhaps if she stayed here long enough she migttdut... Perhaps...
Perhaps that was what Tip had wanted all along.hEoito stay here. But
why?

'We're going out riding. Want to come with us?’

'‘Well, I'd certainly like to come down and watdidtasha temporised. It had
been a long time since she had last been on ttkedbadorse, and she knew
that in this part of the States they rode withféedent type of saddle from
the one she had been used to. She hadn't brought@er riding gear with
her, but she had her jeans ...

‘Just let me get changed into something more dajtabnd I'll come down
with you. Do you both have your own ponies?' sheedsleaving the door
open so that they could talk, as she walked thraotghher bedroom.

'Yes, Uncle Jay bought them for us for our laghbliay. Palaminoes...'

Natasha made the appropriate noises as she quadkiyged into
close-fitting jeans, soft boots and a cool cottbintsShe would need a hat,
but the one she had brought with her was a strdair akith a scarlet
ribbon—nhardly suitable to wear with the presenfibut

'Golly, that was quick! You look real neat in jeai@herry approved. 'Mom
never wore them. She always wore silky dressesaBtd’op used to have
rows about it, because she never tried to fit itih\wie on the ranch...’

Cherry was only innocently repeating conversati@artd between her
parents, but nevertheless Natasha felt guilty abhotistopping her, all too
conscious that if Jay were to overhear them he avprdbably accuse her of
deliberately snooping on what he would no doubtsmer to be private
family matters.

'Oh, all grown-ups quarrel from time to time," sla&d in response.

‘Not like Mom and Pop. They were going to get aodie. | heard Mom
saying so."' *



This time it was Rosalie speaking, her blue eyemdeWwed by painful
memories.

Natasha felt her heart go out to her. No doubtgaeents had not even
known that their quarrels were overheard, but thag left their mark on
both the twins, Natasha saw now.

'Mom said that she didn't love him any more. Shedb..’

A small warning sound from Rosalie stopped Chawynfgoing on. So they
did have some awareness that some things couldedalked about,
Natasha recognised, as Cherry finished uncertai®Bdmeone else.’

'Have you ever been in love with anyone, Natasha?'

Cherry's question caught her off guard. She pausgdher hand on the
sitting-room door, and debated about how best savanthe question. In the
end, the simplest way was with the truth.

'‘No, no, | haven't,’ she admitted. 'There was awbgn my parents were
alive, but | was only fourteen at the time...angathe farm was sold...'

‘A farm! Did you once live on a farm? Uncle Jaydsthat you lived in
London and that you wouldn't know the first thirgpat ranch life...'

'Well, 1 don't,’ Natasha agreed, curtailing the@angpreading through her.
Of course, Jay would have tried to poison the gigainst her... That would
bejustlike him! She was finding it hard to reconcile thiger, sardonic man
who had made no secret of his dislike and reseritrokeher, with the
grandson Tip had raved about during their many emsations. And she was
finding it even harder to understand why Tip haehsiit to hand over half of
his grandson's inheritance to a stranger, espgei@ilén he had appeared to
consider Jay such a paragon.

As she remembered it, the only fault Tip had belele # find with his
grandson had been his lack of a wife and childrenns.

"The farm my parents had was tiny compared with pace.'



‘Tell us about it," Cherry demanded, slipping hemdinto Natasha's as they
headed for the stairs.

On her other side, Rosalie took her other hand.

How on earth could she describe to children, usely to Texas, the
greenness of her parents' Cheshire farm? It woaldhipossible, so she
temporised by promising to send home for some giaphs to show them.

There were boxes of them in her flat, and the altllwho had the flat
beneath her, and who had kindly agreed to pop @@ @nweek and check
that all was in order, would not mind parcelling aigouple of her albums
and sending them off.

Her flat... She gnawed at her bottom lip, suddeeiginded that if she was
going to be here for six months, she would haveasomething about it.
She couldn't leave it standing empty, or rely ors i@ates for such a long
period of time.

As they reached the bottom of the stairs, through dpen front door,
Natasha saw a vehicle disappearing in a swirl sf.du

‘That will be Uncle Jay taking Mr Goldstein back Bmllas,” Cherry
remarked.

And that was another thing. If she "was to stayhshe would need some
form of transport. A wicked gleam suddenly lit legfes, a way of getting
back at Jay and confirming all his erroneous ingicess of her, making her
grin a little to herself. So he wanted to think stes a fortune- hunter, did
he? Well, let him! He wanted pain? He could havAiitd how!

Dolores materialised just as they were about tooghh her expression
changing slightly as she saw Natasha's jean-cipuldi

‘The girls are just taking me out to see their psnishe told the
housekeeper. Holding her eyes, she continued caioy'll know that I'll
be staying here for the next six months, Doloresu ust tell me if there is
any way | can make myself useful to you during tirage.'



She could almost feel Dolores summing her up, asgexcted that her offer
of help was the last thing the housekeeper hadotege

'We get a mite short of help in the kitchen whey &atertains out-of-state
buyers. How good are you at washing dishes?"

Controlling her temper—she knew when she was baleliberately
goaded—Natasha said everlyerygood. It was the first chore my mother
ever taught me...'

'Oh, Dolores, quit teasing her," Cherry interrupt&@u know we've got
dishwashers to do that.’

Natasha had known it as well. One quick glance dotlre enormous
kitchen, when she had taken her breakfast thingsitirearlier, had shown
her that it was well equipped with everything angk could desire.

'Urn ... well, it's gonna take some acclimatisiedoe that skin of yours gits
used to our Texas sun. If you'll take my advice'lygi yourself a hat before
you go out in it...'

Miraculously, Dolores seemed to be softening towaher, although
Natasha couldn't understand why.

Dolores herself wasn't so sure either, she onlykihat she had looked into
those dark golden eyes and received the distinmtassion that their owner
would find it very hard to lie. She said as muclhéo husband Miguel later,
adding complainingly that the girl must have beh&td her, because
everyone knew what she had done to Jay and howhaflestolen his
inheritance away from him.

The twins' ponies, along with half a dozen or d@epmounts, were stabled
in their own quarters not far away from the house.

The flat, dust-baked yard and the stables rounetie curiously English in

design, and for a moment as she stared aroundNaasha felt tears

blurring her eyes. Only then did she recogniseetimmous strain she had
been under since her arrival in Texas.



The yard and its stables were probably Spanisbneeption, like the house
itself, she realised. She wondered about the isibithe house and the
family. Tip had told her much of it, but from a tdatly male point of view,
mentioning nothing of the women who had lived amcet here.

‘These are our ponies,’ Rosalie told her, leadergtdwards two adjacent
stalls.

Two pretty cream noses appeared over the top dfalieloors, two pairs of
intelligent brown eyes studying the visitors.

Almost from nowhere, a small, bow-legged, grizziedn arrived. He was
chewing something which he spat out as he apprdatieen, and Natasha
realised it was probably tobacco.

'Well, now... and where have you two imps of Satppeared from?'

It was strange to hear that faintly Irish broguengiad by the long, flat

vowels of Texas, and it took Natasha a few sectmdscognise the brogue
for what it was.

'We've come to see our ponies, and to show thédatasha, Rory.’

A quick, narrowed glance at Natasha informed hat Rory already knew

all there was to know about her, but she refuséet toer eyes slide away or

her head drop.

‘Just come out from England, so they tell me. YbaVe to mind that Celtic
skin of yours,' he warned her. 'You'll need a Hat..

'l know. | intended to buy myself one in Dallast there wasn't time...'

'‘Boss is going into the city tomorrow morning. kegs he'll give you a ride.’
'Oh, yes, Natasha, and we can go with you. We el new clothes, don't
we, Rosalie? And especially new outfits for Jamer€'s party next month.

We wanted to go shopping with Uncle Jay, but heaggrgets so impatient.’
Cherry made a face.



There were certain things she needed, things sth@thzothered to buy at
home, because then she had anticipated havingeanighit stay in Dallas,
with some time for shopping. And, besides, thers thiat matter of her own
transport.

'We'll have to see,’ she temporised, 'if your unslgoing to Dallas... |
thought you two came out

here to ride,' she reminded them.

'Ride yourself, do you?' Rory asked her, as shedstarefully to one side,
watching as both girls mounted up.

'l used to...as a child. But it's years since tl ¢bg.'

'Once you learn, it's something you never forgee'"W got a nice little
lady's mount at the other end of the yard. Jay boiidor..." He broke off,

his ruddy face colouring darkly, as though he hadnbon the edge of
committing an indiscretion.

Natasha deliberately ignored it. After all, it was concern of hers who Jay
might or might not

have bought the animal for.

'She hasn't been ridden in a long time. | takedemyself when | get the
chance... so she's a mite frisky. Want to takeo& & her?' The girls were
leaving the stable yard, and she paused to waéch fo.

'Will they be all right on their own?’

'Oh, they'll be fine! A sensible pair they are. Jtk@ow better than to break
any of the ranch rules.

Beyond the yard stretched mile after mile of dusty earth, all of it empty
of any sign of human or animal occupation. In tietasthce Natasha could
just about make out the sight of the "huge oil idksr they had flown over
last night, now shimmering in the afternoon heat.



'Where are the cattle?' she asked Rory, as sloeviedl him down the yard.

'Well, the breeding stock is kept in special pend gards. The rest—the
beef cattle—they're out on the range. We move lesecto the river at this
time of year...'

'l understand that Jay's hoping to develop a ne&dof beef cattle—with
leaner meat...'

Rory's eyebrows lifted in surprise at her inteegsd knowledge.

'Yep, that's right. Costing him a mite of sleepleggts and money to do it
as well... First time he tried, the calves werelipfor the cows, and half of
‘em aborted. Now he's introduced another straioutshstart calving any
time now. We're all keeping our fingers crossed ...

'Only just calving now? They're late, aren't they?"

He looked at her again, and she explained ha8ly father was a farmer,
in Cheshire." A faint, nostalgic smile lit her feads. 'Calving time was
always a very anxious period. Most of them wen liabour late at night,
especially those that were having problems... Myh@ioused to get up to
join him...'

Her smile faded abruptly as she recalled her psreatath and her own
subsequent loss, and Rory, sensitive to her paim,tgpress her with any
guestions.

'‘Mare's down here,' he told her awkwardly. 'Finerahshe is, although like

| said, a mite temperamental. Tip was always aragtto get rid of her. At

least, he was until he came back from London. Theeiseemed to sing a
different tune. Here she is.’'

The mare was pure bred Arab, with flared nostnild a satiny coat. She
moved restlessly round her stable, rolling her egeshey approached.
Instinctively Natasha held out her hand to hetjrigtthe mare accustom
herself to her scent, crooning soft words to hgenerations of farming and



diluted Cossack blood showing her exactly how ¢attthe nervous animal
watching her so intently.

'Well, now. Raisa has sure taken a fancy to yoaryRronounced when the
mare regally allowed Natasha to stroke her silkgkndancy riding her? |
could get her saddled up for you...'

‘Not today.' Natasha thanked him with a smile.yAs said, | need to get
myself a hat...'

Already she could feel the effect the sun was lan her bare head. A
faint feeling of nausea crept through her stomaal, she knew that it was
time she got out of the sun. But the girls werk atit, and the deep vein of
responsibility that her father had passed on tavoeddn't allow her to go in
until she knew that they were safely back.

She looked around the yard, searching for a patcthadow, but there

wasn't one. A film of sweat broke out over her skihichever way she

turned the sun continued to torment her. She lickgdips and closed her
eyes, feeling the heat beat down on her closeddsyelhis wretched fair

skin of hers. Had she had a couple of weeks' hpkti@ might have stood a
chance, but coming straight from the cold damponéad_ondon summer to
the heat and dryness of Texas had made her doultherable to the

overpowering strength of the hot sun.

She blinked a couple of times and then smiled teaggy at Rory when she
saw the concern with which he was watching her.

'Why don't you come and sit down in one of the gnspalls? Get out of this
sun. It can be a mite overpowering if you're na&d® it. | mind when | first

came over from Ireland... Working in Virginia | wédsen, as a stable lad.
Fair knocked me out at times it did.’

He was talking to her in the same soothing voicaubed to his horses,
Natasha recognised, as she docilely followed hirosacthe yard and into
the welcome coolness of one of the stalls. Sheova®f the sun now, but
she suspected that the damage had already been done



Not for the first time in her life, she cursed kamerability to it. She would
have been all right if she had worn something onHead, but she had
simply not realised it would be so intensely hot.

She sat down on the small stool Rory passed todmel,when he asked
awkwardly if she would be all right, she assured tat she was fine.

'I'd better go and get on with my chores, therori'dwant the boss to come
back and find me slacking.’

'‘No," Natasha agreed. 'He doesn't strike me adgminent sort.’

The criticism was out before she could stop it, ahd saw from the faint
frown on the Irishman's face that he didn't like ¢rticising his employer.

'Oh, he can be hard enough when he needs to blee'su fair man... a very
fair man. Which is more than you can say for molte's well liked around

these parts and with good reason. Pays good wagesees to it that all his
staff are properly covered for medical insurandead nearly a month off
this time last year on full pay.’

Somehow Natasha managed to placate him, althouglinath to admit to
herself, when she was alone, that she found it toerecognise the sarcastic,
contemptuous man who had accused her of being#igltather's mistress
in the almost benign employer Rory rhapsodised.over

By the time the girls returned, her head was thirmphbinmercifully; every

time she moved, waves of heat and cold washedtmreand her stomach
churned nauseously. She had experienced these aysmiften enough
before to know that she was in a full-blown attatkeat-stroke.

There was nothing she could do about it. It woukt phave to be endured.
And it was her own fault, after all, but who cotidve imagined that less
than half an hour standing in the sun would be ghao bring on such

unpleasant symptoms?



She went out to greet them as she heard the ctdttbeir ponies' hooves,
trying desperately to remain in what little shadibvere was as she waited
for them to dismount.

» She was pleased to see that they had been tdgyptoper care of their
mounts, and that they made sure their ponies wenefartable before
handing them over to Rory.

They were just about to return to the house whesak®called out, 'Look,
here's Uncle Jay...'

Sure enough, as Natasha turned round reluctartiy,saw Jay striding
towards them, his boots kicking up small flurriésed dust.

He took off his Stetson as he reached them, wipinguscular forearm
across his face.

'Hot one today, Rory...'

Natasha watched as the girls hung back, obvioosigihg to run up to him,

but just as obviously fearful of doing so. Was thisy Tip had made that
extraordinary will? Because of the girls? Somehdawseéemed out of

character. He had scarcely mentioned them to henwle was in London,

and yet his conversation had been peppered-withmamts about his

longing for a great- grandson. No, she didn't thimkt could be the reason
behind it...

'‘Uncle Jay, Natasha needs a hat to protect her fin@adthe sun,” Cherry
announced when he at last deigned to notice them.

'‘And we need dresses for Jamie's party,' RosatlecadCan you take us to
Dallas for the day tomorrow?"

‘Not tomorrow, but maybe the day after...'

Natasha could see the impetuous words springibgttogirls' lips, but they
suppressed them, turning disappointed faces idihection.



'‘Never mind, tomorrow you can show me some mor¢hefranch,’ she
consoled them.

Now that Jay was in the stable yard with them,dtreosphere there had
suddenly become very oppressive. Natasha walkdédjpass delicately as
a highly strung mare avoiding a snake, but shédradtten about the power
of the sun, just as strong now as it had been \thenfirst came out. It hit
her full in the face, dazzling and then dizzying, ls® that she swayed and
then cried out as pain exploded inside her head.

She was dimly conscious of pitching forward intanfa darkness, of
voices, high and tense with concern and fright, #eh the comfort of
something hard and warm protecting her, blockingtbe fierce power of
the too-strong sun.

In her confused, half-conscious state, her mindygaatricks on her,
sweeping back time. She was a little girl agaimtiiag from heat-stroke in
one of her father's fields, when she had disobégednother and taken off
her sun-hat.

The sense of strength and protection in the aretshigld her now was the
same as then, and without needing to give the mattethought she clung
to the body that warmed her own.

She was conscious of movement, of doors openingtlzenl the blessed
coolness of air-conditioning. She heard fresh \@itmv and composed, and
an answering rumble from the chest against whicthbad rested, without
being able to make out what was being said.

She was being placed on something soft and coell@lyed to simply sink
back into it, and yet at the same time she foughiret losing contact with
the man who held her.* Hard fingers prised hersyafsam the shirt into
which they were curled; an even harder profiletebbut the light; a harsh
voice calling her back from the past and its cotiigrmemories.

'It's OK, you can stop the play-acting now. You ‘tdmve any audience.
What are you trying to do? Make everyone feel sdoryyou, the way



Gramps did? Well, it won't work with me, honey gitin not an old man,
vulnerable and lonely...'

His words jerked her back to reality, her fingeaieasing their grip of him as
though the contact with him burned her, her eygisdl| open, what little
colour there was in her face leaving it.

It was galling enough to have practically fainteght into his arms, without
him now trying to accuse her of having manufactuhedwhole thing. Just
what sort of woman did he think she was?

She already knew the answer to that question, tawdsn't an answer she
liked.

Anger came to her rescue, driving the lethargy rmengsea from her body,
giving her strength to sit up and face him, degpigéecontinued pounding in
her head.

'If you honestly believe that about me... that lilrately tried to seduce
your grandfather.. .that we were lovers...then glon't know much about
women...'

'‘But you're only too willing to be my teacher, gt it, honey?' He stood up
abruptly, his mouth hard with dislike and contemipbrget it. Other men's
leavings have no appeal for me...'

Natasha almost choked on her fury at his chauwnissponse. How dared
he suggest that she had deliberately been tryingalce him notice her as a
woman? She watched him walk to her door and openshing now, when
it was too late, that she had died rather thahitatpick her. up. How could
she explain that it was her memories of her father vulnerability to them
that had made her forget for a moment who he wdsaaw only that the
strength of his body offered her a particular kafdcomfort she had not
known in a very long time? Her instinctive reacttorbeing held in his arms
had been completely innocent—as free from any daxudertones as his
own attitude towards her, but she would never e tabmake him believe
it. Never!



But then, why should she want to? Why should she wédnat he thought
about her? Why should she concern herself with gegchological
problems—and he obviously had them. kid to have to jump to such
ridiculously inaccurate judgements about her..

A misogynist, Tip had apparently called him. Wa8 kiéas his antipathy not
just for her but for her entire sex? And if so, Why

A brief rap on her door distracted her from hemgtuts. Dolores came in,
carrying a glass of milk and some sandwiches.

‘Jay said you weren't feeling too good, and propalduldn't be down for
supper.'

'Heat-stroke,' Natasha told her wryly. '‘Completaly own fault. | went out

without a hat. Somehow my one and only straw diske&im quite the right
thing to wear with jeans. | intended to get myseBtetson while | was in
Dallas. | had planned to stay there overnight; $niteexpecting to be picked
up by Jay. In fact, there are a whole lot of thidgwasn't expecting,’ she
added under her breath, but Dolores caught therkeamal looked curiously

at her.

‘Are you trying to tell me you knew nothing aboup'$ will?'

'I'm not trying to tell you anything at all, but adappens, | didn't. | barely
knew him, after all, and certainly not well enoughexpect anything like
that. He didn't even tell me about the twins. Adldould talk about was Jay
and the fact that he wasn't married. To me, he sddmbe obsessed by a
desire for Jay to produce a son or, even betteeraksons.’

‘That was Tip all right," Dolores agreed, her mane&axing slightly as she
put down the tray and sat down on the edge of Katadbed. 'Well, there's
no reason why | should, but I'm inclined to beligo® mean what you say.
But if that's the case...'

'Why am | staying, instead of simply handing Jay'®ritance back to him?
I'm not sure. As | said, 1 only knew Tip for a webkit he struck me as a very
shrewd man, a man who would always put himselffaadamily first. To



leave me so much seems out of character, and yatieehave had a reason
for it... If | stay | might find out what that reas was...'

'Mmm ..." Dolores was giving her an odd look, sdmrej that combined
amusement and approval, almost as though someh®Wwaghjust passed a
secret test.

‘The twins tell me that you used to live on a farm.

'Yes, yes, | did... In Cheshire. It had been in father's family for
generations, but when my parents were killed ittodae sold. I've promised
to send home for my photograph albums so that sbaw them what it was
like. It's impossible to describe to them. Evemythwas so green.’

There was a wistfulness in her voice that didn'ugaoticed by the older
woman.

'Yes, I've heard tell that England is... Jay'stomarried an English girl. It
wasn't what Tip wanted for him. He'd got somethefsge arranged for him.
A girl he'd picked out himself for him, but then tNaent and married this
English girl he met in Vegas—a showgirl she wagp fiever approved of
her. He and Nat quarrelled badly about it. Tipbait threw him out. It was
Jay who persuaded Tip to let him come back. | tAiigkmight have gotten
used to her if the twins had been boys. He waskihdtof man,' she added,
when she saw Natasha's famobueof distress. "Yeah, Jay did his brother a
real good turn there, but it all backfired in heeé and cost Jay dear..." She
suddenly seemed to remember exactly who Natasha amasstood up,
reverting to her earlier curt manner, as she indicathe milk and
sandwiches.

'Don't worry about the tray, I'll send someoneafetch it later.’

All in all it had been a very odd sort of day, N&ta thought sleepily less
than an hour later, as the sedatives she had takéer headache began to
take effect. Now that she had made the decisiastatphere she would have
to write to her bank and arrange to have some ftnadsferred over here.
She would need to... She fell asleep half-way thihahe thought, dreaming
wildly confused dreams in which Jay Travers featusgher disturbingly.



CHAPTERFIVE

'WAKE up, Natasha! Have you forgotten that Uncle JaKmyg us to Dallas
today?'

Natasha had! She stifled a faint groan as one eflins tugged on her
duvet cover. Opening her eyes, she recognised ¥h®morning in bed
following her brief spell of sunstroke had soorureed her to her normal
good health, but for a moment she had a cowardbyise to claim that she
really didn't feel well enough to make the tripoiihe city.

She squashed it firmly, feeling both cowardly andtg. The girls were both
looking forward to the treat so much that she cdwdddly explain to them
that her own lack-lustre behaviour sprang fromre&rctance to spend any
more time than strictly essential in the companthefr uncle.

In fact, if it wasn't for the fact that she was ¢mced that there was far more
to Tip's will than initially met the eye, she wolldve been safely at home
already. But Tip had obviously wanted her to stayha ranch. He had
knownthat money would never tempt her—after all, she ér@ough of her
own—-but his grandson, it seemed, lacked the older'srkeen perception.

Scowling horribly, she threw back the quilt andostap.

'‘Come on," Cherry urged. 'Dolores is making pansakeu won't want to

miss them ...'Dolores was a marvellous cook, keithbught of pancakes for
breakfast was not one that tempted Natasha's &ppéthat did tempt her,
though, was the thought of Dolores's wonderful @eff

'‘Give me ten minutes,’ she told Cherry, addingcateltly, "What time are
we supposed to be leaving?'

'Straight after breakfast-. Uncle Jay did tellast hight," Cherry told her in a
faintly aggrieved accent. 'After you'd gone to héd.

Natasha bit her lip. Every night since her arrigalthe ranch, she had
discovered some excuse for going to bed early ab she could avoid
spending any more time than strictly necessaraysJompany. It wasn't



that she was frightened of him— far from it, desghat brooding, almost
menacing quality she sensed about him at timeshslogesire to hold him
at a safe distance sprang as much from emotiomaérability as physical
dread.- But why on earth should she feel like tdtfat possible emotional
risk could Jay be to her?

She didn't know; she didnitantto know, she admitted restlessly as Cherry
disappeared, and she opened her wardrobe doopskddr something to
weatr.

A day in the city... shopping... lunch... She mbéynteeviewed the pretty,
colourful wardrobe she had bought especially fa ttip, and then rejected
everything in it, in favour of an outfit she hadught in the spring from
Harrods.

The tailored navy skirt flattered her slender htpg;navy and white blouse,
with its puffed half- sleeves and neat little colladding a touch of demure
femininity. Over the top went an unlined seven-#igHength coat in navy
with chalk-white lines making bold checks. In alywas an elegant, even
sophisticated outfit. The sort of outfit worn bganfident woman; the kind
of outfit that would show Jay Travers the type d¥ersary he had to deal
with.

Dolores frowned at her when she walked into thelfeest-room, dourly
indicating the jug of coffee she was putting down.

'It's fresh, so don't let it go cold.’

Already Dolores had discovered one of her weakised&mtasha realised as
she helped herself to the fragrant brew.

A careful but thorough inspection of the breakfiagim had assured her that
Jay wasn't in it. Both girls had heaped plates aricakes, and although
Natasha's stomach heaved a little as she watchedtyGadling thick syrup
on to hers, it settled down again quickly enough.

'‘Uncle Jay says we're to be ready and out frontehy Rosalie informed
Natasha.



'Pa always used to get furious with Mom when she kism waiting, do you
remember, Cherry?’

Sadness shadowed Rosalie's face as she spoke ataghél felt an instant
surge of sympathy. She knew what it was like t@ ldsarly loved parents.
She felt her throat thicken with tears—not for leéfitsout for the girls. Jay,
with his dour, almost bitter remoteness, was sumetythe right man to have
charge of these two young people with their speeifnotional needs. They
needed someone they could relate to, someone whidwsten to them,
who knew what they were going through . ..

Someone like herself, perhaps. Hence Tip's will?

And yet the older man had not struck her as the typo would have
sufficient sensitivity to think of the girls' emotial needs.

‘They were always fighting," Cherry's voice wasakland curt, and as she
looked up at her in startled surprise, for thetfitisne,-Natasha saw
something of her sardonic uncle in the young diaks.

Rosalie made a smatioueof distress, but Cherry wouldn't be silenced.

"You know they were. | reckon they would have gativaorce. Mom was
always going on about how she had never reallydd¥a, how she hadn't
wanted to marry him and go live on a ranch, and hewad persuaded her...
Sometimes | used to think she preferred Uncle ddat’

There was a small silence and then Dolores bustledommanding that
they finish their pancakes. Had the housekeepaheaed what Cherry was
saying, or was her appearance merely fortuitous?

Had Jay secretly been in love with his brotheriewlas that what made
him so withdrawn and cynical? Was that why he hexen married despite
his grandfather's wish that he should?

It made unpleasant sense. Natasha gnawed at hemdgi. How dreadful it
must have been for the girls' father if it was trblew dreadful for all of
them. Was that what had made Jay hate the femaleaeunwanted desire



for his brother's wife? And heasthe type who would put loyalty to his
brother before his own feelings, who would evemidahe woman who was
the innocent cause of those feelings.

She was spending far too much time worrying hemsedfut Jay's motives,
she told herself as she finished her second cepftée and got up.

There was just enough time for her to go back uggstnd freshen her
make-up before they were due to meet Jay at tim &fcthe house.

Upstairs in her room, she thanked her lucky steatghe didn't need to wear
very much on her skin. The humidity and heat ofakewere not conducive

to retaining a perfectly made-up skin. Hers wasdgeonough to withstand

exposure with just a light covering of sun screed a touch of creme

blusher to highlight cheek and browbones.

A soft slick of glossy lipstick added another touwfhcolour and she was
ready.

Her shiny straw hat with a wide brim that framed faee would protect her
from the sun, and as an added precaution she pigkéer sunglasses. She
wasn't going to fall into the same trap twice ardalocused of faking her
malaisesimply to get Jay's attention.

That accusation still stung; all the more so beeatisvas not true, and
because she had always loathed those sort of feenwmies. She hated the
role Tip seemed to have cast for her. Playifgname fataldad never held
any appeal for her, and it was that aspect of dler that she disliked the
most—more so in some ways than being accused ohgbea
gold-digger—perhaps because this latter accusatimund be so easy to
disprove, should she ever wish to do so.

She deliberately timed her arrival downstairs toncole with that of the
twins. Like her, they were dressed for the citythaligh casually in
attractive cotton bermudas, with matching pattetopd.

‘Jenneth bought these for us, the last time we teeDtllas.’



‘Jenneth was Uncle Jay's girlfriend once,' Cheanyfided pulling a face.
'We don't 'like her very much. She's too bossy.r&Viebth glad that she
married someone else, aren't we, Ros?'

'Yes," her twin agreed. 'But sometimes | think gteg would still rather have
Uncle Jay than Howie. Gramps used to say that vehenwas around Jay
needed protecting from himself. It was because rain@ps that they didn't
get married. She had no money, and Gramps saicshkigatvas just after
Jay's, didn't he, Cherry?'

All too conscious that she should have stoppedctmsersation long before
it had reached this stage, Natasha still experteaaguilty desire to learn a
little more about this unsuspected aspect of Jarsonality. Had she been
wrong then in thinking he loved the girls' moth#r8eemed so... And she
could certainly see Tip refusing to allow his graoal to marry badly. And

yet, what she had seen so far of Jay had not ettlher to the view that he
would be easy to dictate to. Far from it, in f&t.course, Tip had held the
purse- strings ...

She sighed faintly, her thoughts shooting off atsmy tangents that she
couldn't control them.

‘Jenneth and Howie are coming over to dinner toovomight," Cherry told
her. '"Howie's in oil, and he's really, really rid¢huch richer than Gramps or
Jay...'

'Yeah, and doesn't Jenneth just love letting uskabbw it?' Rosalie
commented in a drawl that was astoundingly likeurere's.

Both girls giggled. 'Wait until you see her, Natals8ilk dresses and loads
and loads of jewellery...'

'‘And make-up... lots and lots of that, too. And ey she looks at Uncle
Jay...'

‘Yeah, | wonder who's going to protect him from keti now that Gramps
has gone?' Rosalie asked a little mournfully.Hbte for Jenneth to divorce



Howie and come and live here. She'd send us bbtb bbarding school in
Europe, I just know it. She doesn't like us.’'

"Yeah, Gramps used to say she was like a pie thai crust and no meat,’
Cherry confided, 'and that if Uncle Jay took a hitevould choke in his
craw!'

It was definitelytime to put an end to these confidences and, gakuid of
both girls, Natasha said firmly, 'That's enoughthbaf you. I'm sure your
uncle would be far from pleased if he could heaatyou're saying about
his private life.'

Fortunately, before either of them could make aingier, Jay himself drove
up in the same vehicle he had used to transpom fhem the airstrip on
Natasha's arrival.

Now, as then, Natasha elected to sit in the batktive girls. This time, she
looked around with interest as they drove out ® dirstrip, and Natasha
noticed two distinctive and different breeds otleagrazing on either side of
the tarmac road.

An expertise that she had forgotten she possess$eined her that these
were the two breeds Jay was hoping to cross ta getv, hardier strain of
animal.

When she said as much Jay was so surprised thatriezl his head to look
at her, almost releasing his hold on the steeringel

'You've been busy doing your homework," he saidyawhen he had
recovered from his shock. 'But those tactics waotk on me, so you're
wasting your time.'

Natasha felt her skin burn, and would have madegumlly offensive
response, if she hadn't suddenly remembered tbptwbren't alone.

Luckily, they were almost at the airstrip and ie thustle of getting out of
the truck and into the plane, the girls forgot witegty had overheard.



It didn't take long to get to Dallas. Natasha'sifgs were still stinging from
Jay's sarcasm, and she refused the hand he hetldl loert as she got off the
plane, turning her face aside, so that the wingp#éxd against her skin, and
she had to reach up to clutch on to her hat.

In her high heels, she teetered dangerously osté® steps. She heard Jay
curse, and then his arms came round her, blottingeerything else, the
harsh male scent of him surrounding her, invokingveak, feminine
dizziness that was her body's instinctive respem$es masculinity.

He released her almost immediately; the whole mmichad only lasted
seconds, and yet it was imprinted on her memorylemndsenses in a way
that was having a devastating effect on her.

She felt boneless and oddly shaky, torn betweesed to cling to him and a
need to push him away; shocked by her reactionyendt the same time,
strangely exhilarated, as though she had discovareaagical elixir of
which only she knew the source.

Dallas was hot, and very windy. To Natasha's ssepria sleek
chauffeur-driven limousine was waiting for themy 3iepherded all three
of them into it, and then, to her consternatiormbkd into the back seat
himself to sit next to her.

The pressure of his lean, hard thigh against hen ewas shockingly
disturbing, and even though she knew it was noedimliberately she was
intensely conscious of every tiny movement of higlyp as Jay leaned
forward to instruct the driver.

'I've organised a room for you at the Hotel Cres€awurt. We'll go there
now, and then the car and the driver will be atrydigposal for the rest of
the day.’'

Natasha wanted to protest, but the words stucleirttroat. This wasn't the
way she was used to shopping, ferried around tnaditioned luxury in a
chauffeur-driven car, but Dallas wasn't London, ahd was aware from
Tip's conversation that Americans never walked wtheg could ride. From
the girls' lack of reaction to Jay's statemensegmed as though shopping



with the luxury of a chauffeur-driven car was nathout of the ordinary to
them, and so Natasha kept her own thoughts venpfito herself.

The hotel and its surroundings took Natasha's braafy, and she stared
out of the car window as the girls pointed outfiff@de towers that housed
the complex's office blocks, and the tri-level lacabed shops and galleries.

Even in a city where money was virtually no objélais complex of hotels,
office space and shopping malls must surely stand Matasha thought,
awed, as the car slid to a silent halt outsidentitel entrance.

With a brief word to their driver, Jay escortedrthall inside. In the close
confines of the car it had seemed only naturalghatshould be so intensely
aware of him, but now that they were out of theitamas still there and she
didn't like it.

Unlike many of the other men in the hotel lobbyowtere wearing casual
clothes, including jeans, Jay was dressed in anaicafate pale grey fine
wool suit. He ought to have looked uncomfortablé,iigiven his ranching
life, but he didn't. Even his pale grey Stetsomnditbok entirely out of
place. If she was honest with herself, she wouldehia admit that it gave
him a certain hard-edged, very masculine air, emsighlmay the intensely
male aura that seemed to surround him.

She wasn't the only one to notice it, Natasha etfte wryly, noticing the
way the striking, attractive blonde behind the pien desk started to glow
with animation as Jay walked towards her.

From their soft-voiced exchange, it was obvioud tha girl knew Jay's
name. There was a subtle blend of respect andsityrim her voice that
Natasha recognised as female responsiveness s Jaynan, as well as a
more worldly recognition of his financial status.

'Here you are.'

Jay handed Natasha a room key.



‘The room's yours for the day. I'll meet you heteome o'clock for
lunch—Jake knows to get you back here for thenll\le'leaving at five.
That should give you enough time to get all you wan

He started to move away and then hesitated, frayvasrhe reached into the
inside pocket of his suit, and withdrew an envelapéch he handed to her.

Natasha shivered sensitively as their fingers tedcht was as though an
electrical impulse shot through her. She watchedataty his dark eyebrows
contracted, almost meeting over the jutting bridgkis nose.

‘There should be enough there to cover all the gvdnt. If there isn't, tell
the store to charge it and send the account toYime.shouldn't have any
problems.'

A brief glance in the envelope made Natasha's wigen even further. She
didn't know what prices were going to be like inllBg, but to get through
that little lot the girls would have to be dreséeuin head to foot in designer
outfits, not once, but several times over.

Before he left, Jay pointed out to her where sheadctind the hotel's coffee

shop. On seeing the anxious, although patientesspns in the twins' eyes,
she said firmly that she didn't need anything &ad they might as well start
shopping right away.

Their first port of call was one of the new malisthe Crescent complex.

Almost straight away they found a pleasant boutsfoeking pre-teenager
clothes, and although privately Natasha thought $iila shorts and tops
were ridiculously fussy and impractical for girteettwins' age, she did like
the fresh, bright cottons that the assistant brbaghto show them.

"Tactfully directing the girls' attention away frothose things she thought
too old, or too impractical for them, she helpeghthboth to choose a pair of
pedal-pushers each, with patterned cuffs, and nmgdops. There were

pretty flat-soled shoes to go with them, and algiothe outfits weren't

cheap, the quality of them was good.



A stroll along the walkways revealed other boutgueall with
mouth-watering window displays, and jewellers shty made Natasha
blink in astonishment. The only purchase she madéérself was a soft
cream Stetson and a couple of pairs of slim-fitfgns, from a small store
set out like a saloon bar from a television western

Although the hat made her feel acutely self- cansxi she recognised that
she would need it if she was to accompany the girltheir rides round the
ranch. As yet she had explored nothing of her nevirenment, and if she
was to stay here for six months...

A small frown gathered on her smooth foreheadialiyt when she had

made that impulsive decision, she had been fired tdayjper and

righteousness; now in the cold light of reality stendered if she had the
strength of will to carry it through. Although Doés had softened slightly
towards her, she knew that if it came to a showsdtdve Mexican woman
would align herself very firmly on Jay's side.

Jay could, and most likely would, make life extréyrgifficult for her. She
gnawed at her bottom lip; she could think of astdelf a dozen excellent
reasons for leaving Texas, and only one good onstéying, and that was
her conviction that

Tip had made that will for a specific purpose, #mat for her to leave would
be letting him down.

Perhaps it was the very fact that he seemed todtansen to put all his faith
in her rather than his grandson that made herdieelought to stay. The
vulnerability of such an action reached out to heuching her own inner
sensitivity.

Rosalie, tugging at her arm, brought Natasha obheofeverie. 'Just look at
that car—it's really neat. Just what | want wheget my licence.'

They were standing outside a car showroom windogy &ke the twins,
Natasha gazed admiringly at the sleek lines of Mlegcedes sports car.
Oddly enough she had once contemplated buying &wein for herself, but
had rejected the idea on the grounds that it wiafifompractical for use in



a city such as London. Now as she gazed at the st@w vehicle a tiny
demon of mischief stirred inside her, and she rebeed her idea of getting
herself a car to shock Jay. She needed a car slelevas out here in Texas,
and if she bought one like this it would mean she imade a commitment to
staying that she could not go back on. A car lile tvould give any woman
confidence—panache. She stared thoughtfully ashtey red paintwork,
and wondered a little dazedly why she was hesgafifter all, it was not as
though she couldn't afford it. Hitherto she had rbebrifty with her
inheritance, barely even spending the interestcumulated. She made a
few swift mental calculations: a telephone catiéo bank in London... a few
moments explaining the position to the sales staff.

'Let's go inside,' she said to the twins. 'l thimkight buy it.'

Somewhere at the back of her mind lurked the pteabaught of the shock

with which Jay would receive her purchase. He wdnddound to suspect
then that she wasn't the penniless fortune-hurgesgemed to think. He

would be forced to back down, to swallow his instdible accusations. She
swallowed hard... perhaps he might even apologiet...

She took advantage of the girls' momentary shockvieep them inside.

The salesman listened as she carefully explainegihetion to him, the
girls enthusiastically roaming around the showroom.

A telephone was put at her disposal while she &lepd London. Her bank,
although a little surprised by her request, prochiselmmediately telex the
funds to her.

A brief test drive, during which she found that stheed the easy way the car
handled, confirmed her rash decision.

With a promise that the car would be deliverechranch within a couple
of days, Natasha took her leave of the salesman.

All the way back to the hotel, the girls chattesedhusiastically about the
car.



'‘Gee? won't Uncle Jay be surprised!" Cherry exddirfi can't wait for them
to deliver it. Will you take us both for a ride?'

Telling them that she would, Natasha shepherdeth ttee where their
chauffeur waited with the car.

In a slow drawl he informed her that it was timeytheturned to the hotel for
lunch. They arrived back with half an hour to spdrest enough time to go
up to their room and have a wash and brush up é&ioch.

The room was enormous by British standards; thérbam vast and
equipped with a wide range of toiletries.

Natasha elected to have a quick shower, redressidghen renewing her
light make-up while the girls had theirs.

Feeling much fresher, she accompanied them back dowhe elegant
dining-room.

Nearly all the women diners were dressed elegastiyye of them even
wearing hats; and a good many of them seemedItobking in all- female
groups of fours or sixes.

‘Their husbands will be having lunch at the Catdar®m Club,’ Cherry
whispered in response to Natasha's comment.

'‘Look, here's Uncle Jay...'

The moment Jay joined them in the lounge, a watagpeared to take their
order for pre-lunch drinks.

Like the girls, Natasha opted for a long, cooljtfaoncoction. Jay ordered
whisky and water.

'Well, kids, did you get what you wanted?'

His smile... his relaxed air of amiability were etited at the twins and
deliberately seemed to exclude her, Natasha noticed



"Yeah, we got some great things, but wait until yea what Natasha bought,
Uncle Jay!

A cool, derisive look slanted her way.

She had known, of course, that the girls wouldaste much time in telling
him of her surprise purchase, but for some reasdeep sense of unease
gathered coldly in the pit of her stomach. As Chdrurst into excited
speech, describing the splendours of the car, andthey had just walked
into the showroom and bought it there and then,adla’'s feelings
underwent an about-turn, and she longed to hold hiae girls' excited
chatter..

Was she the only one to notice how cold and condegniay's face was
growing? Was she the only one of the small groupetaware of the quality
of the silence gradually descending on them? Cdulda twins see how
furious their uncle was?

To Natasha's relief, thmaitre d'came to escort them to their table before the
twins noticed anything lacking in their uncle'spesse.

Over a very pleasant meal of fresh scallops folblwg steak and a mixed
salad, Natasha felt her tension grow and growhegobint where she could
barely eat a mouthful of food. Something had goadéiyowrong. Far from

being put properly in his place by the knowledgat tthe could afford to
purchase such an expensive toy, Jay seemed t@amlireg her with even
more distaste and bitterness than he had doneebefor

Lunch wasn't a protracted affair, and Jay had tvdeimmediately
afterwards to attend some further business meetings

Natasha and the girls spent their afternoon dommgesmore shopping.
Natasha was tempted by a silk dress she saw irughe window and,
egged on by the girls, went in to try it on.

As she had ruefully suspected when she first lo@itet] it might have been
made for her. With a wry shrug, she decided ‘irafpenny in for a pound’,
and recklessly agreed to buy it.



The dress was by a British designer, in a stylerofavoured by the Princess
of Wales, with a dropped waistline, and a rucheddbaf fabric over the
hips—a style that could only be worn by the slirpgad. The silk was
white, with an all-over pattern of small black sjiges, and here and there a
flower outline traced out in buttercup-yellow an@mgey red—not the sort
of thing she normally chose, but for all its demroend neckline and long
sleeves it was undeniably the sort of dress a womtaa for a man. Perhaps
it was something to do with the softness of thk, ©F maybe it was that
tantalising slit up one side—Natasha didn't knohe &lready had a good
black linen jacket she could wear over it if needand a pair of black and
white court shoes so, firmly resisting the giristreaties to buy something
else, she shepherded them out of the shop.

By the time they had paused mid-afternoon to haffee and ice-cream,
and completed the rest of the girls' shopping mequents, it was time to
head back to the hotel.

'I'm bushed,’ Cherry commented, stifling a yawthas limousine dropped
them outside. 'l don't know how on earth you catkat day in those heels,
Natasha.'

'I'm used to it," was Natasha's response.

Working in the exclusive Bond Street gallery hachmid¢hat she always had
to be smartly dressed, and that included wearigh heels. She was also
used to walking on hard pavements, unlike the ,garhel when she said this
they looked at her, puzzled for several secondd, sive realised why, and
amended with a smile, 'l mean sidewalks. We calrtipavements at home.'

From then on until they reached their room, Natdsd them entertained
by explaining the origins of the English languaigding them how it could
be traced back to the influences of various ciatlens.

'l never knew English could be so interesting,” Rasalie's comment as
they walked into their room.

The first thing Natasha did was to slip off hereficand wriggle her toes.



'Umm.. . bliss! What time is your uncle due to gatk?'
'Not for a while yet. I'm hungry," Cherry complaghe
'Well, we could order something from room servitgpu like.'

'No." Cherry shook her head. 'I'd like to go dowd Aave something in the
coffee lounge, then we can sit and watch everyongecand go.'

In the end all three of them went down, Natashabirardering coffee for
herself and then sitting back as she watched thestdevouring their
sandwiches with healthy appetites.

‘There's Uncle Jay!" Rosalie suddenly commentettingudown her milk
shake.

"Yuck, and just look who he's got with him," Cheagreed in a disgusted
voice. 'That's her,’' she told Natasha, as the Igité@ced over in the direction
of Jay and his tall, ethereally blonde companion.

"You know, the one we were telling you about, wag W@as going to marry.
| bet she knew he was coming to Dallas and tratlkeddown.'

An odd feeling engulfed her as Natasha watchedvidwthe other woman.
She said something to him, touched his sleeve pvtty deference, gazing
up at him, her mouth trembling slightly.

They were too far away for Natasha to see Jay'sesgjon, but there was
something about the tender, caring way he bentrisvélne other woman
that made her acutely conscious of a vast emptimeber own life that

could have been filled by a man who loved her amdmw she loved in

return.

The lack of a husband and children, which she hadem previously
regretted, now caused a deep ache in the regiberdieart. She looked at
the twins and then she looked at Jay, and she veaw/belmed by a sense of
loss so intense that it almost brought tears tceljes.



What was happening to her? Why on earth was sheggal emotional,
simply because she saw Jay looking at another wamntartenderness and
concern? She must be going soft, losing her grip.

'l hate her. And | wish she'd leave Uncle Jay alofmbe harshness in
Rosalie's voice brought her out of her own distuglihoughts.

Against her will, her attention was drawn once agaithe couple who stood
so close together, Jay's dark head bent so condgbrtiowards the blonde
one of his companion. He touched her hand, gemgsuringly, and a wave
of intense aching swept through Natasha. How |ced) ih been since she
had been able to lean on someone, the way Jay evag leant on now?
How long had it been since someone had cared erahalt her. to want to
protect her?

'Mom hated her, too," Cherry added thoughtfullwi8h we could think of a

way to make her leave Uncle Jay alone.' Her eyegpliand she turned
enthusiastically towards Natasha. 'Perhaps youdgqmettend that Uncle Jay
was in love with you.'

Oh, for the unbounded scope of a child's imagimatidatasha thought
ruefully, her own having difficulty in adapting this unlikely scenario.

'‘Uncle Jay's seen us,’ Rosalie hissed. 'He's coavieq..'

As Natasha watched discreetly, she saw him detaciself from his
companion, and walk over to them with his cattleimaasy lope.

'Shopping all done, kids?'
"You bet! It's all upstairs in our rooms.’

'‘Well, 1 think we'd better get up there and coliécand then head out for the
ranch.’'

He accompanied them up in the lift, and Natasha agslled by the
sensation of claustrophobic awareness of him teatitle aroused.



With both girls standing between them, it was ridbeis that she should be
so aware of him, and yet she was. When the ginsmtéed out of the lift
ahead of them, she felt so tongue-tied that shielobinave spoken even if
she had wanted to.

The feeling of loneliness, of betrayal almost, sta had experienced when
she saw him standing with someone else had leftsheconfused and
frightened that she was barely capable of formiegleerent thought.

Alongside that pain ran another, almost as bewildeiShe wanted him to
like her, to approve of her, to smile at her abde at that other woman. But
why? He was everything she most disliked: self-mmated, chauvinistic,
uncompromisingly determined to stick to his ownwae right or wrong,
judgemental, and worse. And yet, here she wasequiy like a weak-kneed
idiot and aching for him to turn and smile at héhvgenuine liking.

Almost in a daze she followed the girls into theiom, standing by while
they gathered up packages, which they loaded ays dvaiting arms.

‘These are yours, Natasha," Cherry reminded hewlitg her her own
parcels.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jay's frowt heer heart dropped. She
longed to scream at him that what she had boughhatl paid for from her
own money, but pride wouldn't let her. He was sctinpg her to that same
derisively cold smile he had" given her earlier whige twins had told him
about her new car. Was he resentful of the fadtsha,a woman, could
afford such a vehicle? Was that the problem?

Loaded up with parcels, the girls left the roomal8ly, Natasha made to
follow them, but Jay grasped her arm ungently, ikigkhe door closed with
one foot.

‘Not yet, you don't," he grated, swinging her rotmthce him, and tumbling
the packages on to the large bed. 'l want to haverd with you. What the
hell do you mean by buying yourself that car? Wiidtyou do—charge it to
the ranch? Well, I've got news for you ... if ydunk that Gramps'sWill



entitles you to go round spending money like iB81g out of style, you've
got one hell 'of a shock coming; to you!"

Anger, pain, shock—all of them were there. All ¢fetn intense and
agonising, so much so she was hard put to knowhdhe felt the most.

'What are you going to do about it?' Her throahad; her head tilting back
so that she could look into his face; so that lyesecould meet his and he
could read the scorn and fury burning there. 'Rekttie sale?’

Her nails dug into the palms of her hands as shgeprthat he would; her
earlier feelings of loneliness and longing forgonit®h, God, if only he
would. She'd love to see the look on his face whersalesman told him just
how that car had been paid for. Did he honestiyklshe could go out and
buy herself an expensive piece of machinery lilg Without so much as a
by your leave? Did he really have such a low opirabher that he thought
her capable of such cupidity, such greed?

'Why don't you just go right ahead?' she challenigied through gritted
teeth.

'‘And make myself and my grandfather a laughingkstbmoughout Texas?
No way... You've played it smartly right enoughnby. You get to keep
your car, but nothing in life comes free, and yidwélve to pay for it one way
or another.’

'Who's going to make me?' Natasha challenged, hessigh temper
suddenly blazing out of control, as she looked iat, kashen-faced and
gold-eyed. 'You?'

She saw an instant too late that she had pushetbbifar. She felt the edge
of the bed behind her as the hardness of his badigal up against hers,
propelling her backwards, his arms tightening, isging her, as he said
harshly, 'You're damn right, | am.’

And then his mouth came down on hers, punishingshang, assaulting her
senses and her defences in a way that left bothdar@and defiled.



It was a kiss without passion or mercy, a coldefuhtdomination of her
body, that revealed her essential feminine weakriglss knew that if he
chose to rape her here and now there was nothengalid do about it, and
she also knew that he was well aware of her fedraimerability.

As he released her and stood slightly back from inahing could stop her
from brushing shaking fingers across her mouth,childish and instinctive
attempt to wipe away the taint of him.

Something flickered in his eyes, some deep instahe recognised and
rejected in one choking, agonised breath. She kthathe was going to kiss
her again, and yet she didn't movesdldn'tmove, simply standing there
like a mechanical toy.

'No woman brushes the taste of me off her moutthasgh she's tasted
poison, especially a woman like you!

She heard the anger throbbing in his voice andedmeneath the bite of his
fingers as they clamped round her upper arms.

His breath grazed her skin, clean and fresh, odidlyrbing to her senses.

His head bent again, and when she tried to evaapuhishment she knew
was coming, quickly averting her head, his handwey it, sliding into her
hair, arching her throat back under the presswérigers were exerting, his
voice thick and raw as he said softly, 'If you hatg touch "that much,
perhaps this is the best punishment of all.'

She cringed beneath the slow movement of his malathg the exposed
column of her throat, expecting with every secamdetl the sharp bite of
his teeth inflicting pain, bunching her musclesiagahim until she was
shaking with tension.

Quite when her feeling of fear was eclipsed bydtosv-growing dawn of

fevered excitement, she didn't quite know. One nminteseemed she was
resisting him, fighting him with every locked muscthe next her body was
turning traitor on her, her skin quivering benetth slow assault of his
mouth. A feeling of languor stole over her, a wesdarthat made her



boneless and compliant, eager for the taste anbigth when it eventually
reached hers.

Mindlessly she clung to him, unaware of anythingeotthan the fact that
this man had unlocked doors within her that shenhaden known existed.

His mouth taught, teased, explored and finally dvtlegm both to a fury of
passion that rendered them equally vulnerable ¢os#msations racking
them.

Natasha came to her senses first, alerted initigliyhe-hot touch of his hand
against her breast, and secondly by the soundeqgjitts’ voices outside in
the corridor.

When she pushed him away, Jay stood tautly watdmamgwnith eyes that
didn't focus properly, his skin flushed with thesaheat burning inside her.

For the first time in her life she had known thexdee lure of a man's passion,
and she was still half drugged by it.

'Damn you!' Jay muttered savagely. 'Damn you th he little...' He said a
word that cut into her like a knife. 'Don't be relby this! The men of my
family seem to have a weakness for women of yque,tiut in my case it's
a weakness 1 don't intend giving in to.’

Before she could object, before she could tell how wrong he was about
her, the girls burst in, demanding to know what tdaldyed them.

Natasha turned her back toward them, and gainedairt amount of savage
satisfaction in leaving Jay to deal with their digess.



CHAPTER SIX

THE car which Natasha had bought with such pleaswadsteproachfully
and unused in the garage Jay had grimly allocatéd t

It wasn't just pride that kept Natasha from tellihgn the truth and
explaining that she had bought the car from her owoney—after all,
ultimately, he must surely realise the truth wheo mvoice was
forthcoming?

No, there was more to it than that. Something muolich more...
Something insidious and dangerous that gnawedraarg made her feel
more vulnerable than she had ever felt in her 8fge needed the barrier of
reminding herself how irrationally and unfairly had behaved towards her;
how he had misjudged and abused her. She needadditshe was
determined to retain it.

Even so, no matter how justifiable her actionsladright to spend her own
money as she chose, she found it impossible tdttheccar.

The girls had both begged for rides in it, suggesthat she take them on a
visit to see their friends, but always she founthe@xcuse to put them off.

Instead, she persuaded them to take her ridingdrtlum ranch. Rory had
saddled the mare for her and, although at firsgtHs had been inclined to
tease her for the way she rode, it had only takery'® comment that the
English way of riding was the only correct way, ditence their teasing
comments.

Her new Stetson protected her from the sun, and she was able to
appreciate how vast an area the ranch covered.

She had deliberately stayed out of the way the iageafter their return,
when Jenneth and her husband had come over tordimoewanting to
watch Jay dancing attendance on the other womatnggito her the
kindness and courtesy that was so lacking in hismaatowards herself. She
was not eager to examine too closely her motivéibethis reaction; she



only knew that the intensity of her sexual reactiorhim left her feeling
acutely vulnerable and frightened.

Even then, when surely any man of sense must lealised how innocent
and untutored she was, he had gone on blamingausiag, she reflected
acidly, as she slid tiredly off her mount's back.

Today she had spent almost four full hours in #edte, and her muscles
were starting to ache a little.

She had been surprised and pleased at the eas&ith her old riding
skills had come back to her. Once when they wetgtloai twins had pointed
out Jay and some of his men to her, but althoughhdd looked in their
direction he had not ridden over to them.

Tonight Jenneth and her husband were coming toediagain. The twins
had given her the news dolefully, convinced thattlonde was making a
play for their uncle. 'You wait and see. She'll gd¥lexican divorce from
Howie, and she and Uncle Jay will be married bef@'s had time to turn
round.'

'Would that really be so bad?' she had asked, yghirdware of her own
sharp thrill of anguish.

'Yes! She'd pack us off to Europe as soon as shie.cé/hy can't you get
Uncle Jay to fall in love with you, Natasha? We'dcim rather he married
you...'

Rosalie, always more intuitive then her twin, miigve read something in
her face, because she shushed Cherry, and saidaagigwYou don't have
to do that, but if you could just pretend that hasvin love with you, that
would frighten her off.’

'Yes, | read this story once, and that's just vila@ipened,' Cherry piped up,
relating an improbable scenario with relish, appdyeunaware of the fact
that one word from Jay would make nonsense of &eyngt on Natasha's
part to pretend that they were in love.



The twins' concern for their uncle wasn't entirsgifish, Natasha knew.
They both cared very deeply for him. They were disghtened and
vulnerable: frightened that if he did marry Jenrtbty would lose him, and
she could understand that fear all too well .

According to the twins, Jay and Jenneth had quad@nd broken off their
long-term romance, Jenneth departing in high dudgeo Fort Worth,
returning as the wife of Howie.

Now, it seemed, she was tired of that marriage, Jaydwas tired of being
without her.

Every time she pictured Jay and the blonde stanttiggther, a strange
sensation of pain and loss permeated her, a sensh#t persisted no matter
what she did to banish it.

She had spent so much time since her arrival awpitiim that it had
become second nature. Thus it was something obeksio walk into the
main hallway of the ranch house, just at the veoynant he was coming out
of his den.

For a moment it seemed as though they were both ihebome strange
thrall, staring at one another in tense silence.

It was Jay who broke it, his voice harshly biti@s, his glance flicked her
trim, jean-clad figure. 'You've not been out in yoew acquisition yet, |
see. What are you trying to do? Impress me witlr gease of remorse?’

The unfairness of it infuriated her. Her eyes, gisvthe first indication of
her changing mood, burned bright amber, fleckedh wivld, the colour
leaving her skin abruptly as it always did when slas angry.

'Impressyou!" she said scornfully. 'I'd have to be crawling e tgutter
before I'd want to do that, and even then I'd thnike.'

She felt his immediate response in the hot blazki®kyes, his body so
tautly controlled that she could almost feel thesten in his muscles. As she
almost ran past him she felt his anger beat aghérsknew that he ached to



take hold of her and slowly deprive her of breathijfe, and yet she didn't
regret her words. She had thrown them down betwlean like a gauntlet,
wanting him to experience the furious impotence tvarwhelmed her each
time he misjudged and insulted her.

Now she had done it, and when the madness boiéngpllood receded she
would probably regret her folly. But right now,wias a pleasure to turn at
the top of the stairs and look down to where hedtwatching her, dark

colour burning his cheekbones like two angry wetis,bones standing out
in sharp relief beneath his tanned skin, his efieiergng with dark rage.

Never had she been more aware of his Indian aycésthowed in the taut
angularity of his bones, in the tension of his nhescin the complete
stillness of his body as he willed it to a stateaftrol.

Civilisation had been stripped away to reveal theage, just as when her
temper was aroused she reverted back to the bluathad inherited from
her Russian ancestress.

It came to her with a start that it was a bond theth shared: alien and
dangerous blood mixed volatilely into their moréggmatic inheritance.

She didn't want to go down for dinner, but she hedout of excuses. If she
stayed upstairs tonight Jay would think she wasetmg there out of fear.

She dressed quickly, almost angrily, her movemkusing their normal
feminine elegance. One after the other she disdacigfits, not really
knowing what she was looking for until she foundtla¢ back of the
cupboard an outfit she had bought in Harvey Niclolsmpulse just before
she left.

It was a two-piece designed by Flora Kung, a golgeiow silk skirt, short

and tapered, falling from a neat waistline. Th&gavas a wild mixture of
golden-yellow, white and cerise, with long sleeaasd a wrap-over bodice
that fastened with tiny fabric-covered loops andtdns on a wide, fitted
waistband.



Every time she moved, the silk clung and whispsestlictively. The golden
yellow colour enhanced her rich hair, her eye$ gkilwed fiercely topaz,
her skin flushed delicately and becomingly. Almast though she were
donning special armour, she was wearing the sileamear she had bought
on an extravagant impulse. Silk stockings clunigaolegs, and her backless
sandals were golden- yellow leather, with orchal/és over the toes.

A dusting of golden powder and bronze eyeshadowagplication of

mascara and lip gloss, a spray of the Giorgio peeflhdam had bought her
for Christmas applied to her pulse points and s#e dvery inch the
voluptuousfemme fatalday seemed to think she was.

She met the twins just as they emerged from tlomms. Both of them
stared at her in gratifying fashion, but she didedlise why until Cherry
hugged her enthusiastically and whispered, 'Gréatfre going to do it, |
knew you would. You'll have no problem convincirgndeth that Uncle
Jay's in love with you, dressed like that.’

Natasha stared at her. In her fury at Jay,- shecbatpletely forgotten the
girls' obsession with their uncle's relationshiphwienneth. She opened her
mouth to deny that she had any such intentionsttaenl closed it again as
Dolores appeared at the top of the stairs.

‘Time you was all down with Jay. His guests willdyeiving any moment."’

Her chance was gone, the girls were racing dowrssadiead of her, firmly

convinced that she was all set to play the rolg tie cast for her, and the
fault was hers. She shrugged lightly. Well, by ¢&mel of the evening they
would realise they were wrong. They would be disaped, of course, but

when she explained they would soon understand.

Natasha reached the bottom of the stairs just esdtorbell rang. Jay
himself emerged from his den to answer it, and atadha was standing
almost right beside him when Jenneth and her hasbartked in.

The blonde frowned and came to an abrupt halt toenemt she saw
Natasha, while her husband's eyes widened appretyat



'‘Well, now, Jay! That's some pretty lady you've lgete,' he drawled with
what Natasha privately considered to be over-fulsdattery.

Nevertheless, she hid her distaste and extenddthhdrto shake his, grimly
waiting for Jay to denounce her, as the female Wwhd seduced and
exploited his grandfather. But to her surprise ael ®nly, '‘Natasha is a
friend of...of the family's, and she's staying withfor a while.'

Obviously Jenneth knew nothing about his grandfathmdd will. Was it
because Jay was frightened that he would lose lsacand time if she
realised he was not the sole beneficiary?

Natasha wondered grimly. The blonde's rather chid byes narrowed, and
she said in a playful voice that held more thanrsherlying hint of ice, 'Not
a friend ofyours,surely, Jay? At least, not one I've ever knowstexi ...’

To her own amazement, Natasha heard herself sagitly, 'Oh, Jay and |
have been friends for a long time. We were intredugy his grandfather...'

Somehow or other her arm had found its way throlayis and she was
clinging to his side, much as the blonde womandae when Natasha had
seen them in Dallas.

One part of her mind refused to accept what she deasy, looking on
instead in bemused and horrified bewilderment.

Beneath her fingertips, Jay's arm was as rigidhaisdf a statue. She heard
him breathe in sharply, and out of sheer devilmranther fingers lightly
against his exposed wrist. The sensation of hik tiae hair against her
fingertips was oddly stimulating, engrossing hestigh an extent that she
forgot the reason why she was doing this. She héaydexpel his breath
harshly, and risked a flirtatious look up into fusous eyes.

He might well look furious, she thought bemuse@®w. would she in the
same circumstances. What on earth was she tryitg, [get herself scalped?
Because that was what she read in his eyes: a geavhia long and painful
death.



She hadchadto do it, or disappoint the twins, she told hdrsetuously as
she released him and turned to make small talk déttmeth's husband,
judiciously deciding not to go in for overkill. Jagserved to suffer a little...
after what he had done to her...

It stunned her, this capacity and desire for reeeMyhere had it come
from?

It was too late for second thoughts or fear nowréhwas no going back.
Jenneth was glaring at her with open venom, tha@sviiovering in the
background. Both gave her encouraging grins adwsined her head and
saw them. What on earth had she done? She re#tiseshe was shaking,
and wondered what had possessed her. She mudvéaveut of her mind!

She comforted herself with the thought that Jayld/dund some way of
reassuring Jenneth that she had only been playgadhinking that if he
tackled her about it, she could always... Alwayst?H_et him think that she
was what he had accused her of being? She shragpelthe pain slowly
seeping into her. Why did she always feel this angidesire to court his
good opinion? Why had she so instantly felt thasHl of antipathy and
dislike towards Jenneth? Why had it feltrgght to stand at Jay's side, her
hand through his arm, her body lightly touching &im

‘That's a rather unusual outfit,” Jenneth commeasethey all walked into
the dining-room. She was dressed in sugar-almamid piith flounces, and
her implication was quite plain.

Never had Natasha taken so much pleasure in sirdy@m her normal
subdued elegance.

'Isn't it?' she agreed with a smile. 'l boughhitiarvey Nichols... where the
Princess of Wales shops, you know...'

As she had expected, Jenneth looked slightly difitemn and Natasha saw
no reason to add that as far as she knew Pringasa Bad never bought an
outfit by the same designer.



'Really?’ Jenneth made a slight recovery. 'But,tbeoourse, she's blonde...
and these are such vivid colours... with red hair..

'Yes, redheads are lucky,' Natasha agreed. 'We e to stick to insipid
pastels... Such a relief, especially when one besarnider. There's nothing
more ridiculous than a woman dressed in baby pamkkblues once she's
past the age for them, don't you agree?"

Another killing glance joined the one Natasha hadaaly received, but,
fortunately, before she was called upon to thinkaop more acid remarks,
Dolores came in to announce dinner.

It came as something of a shock to Natasha to dis¢bat she was seated at
the opposite end of the table to Jay, almost asgiihehe were the hostess.

As she sat down, Cherry whispered to her in expiama'Dolores doesn't
like Jenneth, either. She says once Jenneth consé®is walking out.'

It seemed that she was part of a wholesale comypioarescue Jay from the
clutches of his would- be wife! Just how appreembf this concerted effort
he was likely to be she wasn't too sure, but wioukhshe concern herself
with Jay's feelings? When had he ever concerneddiirwith hers?

The meal that followed held all the ingredientsaoblack farce. Jenneth
complained that she couldn't eat the shellfishth&tsame time as she was
listening to Jay expressing concern, Natashawaslerorg if Dolores had
deliberately chosen to serve the delicious musseleir white wine-sauce,
knowing that Jenneth wouldn't be able to eat them.

The Texan equivalent of a traditional British Supdaast lunch followed,
and again Jenneth merely picked at her food, ithis ¢laiming that so many
calories would ruin her figure. Since she was steraimost to the point of
frailty, Natasha could only see this complaint aather obvious means of
drawing Jay's attention to her fragile frame.

A quick look at Howie confirmed that he was watgchims wife's flirtatious
manner towards Jay with frowning suspicion. Tellhegself that it was not



her job to rescue Jay from the consequences @blhysNatasha suppressed
a sigh as she valiantly engaged the older mannmersation.

Once she had got through his seemingly impenetrabter shell of
toughness, Natasha discovered that he was a soglyisteresting man: a
lover of both ballet and opera, as he shyly corfiteher.

Once or twice as they talked, Natasha was consabtise fact that they
were coming under scrutiny from Jay, and he finatterrupted Howie
harshly-lo say, 'Natasha, Jenneth was asking yaquestion." Natasha
retaliated with a sweet smile and a soft, 'Oh, donry, darling..." before
turning to look at the blonde.

She could almost feel the twins' glee, and ceralaehneth looked far from
pleased at the intimate way she had addressed Jay.

After dinner they all went out on to the porch tave their coffee, at
Jenneth's insistence.

Howie grimaced and complained that he would bereglige, but Jenneth's
girlish pout won the day.

‘Jay, you must show me your mother's garden. Iyawiink this is the best
time of the year for it... Jay's mother came froost®n, and when she was
first married, she had the most beautiful gardesigied in the English
style. It's watered by a special underground speirgystem. Have you seen
it yet?'

As it happened, Natasha had. The girls had takenokhed it, and she had
been amazed and awed at the work that must haweigtancreating such a
very pretty and English garden in such an aliemldaape. A box hedge
surrounded it, the paved walks enclosed with tiaakd border plants; there
was a rose arbour covered in sweet-smelling dam@sds and a clinging
wisteria. There was even a herb garden, which @exd told her contained
some of the plants originally used by their Indstestress.

In the evening the garden was an especial deliglggents released into the
night air. Natasha often went for a stroll aroundafore going to bed, but



she suspected it wasn't so much the scents thagthewanted to enjoy as
the solitude, and Jay's company.

It was sheer devilment and nothing else that maal@ad¥ha reach out and
place lightly constraining fingers on Jay's arny, peut almost matching

Jenneth's, as she murmured seductively, 'Oh, dapiease stay here. I've
seen so little of you today... I'm sure Jennetimdseuch an old friend, will

understand. Perhaps she could show Howie the gasiece she's so
familiar with it.'

Behind her Natasha just caught the sound of aedtifiggle, one of the
twins, no doubt! At her side, she could feel thedus disbelief emanating
from Jay, but oddly he didn't say anything.

It was rather touching, that small vein of gentleigaourtesy; of a code of
behaviour now long dead running through the othesaustere and ruthless
harshness of his personality.

Much as he longed to deny the claims she was makirlgm, Natasha saw
that he would not, not in public, at least. Butrthevould be a reckoning to
come. However, the presence of the twins madedeéshfe, and if need be
she could avoid Jay for long enough for his tempdrave died down. The
twins were quite right, anyway, she decided firmlgnneth was not the
woman for him. She wa's too greedy, too graspmfadt, she was surprised
that Jay was deceived by her. How odd men wemaping to totally
erroneous conclusions on the smallest of evidesod,yet unable to see
what lay plainly beneath their noses.

Howie was standing up, and Jenneth had no altemhtit to go with him.
The look she darted Natasha as she stalked pagtdmarsed retribution.

Smiling complacently, Natasha sat back in her chaivas very pleasant
here, sitting on the long porch, and enjoying thelmess of the evening
breeze.

Her complacency vanished abruptly when, after aspdred conference,
both the girls stood up.



'We're going to bed now,' they claimed in unis@ve're both tired.’

They were gone before Natasha could stop themingdwer alone in the
darkness with Jay.

Even with the width of the wicker table betweennthashe could feel the
searing fury of his anger. She wanted to get uprandbut she didn't think
she had the nerve.

'‘Now," he said menacingly, the soft, low sound igf Voice reaching her
through the half-lit darkness making her jump. Haes you would care to
tell me exactly what's going on.'

She didn't even think of lying to him; there wasngbhing too threatening
and dangerous in the very quality of his stillnessher to do that.

‘The twins are frightened that you're going to maenneth. They wanted
me to...'

'Warn her off?"

It was too dark for her to make out his expresgi@perly, but the grimness
in his voice made her shiver violently, despitewsmth of the evening.

He got up and came slowly towards her, her ownrddaiost falling and
trapping her as she jumped up too quickly, despacagscape.

'Oh no, you don't!" he rasped, grasping her armgyly. "You might have
got away with playing those tricks off on other mbént not with me you
don't. The way you were coming across all throughetr made it plain just
what sort of relationship is supposed to exist lpetwus. No one makes a
fool out of me like that without paying for it, lpdEspecially a little tramp
who's had more men in her bed than she can remémber

She knew that he was going to kiss her, and irnstelg jerked back from
him.

'Stop acting like a scared virgin. We both knovamhenake you want me...'



‘No!" Natasha choked out the denial, infuriated gy claim, and yet
knowing it held a grain of truth ... It was onlylha truth though; he wanted
her too, no matter how much he might prefer to denyladn't he already
told her as much?

As though her denial, and the way she instinctiaethed back in his hands
to avoid any contact with his body brought outtadawell of savagery in
him, he swore under his breath and dragged hensighie hardness of his
body.

The sheer bulk of his muscled frame pressing hek lagainst the house
wall made her panic. She struggled wildly, hittog at him with bunched
fists, adrenalin pumping fiercely through her veas she responded to
instincts as old as time, in her efforts to escémmen his physical
domination.

'Stop it! Stop pretending you're scared.’

His words reached her, but meant nothing... 8aen't pretending! Why
should she? She gave a frantic push that almostlamted him and then
cried out in shock, the sound smothered againdigseby the hard pressure
of his.

| can make you want me, he had claimed, and apphllit was true. Her
senses recognised him, wanted him, she realissldeasoze in shock.

He made a sound in his throat, the pressure ohdgls slackening, his
fingers caressing where they had gripped. His mouthred hungrily on
hers, his tongue pushing fiercely past the baofi@er closed lips. He kissed
her almost as though they were already loversrediesed, and the sounds
he was making against her mouth were a mixturengbizh and need. He
wanted her... She felt it in the aroused movemghisobody against hers.

Her breasts swelled and hardened, aching in a \Wway was totally
unfamiliar. When he slid one hand over the silkef top to caress her, her
body arched instinctively to facilitate his movertgen



She wanted him in a way she had never wanted amgr ohan. She
shuddered as the knowledge ripped through her.

Someone called Jay's name. It took her severahdsdo realise that it was
Jenneth, and that the other couple were returmirtge veranda. Almost as
though it had taken him time to realise what wasig@n, Jay's reactions
were slow too, his movements slightly clumsy asdheased her and pushed
her away. Even in the darkness she could see theyise and fall of his
chest, hear the tortured sound of his breathing.

'Damn you!" he swore at her, wiping his hand achessnouth in much the
same gesture that she had previously used to wgé¢ohch from hers.
'‘Damn you to hell”

She fled before the other couple reached them.Jagtmake whatever
explanations he chose to the other woman. Shengetaared.

But she did care, Natasha recognised bleakly apgmpared for bed. She
cared far too much.. .'far, far too much.

'‘Uncle Jay's gone to Dallas again. Do you thinks meéeting Jenneth?’
Cherry scowled horribly as she asked the question.

The twins and Natasha were sitting in Jay's matheriglish garden'.
'l don't know."'

Jay had paid several visits to Dallas since thadelnf the dinner party. No
one knew what had transpired between Jay and theawavhom the twins
suspected was determined to become his wife, thigetwins and Natasha
had gone upstairs. Perhaps he had told Jennettuthethat she, Natasha,
had simply been deliberately trying to stir up trlmubetween them by
pretending to a relationship that did not, and nexauld exist.

"You were great, Natasha. You did your best,"” Gheomforted her. 'But
that Jenneth ...'



'l wish Uncle Jay really would fall in love with yaand marry you,' Rosalie
interrupted, speaking almost fiercely. 'And theru yoould always stay
here...'

'l be here for six months out of every year,t&&hna told her.

‘That's not the same... If you and Uncle Jay weaeried then you would
have babies, and we'd all be a real family...

Natasha didn't know what to say.
'Look, someone's coming,' Cherry announced.

A dust cloud along the straight road through tordmgph house confirmed
her claim.

'Let's go and see who it is.'

Unwillingly, Natasha followed the two girls to tf@nt of the house.
Jenneth was just stepping out of an expensive kineu She was alone,
Natasha noticed, sighing over the other womangelee Shewas dressed
in jeans and a cotton top, whereas Jenneth wasngearsilk dress and a
matching cocktail hat, her blonde hair pleated neat chignon.

'l want to talk to Natasha alone,’ she announdsdjidsing the twins with a
regal wave of her hand. 'Let's go somewhere wheream't be overheard,
shall we?' she suggested once they had gone.

The only place Natasha could think of was the Ehgljarden, and so,
reluctantly, she led the way there. She could tbindnly one thing Jenneth
would want to discuss with her. Jay must have eldthe truth.

She sat down and waited for Jenneth to begin thelat

She didn't have to wait long.



'Look, | know exactly what you're doing out hetghneth told her acidly,
'but you're wasting your time. The old man mightdhaand-picked you to
be Jay's wife, but he won't marry you.' Her mouttiex] scornfully. 'Oh, you
might think you fooled me with that idiotic littleit of by-play the other
night, but I know Jay. He's a man with strong passi. very strong
passions... You've never shared those passionsong&ngan see that! |
suppose that's why Tip picked you." Her mouth cuidterly again. 'A
virtuous English virgin for his only grandson. Thatuld be typical of him
and his dynastic ideas. But Jay won't marry youmadter how long you
hang around ...'

She paused to draw breath and Natasha got in guackl coolly, 'l presume
when you say that you must be speaking from persxpeerience?’

Her dart hit home; a tide of angry colour sweptrotree other woman's
carefully made-up face. 'All right, so Tip did mgeato part us, but he
wouldn't have done it if it hadn't been for thathj Helen, Nat's wife. And
believe me, the fact that Jay didn't marry me wioglp you. He's a romantic,
you see, and he's in love with a woman he can reanes.'

She laughed triumphantly as she saw Natasha's st@igkit's true! I'm
surprised you haven't heard all about it. Quitdn@ck it all caused at the
time. Two brothers both in love with the same wonmo brothers—one
married to her and one not. Oh, yes, it's all tiiee threw herself at Jay
from the moment she arrived... Well, Nat never thasnan that Jay is... and
she soon realised that, when it came down toytwée the one who would
get the ranch. She almost succeeded as well. $héagrwere going to run
off together.

'She was going to leave here and get a divorceflardshe and Jay were
going to get married. They "had it all arranged, then Nat found out and
drove after her. He found her in Dallas just befeine reached the border
and forced her to come back with him. They hadjlatfiNo one knows what
really happened, but the car went off the roadlaott of them were killed.

'So, you see, Jay will never marry now. His heddised in Helen's grave.
Of course, he's still a very?.. sensual man. Hehisaseeds, needs that he
can't satisfy with a passionless woman like you.'



'‘But that he can satisfy with you?' Natasha infged quietly. "You've
nothing to fear from me, Jenneth,' she added im ajiggust. 'l wouldn't
lower myself to giving my body to a man who | knexas only using it to
forget someone else.’

For the second time she saw ugly colour fill Jensetace. In other
circumstances she might have felt sorry for theolWoman, but now, now
she was too bitterly aware of her own pain, her guinerability.

Now so much that had been a mystery was explaied. she suspected
she knew exactly why Tip had made that will. He kadwn that Jay would

never marry of his own volition. He had known ttiee woman his grandson
loved was dead, and so he had brouggrthere, as bait; willing her half of
his property so that Jay would... What? Marry leregain it?

A bubble of mirthless laughter rose in her thrdap had made one vital
miscalculation. He had forgotten the effect of mscho boasting and
embellishment of their innocent relationship. Beseabe, like Jenneth, had
seen instantly that she was sexually inexperientvedhad believed that Jay
would see it, too. But Jay hadn't. He only saw &erhis grandfather's
leavings.

She couldn't stay here now. She would have to leahre bit her lip as she
watched Jenneth stalk away, leaving behind hewvémom of her sting,
firmly implanted in Natasha's heart. It would htotleave the twins. She
would feel that she was letting them down, butlsée no alternative.

She would forfeit her inheritance, but what didtthratter? She had never
wanted it in the first place. Never even remotelgsidered wanting it.

Only now, when she was contemplating the fact vieay soon, very, very
soon, she would never see Jay again, did sheedalis much that would
hurt. Perhaps it was as well that she was leavihge she still could.



CHAPTER SEVEN
'NATASHA, come downstairs! You've got a visitor.'

Cherry burst excitedly into the room where Natagfas sitting, thinking
how best to write to her solicitor explaining thespion she found herself in,
and asking his advice on how she might renouncer&anted inheritance,
and yet preserve some rights towards remainingmact with the twins.

After a good deal of long and painful thought, Bad decided that this was
her only course of action. She would have to Iexeas, but somehow she
would see to it that she was able to remain inhowth the girls, thus
ensuring that they didn't lose complete faith in he

For a moment her heart sank as she contemplatatesaneenom-loaded
interview with Jenneth, but then she realised Gtementhusiasm hardly
suggested that the other woman was her visitor.v8w on earth would
visit her out here?

As she followed Cherry downstairs, the girl refusedlivulge the name or
identity of the unknown caller, simply pushing opba door to the ranch's
main drawing-room so that Natasha could go in.

To her shock, standing in front of the huge fireplavas Adam!

The sight of him wearing one of his formal dark iBaRow suits, his eyes a
little wary, was so un-expected that she forgottal reservations she had
previously had about him and hurried towards himeeting him
enthusiastically.

'‘Adam! What brings you here?’

‘A client wanted me to accompany some antiquesolbigltt, to make sure
they arrived safely. | had some time to spare, thouight I'd look you up.’
His eyes narrowed assessingly. 'It's quite someritamce Tip left you.'

Instantly Natasha frowned. 'How do you know abbat?'



Adam shifted his weight from one foot to the otbhecomfortably. 'Oh, |
must have heard it somewhere in Dallas. You know people like to
gossip.'

She did, and she also knew Adam—always the mathémain chance.
Her mouth compressed a little. She was just almtelt him that he had
wasted his time in coming out to see her, wherddeo thought struck her.

Fate had presented her with an ideal excuse fomngd exasandwith her
pride intact. She didn't need to write to her swircabout renouncing her
inheritance. She could fly back to London with Adand do it in person!

In fact... hot colour stung her cheeks as sheleztaénneth's acid comments
about Tip's plans for her. How many other peopld pat the same
interpretation on his actions? How long would itdefore one of them said
something to Jay that would force him to see théhtrnamely, that his
grandfather had never viewed her in the light sfdwn bedmate, but as his
grandson's wife?

Where initially she had anticipated with relish hdsscovery of his
misjudgement of her, now she dreaded it. The vasy thing she wanted
now was for Jay to realise how lacking in sexuglezience she really was,
and to start pitying her for it. No, a little genflirtation with Adam as her
willing partner was exactly what was needed rightvnThat way no one
would be surprised when she announced she wag thgok to London with
him. She need not say when she would be coming b&akickly her mind
sifted through the possibilities, blocking out theornful little voice that
warned her that she was running away.

'How long do you have to stay out here?' Adam asleed' There was some
mention of a certain amount of time that had tsjent out here to fulfil the
terms of the will.'

'Oh, | can go home any time | want to, really,'déda told him evasively. 'In
fact, | was thinking of making a flying visit quis®on.' No need to tell him
too much... 'Perhaps | could go back with you?'



She slipped her arm through his and smiled up rat hating herself for
what she was having to do, but knowing that shetmus

When his hand covered hers, hot and moist, shesalshoddered. His flesh
felt so soft, so alien, so different from the caéld hardness of Jay's hand,
she realised, mentally jerking away from the resio like a frightened
filly.

"You know I've always liked you, Natasha. More thi&ad you... And not
just because of the money. Come back with me anghéeshow you how
much.'lt was more, much more than she had hopedafat yet Natasha
experienced a tiny frisson of distaste at the weeylsad manoeuvred him. It
didn't really help much, either, to remind herdbHt her main interest for
him was her wealth. She hated using people. Shayalwad but, if she
stayed, how long would it be before Jay lost hrager with her again..
.before he touched her again, kissed her againwHete body burned
violently. She closed her eyes, trying to blot the memory of his mouth
against hers, but the ensuing darkness only reiebner tormenting mental
images. He affected her as no man had ever affeetedhavantedhim to
touch her, to kiss her. She wanted that and shgissesherself for it. She
was too vulnerable to him.

'We could have something good between us, Natasha.'

She felt Adam's lips move against her hair, and échiately drew back. At
the same time the door opened and the twins canmih of them giving
her accusing looks.

What on earth had she done? She introduced thekddam, whom they
treated with wary politeness. What had happenedthteir earlier
enthusiasm?

Throughout the rest of the afternoon, the twinsidigave them alone for a
moment, giving her scant chance to make any reahgements to leave.

She knew where he was staying in Dallas, and shddwost have to
telephone him there, she decided, on a faint sigh.



'l really ought to be leaving. | have a dinner egegaent this evening...'

He glanced at his watch, and made a fussy gestijustimg the cuff of his.
jacket. It was an irritating habit of his which shad noticed before, and
which she felt sure would grow even more irritatingre one forced to live
with it day after day.

She went with him to his hire car, submitting ts bry kiss, keenly aware
that the twins were observing them from the veranda

'I'll give you a ring tomorrow," she suggested. &texactly do you fly
back?'

'I'm not quite sure yet, but instead of ringing wdon't you come to Dallas?
We could have lunch together.

Over lunch they would have enough privacy for leediscuss her plans for
leaving—she didn't want the twins to overhear thaeril she was ready to
tell them her decision herself.

She was a little late going downstairs for dinrarg found that the twins
and Jay were already seated when she walked iatditing-room.

Dolores, who had relaxed considerably towards tirezd her with a curt
frown as she slipped into her chair, and in faetwiole atmosphere inside
the room was decidedly cool.

‘The girls tell me that you had a visitor this aft@on,' Jay commented, once
Dolores had served them.

Natasha blinked a little at the coldness of higton

"Yes. My...an old friend,' she amended, realishnagt it might be dangerous
to her plans if she described Adam as her ex-emeploy



'He wants Natasha to go back to London with hinmér@ announced,
stunning Natasha to silence. How much of their eosation had the girls
overheard—and how? Had they actually been eavestgd She frowned
at both of them and received a flushed and def@wk from Rosalie in
return.

'He was talking about Natasha's money, too, whsnRosalie? The money
that Gramps left her...’

Now it was Natasha's turn to colour brightly. Homearth could she correct
the totally erroneous impression the twins' innootatter was giving Jay?
Any explanation could only make things worse.

She risked a glance at him and saw that there walsita line of temper
round his mouth, and that his eyes were glittedaggerously.

Her appetite suddenly fled. She pushed away hée plad stood up. 'I'm
sorry... I'm not hungry tonight. If you'll all exset me...’

She was running away and she knew it, but she gimigin't have the
strength to face Jay right now. ,,,

She was sitting by her sitting-room window starimigp space when the door
suddenly burst open.

'Still here, then?' he snarled at her. 'Not runtoffoin your lover yet? Did
the pair of you plan it all right from the starg?that how it was, Natash&s?
it?' He shook her, making her feel so dizzy that whemlbruptly released
her, she had to cling to the chair for support.

'l don't know what you're talking about,’ she thich huskily.

He stared at her for a moment, eyes narrowed stietched tight across his
cheekbones.

'What I'mtalkingabout,’ he enunciated with soft savagery, 'isarmiyour...
boyfriend, setting up a nice little trap for my gdéather, with you as the
very tempting bait. He took that bait, didn't hegtdsha? And he was so



besotted with you that he left you half of thisqdaBut you got more than
you bargained for, didn't you? You got respongipftor the twins thrown in
with all that money, and a will that ties you doterspending six months out
of every year here. What does he say to that? be&sow that if you leave
here you forfeit everything?"

It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him how wgohe was, and that she
was more than happy to give up everything Tip tedidher, apart from her
guardianship of the girls. Instead, she suppressedienial and taunted
softly, 'What makes you think we're leaving? Adard acould ,get married
and live here. That way | won't have to give upiad, will I?'

She had never known before that she was such aagbas$s. Jay was livid.
She could see it in the furious clenching and uraiieng of his hands.

"You bitch," he said hoarsely at last. 'You littiéch... and you'd do it too,
wouldn't you? But I'm not going to let you.'He wasming towards her,
menacing her with every step he took, and her afirefuelled courage
fled, leaving in its place shock at what she hadedaand fear of the
retribution it would bring.

It was too late to back down now, all she couldhvds to say defiantly, "You
can't stop me. | can marry who | want. There watking in the will that
says | can't!'

His lips curled back from his teeth in a dangersmmle. 'So it's marriage
you want, is it? Well then, it's marriage you shale. But not to your pretty
blond-haired lover, not to a man who's going toetakvay what rightly
belongs to me!’

Real fear hit her now, constricting her stomachy araking her cry out
protestingly, ‘No, Jay, | won't marry him. I...’

'It's no good. It's too late. You've made me sere Widnerable | am. No, the
only way to make sure this ranch is safe... thg ardy to stop you from
squandering and destroying it, is to marry you riyse



It was the very last thing she had expected to.&fae stared at him, the
colour leaving her skin, her eyes darkening witbcgh

‘Marry you? No... No... | can't!’
He smiled again, but there was no mirth in it, resmth.
"You can't do it, Jay. You can't make me!

It was true, surely. He couldn't make her, andtlgete was something so
sure and so determined in the way he was lookitng@tthat she suddenly
felt that there was nothing he could not accompfi$ie wished to.

Panic hit her. She started to babble nervousliingehim that she would
renounce her share of their joint inheritance, gt would go away and
never, ever come back, but he just kept on looknger with that same
Calculating, cold look.

"You say that now, but how long would it take yowchange your mind? The
moment you got out of my sight, you'd be hiring sdiancy lawyer to claim

that you'd rescinded your share under duress. Nmtriage is the only

answer.' He said it almost to himself, almost asi¢in she wasn't there.

'You can't! You don't love me.'

Now he did look at her. His eyes widening, a frdwmowing his forehead
as he looked at her as though he'd never seerefaeb

'‘Love?' He said the word as though it came frorali@m language. ‘My God,
you dare to say that to me?' He reached her i thireles, taking hold of
her, and staring down at her. "You, who have gixam body to God knows
how many men for greed and possibly worse... Laoee doesn't exist... |
thought | had it once, but it was just a chimeust jan illusion...a mirage
created by another greedy woman, who wanted thisepl more than she
wanted me.'

"You mean the twins' mother?' she blurted out lee$tve could stop herself.



He released her as though her skin was acid.

'Who told you about her?'

‘Jenneth... Jenneth told me that you loved her...'

His mouth turned downwards. 'Sennethold you, did she?"

For some reason he looked bitterly amused.. 'Yout ozarry me, Jay,' she
protested as positively as she could, hating thg lea stomach muscles
quivered. What was happening to her? Why did he e power to have
this devastating effect on her?

'l can and will," he contradicted hen flatly. 'Sofoks around here are even
going to expect it— darling.’

Too late she remembered how she had flirted with diiring the dinner
party, and bit down hard on her bottom lip.

It was ridiculous to feel this fluttering sensatiohpanic tinged with pain.
After all, he couldn'torce her to marry him.

Someone knocked on her door and pushed it open.

'Phone for you, Jay,' Dolores announced. 'lt'sGh#lemen’'s Association.
Said it was important.’

If Dolores was aware of the tension crackling betvthe two of them she
didn't show it.

She and Jay left together. The housekeeper hadmbied the smallest
degree of curiosity or surprise at finding Jay & room, Natasha realised.
In fact, there had even been a certain degree adpé&nce in her briefly
appraising glance at them. Almost as though she mvaasuring them
together as a couple.

The thought disturbed her. All the more so because sbgld not
automatically reject it as being impossible. It viast as well that she had



made arrangements to see Adam tomorrow! The s@heerwas home in
England the better. The air out here must be affgdier common sense,
she decided uneasily. She felt so jittery and tefike warm, masculine
scent of Jay's body still lingered in her nostalsd she was as acutely aware
of him as though he was actually in the room with h

Ten o'clock. Too early to go to bed, and yet thenawg stretched emptily

ahead of her. She wanted to deny the effect tlyalvda having on her, but

honesty would not let her. Her nerves felt as thotngy had been scraped
raw. This constant battling with Jay, and tryingkieep at bay her own

physical vulnerability to him, were taking theitlton her.

The tension invading her body refused to be quelid® was wound up so
tightly that she couldn't bear to sit down. How earth was she going to
sleep? Her glance fell on the tray of drinks. Thag been there ever since
her arrival. Normally she never touched alcoholjitig discovered in her
late teens that she had no head for it.

Her doctor, when she had once complained of thignp had smiled a little
and explained that there were those people for whom glass of wine
could have nearly as much effect as others expmrttafter an entire bottle.

Over the years she had come to accept that h#dka gf wine was as much
as her system could tolerate, but tonight... Sbidd at the tray again and
noticed the bottle of brandy. One small glass af,tand nothing would keep
her awake. She thought about the broken nightmeoted by disturbing
dreams, and succumbed. She needed the restorffdioect a proper night's
sleep, and tonight, she decided grimly, she woaleht.

She went over to the tray and looked for a brardgsy but found only a
large whisky tumbler.

Not being a spirits drinker, she had no idea howmto pour, but the small
amount in the bottom of the glass made her frowhaatd a more generous
measure. After all, what did it matter if she diet @ little tipsy? She was
going straight to bed.



She would drink this now. Have a bath, and theshné didn't feel sleepy she
would pour herself another small measure.

The alcohol stung her throat and warmed her ston#laiost immediately
she could feel its effect on her tense body. Theales at the back of her
neck ached painfully, and she massaged them wighhamd, only half
aware of the insidious effect of the. alcohol aspitd through her body.

She had just decided that perhaps one small glass'tgoing to be enough
and poured herself a second when the bedroom ¢gaored.

'We didn't finish our conversation,' Jay told hlerugptly, coming in.

'Only as far as you're concerned,' Natasha saldessty. '| have nothing |
want to say to you.'

He was looking at her half-empty glass and frownithtave you been
drinking?'

His obvious disapproval made her defiant. Tossieg thead she said
sharply, 'Is there a law that says | can't?'

Wilfully she walked back to the cabinet and pounedself another measure,
turning to face him as she drank it.

She knew instantly that she had made a mistake.aldodol went to her
head immediately. The room started to sway and chmecentrated
desperately, trying to banish the cloudiness aittagcker brain.

Her faintness retreated, an unfamiliar sense of-lmhg taking its place.
She felt strong enough to take on the entire workder mind Jay Travers!

'Please leave my room,' she demanded, testingdvefound courage and
delighting in the strength of it. It was true thedr words sounded rather
slurred and odd, but plainly Jay made sense of theoause anger was
taking the place of his frown as he said irately,

‘Not yet, we have to talk.'



'What about?' Natasha taunted light-heartedly. f@amriage?'
She was stunned. What on earth had made her ianhgubject up?
'Don't push me too far,’ Jay warned her.

'Why not?' To her own amazement she heard heliggfirgg. "What are you
likely to do? Carry me off and marry me out of hand

Through her giggles she heard his harsh, indrawatbr 'That might not be
a bad idea," he told her savagely. 'In fact...'

He was coming towards her. Something dangerousngléan his eyes. She
knew she ought to move, to run, but somehow shieliocbunmake the effort.

He was going to kiss her, she could sense it. Bi#kriow how vulnerable
she was to that particular form of persuasion?

Just for a second she struggled against the coimgpeinsation of his mouth
moving against her own as he imprisoned her withénhard barrier of his
arms, and then her defiance melted beneath the slmge of heat
encompassing her. Dimly, a warning bell rang,ngllher that she was being
foolish, that she was not in control of either leéirer the situation; but she
ignored it, clinging mindlessly instead to the sg#h of Jay's body.

His mouth tormented her, teasing and promising. viés whispering
something against her mouth and she strained ¢tb tia¢ words.

'‘Marry me,' he demanded softly. '‘Come away withongght and marry me,
Natasha.'

He was touching her, stroking her skin in such g that she couldn't think
straight. She felt muddled and confused. Her batied to be closer to his,
but her mind warned her that she was heading iatmer. What was he
trying to do to her?

'We couldn't get married just like that,' she psted, trying to fight against
the insidious tug of her senses, and to free h@nlirom the effects of the
brandy. He was confusing her with the gentlenesssofoice and touch.



'Why not? My plane's on the airstrip. We could diyer the border into
Mexico and be married by morning.’

Married! She felt the tiny thrill that ran througlbr veins, and before she had
time to react to it he was kissing her again, bengulser with the desire he
was arousing within her. She swayed closer to himgble to hide her
feelings.

As warm darkness closed in around her she thoughhsard Jay make an
odd sound of triumph deep in his throat, but it \yase before she could
analyse it, and he was lifting her, carrying hetr @iuher room and into the
darkness of the Texan night.

And that was the last thing she remembered propety the small plane
started to descend through the darkness.

Hazy images of being carried through the housedaivén to the airstrip
floated through her mind, but even now she stitM@ozy, the effects of the
alcohol still powerful enough to bemuse and cloadirain.

The scents of the Mexican night, the taxi ride tigto the small town; these
were blurred details she was vaguely aware of a®sbasionally lifted her
head from its comfortable resting place againssJayoulder. His arm was
round her, holding her close to him. It all felt deliciously right. She

snuggled deeper into his side, burrowing agaimat making a small sound
of pleasure like a purring kitten.

He looked down at her briefly. She felt so fragéle,vulnerable ... and she
was still knocked out with alcohol. His consciermmécked him but he
silenced it. She did not deserve either his compass his consideration.
Fate had seen fit to present him with this oppatyrand he would be a fool
not to take it. He smiled grimly to himself, imagjig what her reaction was
likely to be when she realised what had happened,then turned his
attention to the taxi driver, giving him directiomsfluent Mexican.

Once, long ago, he had assisted a friend with thangements for a
romantic run-away marriage. He hadn't known thew heeful he would
find what he had learned on that occasion.



CHAPTEREIGHT

NATASHA was in a church. In a small, plain church standmfyont of a
priest who said familiar words to her, in an unfi@ni accent. She
recognised the words, and responded to them autmaitygt shocked to
suddenly feel herself held and kissed.

She looked up with dazed eyes at the man holding he

Jay...'

He smiled at her, but his smile wasn't right.

‘Yes, Mrs Travers?'

Something was wrong. That wasmédr name. She was so confused. She put
her hand to her head, and started to stumble.aldpsmething to the priest
in a language she couldn't understand.

She had to sign something. Her name...the lettexeered as she steadied
her hand. Then Jay was writing something, too.ds$ all very hazy, like a
dream.

They left the church, and Jay took hold of her arm.

'OK, that's it. Time we were heading back.'

Mrs Travers, he had called her, and she was stzlzlj;ng over it when they
reached the small airfield.

Jay was deep in conversation with someone, and fr@msound of his
voice, what he was being told didn't please him.

‘There's a storm brewing up,’ he told her curflyeal bad one. We'll have to
stay here tonight. There's a hotel in town. Wellldnto go back there.’

The fogginess blocking her thought processes vwesioly slightly, but not
enough for her to make any sense of the situaBbe. couldn't understand



what she was doing out here in the middle of noe/kéth Jay, or why she
should have that worrying memory of him referriogher as ‘Mrs Travers'.

Perhaps if she just kept quiet it would all fallarplace properly. Perhaps
none of this was actually real, and she was jughlgea dream.

She nipped her arm with her fingers, and grimacefutly as she rubbed at
the resultant sore spot. Skasn'tdreaming!

'‘Come on.'

Jay took hold of her arm and hustled her back ¢owhiting car. He said
something to the driver in a language that was ebgiamiliar. She had
heard it somewhere recently.

Dolores... She had a momentary vision of the Mexigaman talking to her
husband. That was it! The language Jay was speakasgMexican. But
what were theyloingin Mexico?

As they drove back into town, they went into a gust-lit square,
dominated at one end by the dignified simplicitytteé small white church.

The church. Through her confused thoughts trailexqrative wisps of
memory: a priest... incense... an altar... famiiards.

Her mind cleared, and she looked at Jay, exclainstupidly, 'We're
married!

He wasn't looking at her. His hands were clenaretis knees.

'Yes; and we can be divorced just as soon as yoyogpu name to a piece of
paper giving up all your rights under my grandfatheill!"

All her rights... That included her co-guardianshup the twins... She
frowned as the muzziness swept back. The car stipgmel she stumbled
slightly as she got out. Jay supported her, buetivas no tenderness in his
hold.



No tenderness... She shuddered deeply, remembédarkyshamed colour
stinging her face as she recalled how willingly s$tzel allowed him to
bemuse her.

'l was drunk,' she said quietly. '1 didn't know whaas doing. The priest...'

As though he knew what she was going to say, layupted mockingly, 'l
told him that you'd over indulged in a pre-weddaaiebration.’

'‘And he believed you?' She could hardly credit it.

'You didn't need any persuasion to make the righponses,' he told her
drily. 'In fact...’

She didn't want to hear any more. She was begintungave distinctly

disturbing flashes of memory. Of herself clingingim, of being kissed by
him and wanting those kisses. She groaned andedunér pounding head.
What on earth had possessed her? And how muchheadcsually had to

drink?

T don't normally drink. |1 don't have any alcoholetance." She was
shivering now, and angry with herself for tellingnhthis.

His eyebrows rose. 'Really?’

She hated the mockery in his voice as he drawlédt brandy was a special
one ordered by the old man. It's strong stuff, best left to those who can
handle it.'

He was laughing at her, damn him! Natasha clenttedists and knew
impotently that there was nothing she could do.hdd been remarkably
quick to take advantage of her folly; laltewas the one who had given him
the opportunity to do s@hewas the one to blame for this ridiculous farce of
a marriage.

They were outside the dusty entrance to a smadllhand Jay opened the
door to it for her, ignoring her smothered gaspismay.



The desk clerk raised his head and surveyed theapib}.

'We want two rooms for the night," Jay told him.

‘Two rooms? Sorrysenor.there is only one. The others, they are all fpll u
She heard Jay swear under his breath. 'OK. Wkdlitd

The clerk handed him an old-fashioned, heavy key,gave him directions
in Mexican.

Natasha waited until they were out of earshot ef ¢lerk, before stating
positively. ‘I'mnot sharing a room with you—marriage or no marriage...

'‘Don't flatter yourself. You're in no danger fronenhike | already told you,
| don't go in for other men's leavings...'

‘Not even when the other man is your brother?' $tetaaid cynically.

The look he gave her could have split stone, ardirsstantly wished her
acid remark unsaid.*'In here," Jay directed, stogpmutside a door and
unlocking it.

The room was small and fusty, the heat barely tlesghey an old-fashioned
ceiling fan.

'‘Bath’s over there," Jay told her, indicating ardodhe far wall. 'Use it if you
want to, and then we'd both better try to get selaep.’

For a man who had just "kidnapped her and forcedrie an unwanted
marriage, he seemed remarkably unconcerned.

'I'm not sharing this room with you," Natasha repéacoldly, only to
suddenly feel the cotton-woolly sensation cloudbrain once again. Not as
strong this time, but enough to make her forgettvthevas she had been
about to say and instead to put a hand to herdm@dling to the edge of the
bed.



She heard Jay saying something to her and knevhéhats angry, but she
no longer cared. An inescapable tiredness was itlgitrer, sending her to
sleep almost where she stood. She heard hersek spa drugged, slurred
voice that she barely recognised as her own, adshe was being picked
up, placed down on the bed, which proved to bermimgly comfortable.
Someone spoke to her, demanding something, bubdad over on to her
front to block out the sound, letting the wavesslefep wash over her and
carry her deeper and deeper into unconsciousness.

She came to slowly, conscious that all was not sisauld be, but unable to
identify the reason why, until she realised thag sfas not alone in the
strange bed, and furthermore that she was not mgarinightgown, but
instead seemed to be dressed only in her bra a&fd.br

She turned her head, flinching away from the sigldiay's dark head on the
pillow next to her own. She was in bed with Jay...

It took several minutes for that to sink in andjleit did, other things began
to surface. Blurred memories of a night-time fligbt a church and a
wedding...

She sat bolt upright, shock coursing through hiee. &d Jay were married!
He had married her so that she couldn't marry Adanthat he wouldn't lose
half of the ranch. He had married her and, in danghad fulfilled his
grandfather's plans for him.

But they couldn'staymarried. She couldn't remain married to a man who
despised her, who had kidnapped her... who haddstatite plainly how
much he loathed and detested her... Just as stieedoand detested him!
Didn't she? That other thing, that sensation timeuted inside her every
time he touched her, that was just a regrettabysipal reaction—nothing
important, nothing that needed to be taken intsomaration.

She turned her head unwillingly and looked dowrhiat. He was still
deeply asleep. Black lashes curling against thel ar of cheekbones



shadowing the bronzed planes of his face. His jas dark with overnight
stubble.

Why was she sitting here gazing at him like thisByWMasn't she making
her escape, leaving while she could, so that shiel@xpose him for what
he had done to her? There was nothing to stoprber §oing. Nothing at
all..."She moved tentatively towards the side @& lred, her whole body
going rigid as a hand shot out and grabbed het,vaisleep slurred voice
demanding, 'Just where do you think you're going?’

'To the bathroom. I..."

Weakly, she said the first thing that came into head, making an
ineffectual grab for the sheet when she realised fmoich of her body was
exposed to him.

The white lace of her bra concealed very littlej ahe felt hot colour scorch
her face as his eyes raked her body in a swiftlgm@hensive glance.

‘There's no need to act the shy virgin with me-rdw it all, remember?' he
derided softly.

Much as she longed to tell him that, on the cogirle knew nothing,
Natasha kept her lips pressed tightly together.lastehing she needed now
was to get involved in another blistering argumeith him.

It had gradually come to her how dependent sheonasm. She was in a
foreign country, a strange town. She had no momeylocuments, nothing.
If he chose to walk out and leave her here... 8hddered inwardly.

Of course, she could always ring Adam, but howanhecould she explain
to him what had happened? Wow on earth could angeheve that she had
actually been drunk and married against her willalll sounded far too
preposterous.

'What are you waiting for?' Jay goaded her. 'Meito my back?'



His sarcasm hurt. Refusing to respond to it, sigpetl out of the bed,
quickly gathering up her clothes where they hachdelled and left on a
chair, and hurrying into the bathroom.

Jay must have undressed her last night. At leakabehad the decency to
leave her with the brief covering of her underwe&he was surprised that
he hadn't simply let her sleep in her clothes.

She showered quickly in the rust-stained showershiwg she had
something more than a handkerchief with which éaclher teeth. But then,
she had scarcely come equipped to stay the nigit.n&ither had Jay, she
remembered, recalling his anger at the storm thdtdelayed them.

She glanced at her watch. It was gone eight. Alrélaely would have been
missed at the ranch. Already people must be wongevhere they were.

Pulling on her dress she hurried back into thed®d; coming to an abrupt
halt as she saw Jay standing at the side of theldmty rubbing the dark
mat of hair that covered his chest.

He smiled tauntingly when he saw her.

'What's wrong? Never seemeal man before? You should be more choosy
about whom you sleep with.'

She wanted to hit him, throw something at him! Battion stopped her.
Despite his taunting words, there was a look inelyiss that warned her of
the likely physical response any attack on herwarild encourage.

It gave her no pleasure to realise that physidadlyvanted her. She averted
her eyes from his body and said in a strained ydic® gone eight. They'll
be wondering where we are... at the ranch.’

'Yes, we'd better get back.'

"While he was in the bathroom, she toyed with teaiof leaving, but knew
that it was impossible. How far could she get oot fand with no money?



No, it was better to wait until they got to the chrbefore she made any
attempt to extricate herself from the situation.

Hadn't he said something about a divorce last Rigter forehead crinkled
'in a frown. Something about her signing the raovaér to him?

She almost laughed aloud, as she reflected howcessary his abduction of

her had been. If he had only known it, she had labent to break the terms
of the will herself.

'What are you going to tell them when we get backe ranch?' Natasha
demanded half an hour later when they were airbanteheading back to
Texas.

'Why, that we went and got married, of course,'td&y her lazily.

"It will be the shortest marriage on record! Thstfthing I'm going to do is
to go into Dallas and...'

'‘And what? Tell your boyfriend?’

'No, find myself a lawyer who can draw up an agreenthat will set me
free from this farce.’

Jay said nothing, and Natasha was forced to dedibtd into her seat in
frustrated silence.

The moment they touched down, a vehicle appednealying up a cloud of
dust.

Rory was driving it, curiosity written quite planbn his face as he watched
them both alight from the plane.

'Sure have caused a fuss and commotion down ahahsestead,' he
commented laconically as they got into the trutkose two kids have been



fussing and fretting over you fit to beat the bandndering where you was
gone to.'

This last comment he addressed to Natasha alomehddet, frozen into a
state of numb shock by the events of the nightyéuba little.

'Quit talking and keep driving, Rory,' Jay demandi'd been a long night.’

For some reason the drawled comment sounded fhltlden meanings and
Natasha felt herself blushing. Now Rory would ptalgasurmise that the
two of them had sneaked away for a... for a nightninterrupted sex, and
there was nothing she could do to correct that ppisehension.

Rory stopped outside the ranch. Jay climbed ost, fand then helped her
down. She wrenched away from him, anger darkenamgeiies, resentment
for his false concern filling her.

"You're back ... Where have ybeen?'

Cherry came racing out to greet them, Rosalie arabéhind.

'Yes. We thought you must have gone to Dallas,-b8te broke off and
looked over her shoulder at the man following her.

Natasha stopped dead. Adam was standing frowningrahis mouth a tight
line of resentment.

'We telephoned him, because we thought you must gaxwe to see him,’
Cherry explained, her eyes going from Jay's unfgdadace to Natasha's
pale one.

'Yes, and he said you hadn't, and then he got soenofly him right out
here.'

‘Natasha! What thiell'sgoing on?' Adam came up to her, his hand grasping
her arm, hurting her almost.



Almost instantly Jay was standing between them shadow threatening
that of the small man.

‘Take your hands off my wife," he said quietly. forl have to make you?'

His words had the effect of a gun going off. Everydroze and then stared
at Natasha.

The twins recovered first, racing over to her, 8imdjing their arms round
her.

"You did it! You did it!" Cherry chanted. 'You madtcle Jay fall in love
with you. | knew you would.'

Rosalie was not as vocal, but her pleasure wasidsrg as her twin's.

Dolores who had appeared in the doorway, relaxedghe stance and
smiled. Of all of them, only she and Adam seemdaktanable to make any
sort of response.

Adam was staring at her as though he had nevertssdmefore, while Jay
remained at her side, very much the proud and greéehusband. Unless
one happened to know the truth, Natasha thougietrlyit

She ached to cry out that it was all a farce, ltlledtad only married her out of
greed and spite, but somehow the words wouldn'te¢@nd then Adam'-s
hand fell away from her arm, and he was turningyafn@m her.

Soon he would leave, and he wouldn't come ba&he.knew that...

"You're a fool, Natasha,' he told her as he ld#'s only marrying you so that
he can have full control of this place.’

She didn't need Adam to tell her that. Behind ey, made a sound of
satisfaction.

"You've lost him now,' he told her mockingly. 'Henks you've sold out to
the higher bidder.’



Much as she longed to vent her misery and rageronNatasha controlled
herself. A barrier of cold indifference behind whighe could withdraw was
her best defence now.

She left him and walked into the house, the twalwing her, plying her
with eager questions.

'‘Now, you just let her alone,” Dolores told thenddiag scoldingly to
Natasha, “Running off and getting married in theldig@ of the night!
Whoever heard of such a thing ...

'‘But it must have been really romantic,’ Cherrginipted dreamily. ‘Uncle
Jay must really love you, Natasha.'

What could she say? She sank down into a chairaandpted Dolores's
offer of coffee, shaking her head when the hougeesuggested that she
might also want something to eat.

'"You're losing weight,' the Mexican woman told liksapprovingly. 'Jay
should have waited until a quieter time of the yaadt taken you away for a
proper honeymoon ... Paris. Now that would be a finng.’

Why on earth was everyone persisting in believimat she and Jay had
married for love? Surely it must be overwhelminglyvious that no such
emotion existed between them? In the twins she dcautderstand
it—just—they desperately wanted to re-create tmses®f family they had
lost with their parents' death. But Dolores...suste could see that there
was no love in Jay's eyes when he looked at her?

A terrible weariness enveloped her. There was ngtkhe wanted more
than to go and lie down in her room, but how cahid?

To one side of her the twins were prattling awagilg, and to the other
Dolores was saying something about organising aedoale and party to
celebrate their marriage. Jay would have to dedh what, she thought
tiredly, putting her hand to her aching head.



Her mouth felt dry; a legacy from the brandy shd tdeunk. Her stomach
heaved queasily at the memory.

She shuddered a little. She had known Jay couldithéess—but to marry
her against her will? It was a marriage that wotl#st for very long, she
reminded herself comfortingly. Just as soon ascsléd, she would make
sure it was dissolved. Jay would let her go wiljngnough once she had
handed over half of the ranch to him.

Since it was a busy time with the cattle, Jay, kifiglty, was away from the
house. When Natasha refused any lunch with a jpakedf lacklustre smile,
Dolores took charge of the twins, banishing therthwhe admonition that
they were to let Natasha have some peace.

"You .go out and sit on the veranda,’ Dolores ssigge "You won't be
bothered out there. I'll send someone out with gagti my home-made
lemonade.’

She rather liked being cosseted, Natasha discovgradg in to Dolores'
unexpected spoiling. It had been a long time sarggne had fussed over
her like this... Now that she and Jay were marletbres seemed to view
her in a different light. Her original antagonisradhbeen replaced by an
almost motherly concern.

Natasha didn't deceive herself that this concers ewdirely for her. She
suspected it was partially, at least, her statusags wife that had given rise
to it.

Even so, it was pleasant to relax in one of theding chairs in the shade of
the veranda, and simply lie back and close her.eyes

If she had been feeling more energetic she couwld pane for a swim in the
pool, but she simply couldn't raise the enthusiasm.

One of the girls Dolores employed to help her mkiichen and around the
house came out with a tray of lemonade. She gavasNa a shy smile and
she put it down.



The same longing to sleep which had enveloped &iee returned, but
now she could give in to it, closing her eyes attirlg her body relax.

The twins woke her, announcing that she had bdee@$or hours and that
it was almost time for dinner.

'‘Uncle Jay's back. He's in the den, making someelealls,’ Rosalie told
her, as they all went inside.

Jay. She shivered slightly... Her husband! Onlyhen't, not really... Panic
swept through her. Why had she slept the afterraweay? Why hadn't she
been on the phone to her solicitor, trying to estte herself from this
unwanted marriage?

The lethargy that had dogged her all day still gltoher body. She shivered
again... Jay was stich a ruthless man, so detedwninget what he wanted,
so determined to see her in the worst of all pdessights.

She went upstairs to her room and opened the aworthe sitting-room.
The personal belongings she had left on the snrélhg desk had gone.

Uneasily she walked into the bedroom. It was pr&di immaculate; no
trace of her possessions anywhere. Her panic isedeaShe opened a
cupboard door... empty...

She heard a sound behind her and swung round.odaged against the
doorframe, his arms folded, his eyes watching h@rements.

'Where are all my things?'

'‘Where do you think? In my room! Dolores had themved there this
afternoon.’

For a moment she was too shocked to speak. Shd oaly stare at him,
trying to absorb what he was telling her. This dotil be happening...
Dolores would never... but as far as Dolores knleey twere a perfectly
ordinary married couple. But theyeren'tand they never could be.



'Well, she can just move them back again.' Shegbatier voice back, but it
sounded odd, rusty and unfamiliar. 'No way am Fisigaa room with you.'

'My feelings exactly," Jay agreed, folding his ariausd giving her a gritty
look, 'but you seem to be forgetting somethingae Twins, and apparently
everyone else around here as well, seem to thirre welove.'

Natasha looked at him, her mouth compressing, kdigjithe meaning
cloaked within the words.

‘That's not my fault,’ she assured him.

'‘No?'

The silky disbelief in the one word sent shiversidder spine.

'‘No!" she reiterated firmly.

‘Then how do you explain away Cherry's congrattjatmmment to you
this morning?' His eyebrows lifted interrogativelgnd to her chagrin,
Natasha felt her face flush guiltily.

'It wasn't what you think. Rosalie and Cherry...'

How could she explain to him the twins' fear thatwould marry Jenneth,
and their subsequent, entirely innocent, suggestiah she should try to

make him fall in love with her instead?

'I must admit this isn't what | expected,' Jay tb&t, when she remained
silent. 'ltwasmy intention to keep our marriage...'

‘A secret?' she submitted cynically.
He shrugged, 'Other than to the three interestetepathat is myself, you

and your lover, yes... It was obvious that oncekhew that you were
married to me he would drop out of the scene.’



'‘Allowing you to put pressure on me to hand overghgre of the ranch so
that | could go with him, | suppose,’ Natasha siggphngrily.

‘Unfortunately, | hadn't expected him to be atrdogch waiting for us,' Jay
continued, smoothly ignoring her outburst.

And of course he had had to announce their marriaggtop her from
leaving with Adam, Natasha realised.

'I'm not going to share a bedroom with you," sipeated stubbornly.

'What is it you're so afraid of?' She hated thealrway he looked at her.
‘Not me, surely?’

'How can you say that, after what you've done?aslet demanded heatedly,
deliberately misunderstanding.

'Some people would think everything I've done ®ified in view of what
you'vedone to me!'

'Does the ranch really mean so much to you thatydemean yourself by
marrying a woman you so obviously despise?’

'Yes.' He looked at her, a faintly brooding expi@ssn his eyes. 'Not in a
personal sense... wealth and all its trappings,shreigged, 'they mean
nothing. But this land, the people who have wortadt... fought for it...
died for it. Yes, they're important to me. More mant than my own
personal feelings. | owe it to them to hold thiagal together, to pass it on to
the . next generation.'

'‘But you have no son,’ Natasha reminded him.

He frowned, and looked at her almost as thoughdam'hrealised who he
was talking to.

"The twins will marry, they will have children A.son, a daughter, it doesn't
matter...'



It was odd that he hadn't reminded her that thexs mothing to stop him
having a child of his own. Had he really loved théns' mother so much
that he couldn't even endure the thought of anotteanan bearing his
child? That didn't tie in with a personality rutbdeenough to abduct, to do
what had been done to her.

The door to her sitting-room opened and Doloresecem

'‘Ah, there you are. I've moved your things into'dagom,' she told Natasha
unnecessarily. 'You've got ten minutes beforert steserve dinner.’

Now was her chance to tell the truth, to denounpoeih front of Dolores
and end this farce. But instead she found hersaling towards the door,
shepherded there by Jay, who was walking alongsede

‘This way.' He touched her arm and her skin tingladgerously.

His room was right at the end of the hallway. Ualhers, it didn't have its
own sitting-room, but it was enormous, furnishedhwheavily carved
Spanish furniture and decorated in glowing Mexitaorics.

The bed was huge. It had a heavy carved headbaart,a traditional

patchwork quilt covered the bed. It looked largewggh to sleep four adults
with ease, and yet Natasha felt herself lookingyaf&@m it, her stomach
muscles knotting with tension.

Jay had been right about one thing. She had notlainigar from him
sexually. The desire she had sensed in him wheasked her previously
had been totally absent since their marriage aesidbs, she had always
known how much he resented feeling it.

'‘Bathroom's over here,' Jay told her, striding theeroom and pushing open
a door. "This room used to belong to my parents) baly moved in here
after Gramps died. Dressing-room's through thele 6pened another door
and Natasha walked through it into a long narroenrpthe length of which
ran fitted wardrobes. She opened one and sawratireeses hanging neatly
inside it. The wardrobe doors were mirror-fronted ahe room itself was
almost as large as the small bedroom of her Lotidbn



If only there was a chair in it she could have slefhere instead of sharing
Jay's bed. ,

'l need to take a shower," she heard Jay sayinigdéler. 'We'd better get
a-move on, otherwise Dolores will be lambastingfas being late for
dinner.’

How long would it take him to shower? Natasha wwoedefeverishly,

closing the dressing-room door behind her and dyickgging off her jeans
and top.Shewould have liked a shower too, but she wasn't gonrisk

running into Jay in a state of undress.

The moment she was changed she went downstairs.tWihe looked
surprised to see her without Jay.

Why on earth hadn't she told them right from tleetghat they were living
in a dream world in imagining that she and Jay vggriag to live happily
ever after?

The answer to that was simple enough—she hadntedan disappoint
them with the truth, and now she was going to hayey for that weakness.



CHAPTER NINE

ALL through dinner Natasha was on edge, surreptifowsitching Jay,
while trying to appear light- hearted and happytha twins.

When he announced that he had some work to do,gakie a tiny,
unconscious sigh of relief, silencing the girlsitests.

With any luck, his work would keep him in his studgtil she was safely
upstairs and asleep.

She saw the twins off to bed, and made a pretehoeading a magazine,
anxiously waiting as the minutes ticked by untié stfould reasonably go
upstairs, praying that Jay wouldn't emerge fromdeis until she had done
so.

She had no illusions left. If he were to guess Istw felt about sharing a
room with him, he would take a fiendish delighteinforcing an unwanted
intimacy on her. She shuddered tensely, a finediisweat breaking out on
her skin.

It was gone ten o'clock at last. She put down tlagamine and walked
shakily upstairs.

In the unfamiliar bedroom, she found her nighttlods and headed for the
bathroom.

The enormous half-sunken bath tempted her, butlatedl not linger. Who
had had it installed? It was easily large enougacmmmodate two... Her
mouth went dry, her pulses racing as she closednhed against the
unwanted mental image of Jay sharing the bathrosen'sual intimacy with
someone... Had he ever brought the twins' mothe?hidad she...

No, she mushotthink like that...

She showered, quickly rubbing herself until hengiowed, before donning
her cotton nightdress.



On the threshold of the bedroom she hesitated cgigrunhappily at the
bed. Large though it was, she didn't want to shtanath Jay. She didn't
want... She didn't want anything to do with hime gbld herself firmly,
ignoring the tiny frisson of sexual awareness Hmpaead through her body.
How could it be that she could feel this sexualdarrfor a man whom logic
told her she should hate and despise?

She looked frantically around the room, desperatebrching for a means
of escape. Her glance clung to the door to thesdrggoom. She could
sleep in there on a chair... It would be uncomfdeabut better than sharing
Jay's bed ...

The-only chair that was suitable was a heavy armdhat she only just
managed to drag into the narrow space. Her armsdaicbm the effort of
moving it; her heart was thudding with fearful citea case Jay should walk
in and discover what she was doing.

She had no idea where she might find some spairizedo she snatched a
pillow from the bed, and a huge, fluffy bath tovireim the carefully folded
pile in the bathroom, and then, wrapping this robed curled up as best she
could in the armchair.

She wasn't very comfortable, and each time she toiéind a way of easing
a new ache, she thought longingly of the huge betthen the memory of
Jay stopped her from going to it. He might havecddr her into this
marriage, and into a mould that was completelyefatsher real nature, but
there were some things he could not force her to do

She would show him that she had grit and determoinab match his; that
she couldn't be pushed around, bullied, despisddandemned...

Drowsily, her muddled thoughts tailed off as exliemseased her cramped
limbs into sleep.

She didn't hear the door to the bedroom open pagan hour later, nor see
the quick tension that gripped Jay's body as heteavempty bed, but she
did feel the warm strength in the arms that pluckedfrom her cramped



impromptu bed, and some instinct buried deep ins&tesurfaced through
her sleep, making her snuggle seekingly against him

Her body registered the coolness of his withdraman he put her down,
and she turned instinctively towards him, her fewh puckered in a faint
frown, her cramped limbs relaxing into the spacmmss of the bed.

Jay studied her frowningly for several seconds fegeftraightening up.
What was it about this woman that sparked off suiflerce burn of desire
within him? He knew what she was, and he had wanteden before. But
never quite like this, he admitted broodingly, tefisly subduing the ache
building up inside him; never quite like this.

Despite the comfort of the large bed, Natasha'spsigas restless. She
moved unceasingly, turning over and reaching outhasgh in search of
something.

She turned over and came to rest against sometangn and solid. Her
body relaxed on a small sigh as it ceased itsesstfjuesting, her sleep
deepening as she snuggled closer to Jay's slefsping.

It was a nightmare that woke her, a sickeninghteging sensation of being
relentlessly pursued by some nameless, formlesa\etieat brought her out
of the depths of her slumbers with a sharp cryamdbrupt movement that
woke Jay as well.

It took her several seconds to realise she wakmiean bed, and then
several more to remember that she ought to have beeping in the
armchair.

'What's wrong?'

The shock of hearing Jay's voice panicked her,isgnider instinctively

towards the far edge of the bed. His fingers mahbkr wrist before she
got there, keeping her imprisoned.

‘Let me go,' Natasha demanded. 'If you think I'mristy this bed with you



The smile that curled his mouth silenced her, n@gkishiver of fear tremor
through her muscles. It was a cruel, cynical sneitiyed with bitterness.

'Is that a fact? Then just how do you account ier fact that less than an
hour ago you couldn't wait to get just as closmé&oas you possibly could?’

‘That's a lie... | was sleeping in the dressingimo

'Yes, where anyone, including the twins, could henadked in and seen
you,' Jay agreed angrily. 'I'm not talking abouwttfhhis voice was scornful.
'I'm talking about the way, the moment you gothiis bed, you clung to me
like ivy hugs a wall.'

'‘No!" The husky denial ripped from her throat in agonised sound of
distress.

She felt Jay reach towards her with his free harttishe flinched away in
the semi-darkness, but he was only switching onabiiiee lamps.

'Yes,' he told her gratingly, capturing her chird aarning her face so that
she had to look at him.

He wasn't wearing a pyjama top, and his skin glolikedpolished gold in
the lamplight. His chest rose and fell sharply abteathed, anger glittering
in his eyes. Like a woodland creature fascinatedhieygaze of a hunter,
Natasha felt her gaze cling helplessly to the loarttine of his mouth.

'You're lying.' Her voice trembled. 'l wouldn't cemear you for... for ten
times as much as Tip left me.’

It was the wrong thing to say. She felt it in thelden explosive compacting
of his muscles.

'Well now, is that a fact?' He looked past hehatriight-stand which held a
collection of change and dollar bills, and saidhvgioft menace that brought
a shudder of horror to her skin, 'l've got a huddtellars here that says |
could make you cry out for me, and want me so nthahyou'd be begging
me to take you.'



‘No!" It was the only protest she could get throuwdr locked throat
muscles—her whole body felt literally frozen witredd.

'No, what? No, | couldn't do it or..."

What was happening to her? It was like an unendiggtmare that piled
horror upon horror with no release!

'I'm going to turn that into a yes,' she heards#yng savagely. 'I'm going to
show that greedy little mind of yours just exadtligat it's sold out... Have
you ever given yourself to any man just for theaplee of it, Natasha?' he
asked her softly.

He was stroking the inner skin of her wrist hypaoallly, with fingers that
made her flesh tingle and her body quiver. Shedeaperately afraid of the
purpose she read in his eyes, but she knew thed thk@s no way he was
going to let her go.

'‘Before tonight's over, I'm going to make you aahd burn ...' He moved,
drawing her against the warm hardness of his téiisdyead bending so that
his mouth could explore the smooth softness oftireat, smothering words
that had almost sounded like, 'The way you've donee.'

But he could hardly have said that, she admittacrighly, her brain

clouded by her fear of the pleasure he was makendee!. Just the touch of
his mouth against her skin ignited such sensaiioside her! She opened
her mouth to tell him to stop, but all that emergeas a soft moan. As
though it had been a command in a private langulaigemouth moved,

probing the neckline of her nightdress, his harditg the shape of her
spine, arching her against him.

The ribbon ties at the neckline of her nightdresgegvay beneath his hands,
laying her breasts bare to his gaze.

Natasha closed her eyes, caught between shamenatitcialess easily
understood sensation that made her shiver and birdugr coral-pink
nipples burgeoning into taut fullness.



She felt Jay slide her nightdress off her shouldand then his hands were
cupping her breasts. She kept her eyes tighthedlos

'Yes,' she heard him say thickly. 'l always knew yoould feel like this.
Soft, silky." His thumbs rubbed slowly against bliaed points of her breasts,
making her shudder fiercely at the surge of pleathat rushed through her.

'So responsive, especially to a man you don't wiuit.then you've never
wantedanyman, have you, Natasha? You only want their money.

She cried out wildly, pushing away from him, butwes too strong for her,
his arms locking round her body so that her breasts pressed against the
hardness of his chest. She tried to breathe, anttifehe could only take in
shallow sips of air. She struggled and gasped lertba onslaught of
strange pleasure that invaded her, as her framiements inadvertently
dragged the hard points of her breasts againstotlngh darkness of Jay's
body hair.

She felt the answering tension shock through Jag,heeard the sound he
made deep in his chest. Then he was cupping hastistgressing them into
his body, moving against her in a way that madepbererless to resist the
flood of sensation spilling through her.

She made a sound, something between a cry and awgolvhen his hands
slid down her ribcage and arched her back, soh@atould bend his head
and take first one and then the other swollen eipgib his mouth, she made
no physical or verbal protest.

The lamplight highlighted them, etching the primgtiintimacy of their
embrace, her hair spilling over his arm, his bodskdand golden against the
silky paleness of hers, her breasts crowned bydtis&y aroused buds of
flesh so recently possessed by his mouth.

Way, way beyond any form of rational thought, Natasould only cling to
the hardness of his arms, her mind and her bodylstety overwhelmed
by the sensations induced by the spearing intimzfchis mouth. She
shuddered deeply, torn by the enormity of what && tmade her feel, her



eyes tightly closed, her lashes black smudges sigtie paleness of her
skin, her mouth a vulnerable curve of pink.

She didn't see Jay frown as he felt her trembld@uiced into her shadowed
face. Her reaction had caught him off guard. Itrtiadeen what he had
expected at all... He could almost have believatinb man had ever... She
was an even better actress than he had supposededmed bitterly,
releasing her so abruptly that she fell acrosbéte

Natasha opened her eyes, shock and pain coursmggth her. ‘Well," she
heard Jay demand harshly, 'do you still claim yloatdon't want to share my
bed? That you ...'

She covered her ears so that she couldn't heamars. Tears clogged her
throat... She felt as though she had been abuskd most painful way there
was—not physically but emotionally. She wanted-toawl away
somewhere and die. She wanted ... she wantedliadbein Jay's arms, his
hands and mouth caressing her skin. She wantslde.. wanted him in the
most intense and shockingly intimate way there vga®, acknowledged
achingly. She wanted him to make love to her, leab... not this—this
parody of desire...

Mercifully he let her crawl away to the other sidiethe bed, and as he
switched off the lamp her body relaxed on a tormeérreath of relief. He
wasn't going to touch her again. She knew she otitidve resisted him if
he had. Her skin burned with shame, her body totesety physical
longing she knew would never be satisfied.

'Didn't manage to hold out for very long, did yoday tormented her
savagely. 'God, | could have...'

He stopped abruptly and then said cruelly, 'l tHibkgin to understand the
hold you have on your victims. That's one hell ahighty fine act you've
got yourself there, lady.'

She couldn't let that pass. She had been strugglidg up the ties on her
nightdress, but now she stopped, wincing as theedotton brushed against
the still aroused outline of her breasts.



' don't...'

'What? Give all your lovers the pleasure of thefgrerance you've just
given me? You should do. 1 know men who'd part waiilions for a
reaction like that, and after all, we're all thensato a woman like you, aren't
we? Who do you think about when you close your ®yésur first lover?
Your bank account?'

Through the darkness, the tension that grippedbbdy reached him. A
sense of desolation washed over him, and he laydati his back to her.
He couldn't blame Tip for doing what he'd done, aoy more. God, he
himself... He blanked off the thought deliberatellling himself to put the
woman lying in bed beside him, and everything tondit her, out of his
mind.

* Long after Jay's deep, even breathing signaledact that he was asleep,
Natasha lay awake. The tears which had slid sylériin her eyes under the
onslaught of his insults had dried, leaving hen dkeling tight and sore.

She couldn't stay here now. Somehow she would toafued a way to leave.
She ought never to have allowed him to force hr ithis marriage. She
hadn't tried anything like hard enough to dissuaide.. Because secretly,
she hadn't wanted to dissuade him, she realiseel.h@dn't wanted to
dissuade him because.. .because she loved him.

'‘No!" She mouthed the word, her throat dry, hesestanging as she fought
against what her heart was telling her. Hoawldshe love him? How could
any woman love a man who treated her the way Jdytreated her? Who
believed that she was nothing more than ...

She tried to push the thought away, to deny itfooexplain away her
feelings by some means of logic and analysis, thués no use.

Here in the short, dark hours of the night, théhtmefused to be banished.
She was in love with Jay. How? Why? When? All thesee questions she
could not answer. She only knew that when he loakdukr, spoke to her,
touched her, something happened to her that hasel heypened before.



No, she couldn't stay here now, her pride disiratigg, her heart and body
aching for him, her will-power slowly destroyed the need eating into her
as she waited for the day when his anger, or hysipal hunger, brought
him to her. If they made love, he would know thehy but that would not
alter his lack of feelings for her. Knowing thatestvas innocent of the
charges he had brought against her would not chaisdeelings for her.

He had married her because of Tip's will. Very wiedin, she would do what
she had planned to do originally. She would go htmtengland and get her
solicitor to draft out a document by which she dorgdscind her interest in
the ranch. She would leave. Stedto leave. But how?

When Natasha woke up, it was in the knowledgegbatething unbearable
and earth-shattering had taken place. It was skegednds before she
remembered what. She was so used to denying éelinds, to hiding from
them, that at first she could almost pretend thadd all been a mistake, that
she didn't love Jay at all. But she only had toewrber what had happened
last night, to feel again the same mixture of @aid need that had brought
the truth to her the night before. She loved himg perhaps, deep down
inside, she had let him marry her, hoping that ye miracle he might
come to love her too.

She was too old for such foolish hopes. They west left to the twins.
She was alone in the bedroom, and that seemed derline the
impossibility of her folly. She got up listlessbiressing in the first thing that

came to hand.

Dolores gave her a shrewd and concerned glancbeasvalked into the
breakfast-room, but she was too caught up in hertwughts to see it.

The twins greeted her eagerly. 'You're late. Unldg's down with the
cattle... Are you going down to see him?'

Natasha shook her head.



'When | went out to feed Nobby this morning, Jakes\polishing your car.
Are you ever going to drive it?'

Her car! Of course, she had forgotten all about the Mersed8he could
drive it to Dallas, leave it there and board a pléor home.

Nearly until dawn she had lain awake wondering st could get away
without alerting anyone to what she was doing, she had never once
thought about the car.

'Of course. In fact, | think | might give it a triaun today.' She tried to sound
nonchalant, keeping her eyes fixed on her coffgeasushe spoke.

'Great! Can we come with you?'
‘Not this time. I'd like to get the feel of her bef | take any passengers.'

It appalled her how easily the lies came to hes. llpjust showed what the
human psyche was capable of when the need arose.

Please God the twins wouldn't hate her when thalisedl that she had

gone... One day, when they were adult, perhapwshkl be able to explain

to them just why she had had to go. If only Jay mase approachable, less
inclined to believe the absolute worst of her, sight have been able to talk
to him, to persuade him to let her go.

But if that had been the case she wouldn't have ioethe situation she was,
she reminded herself miserably.

Dolores offered her more coffee. She raised hed teeal saw that the
Mexican woman was frowning slightly.

"You all right?' she asked as Natasha refused.

‘A little tired, that's all.' Her skin flushed bhtly as she said the words, and
she bit down hard into her bottom lip, hoping tBatiores would put her
behaviour down to bridal shyness. She hated hawairtig like this, to plot
and plan, but she had to get away. If she didmygould be reduced to little



more than a sexual toy that Jay could take up bdpwn as he pleased, and
she had too much pride for that. She would killskdrrather than be
reduced to that fate, she told herself fiercely.

It was an impossible situation. She loved Jay taghto withstand him if
he did start to make love to her, and once he kitmwtruth he would
probably still despise her for not being stronguegioto resist him.

Manlike, he would take all that she had to offed give nothing in return,
other than the physical intimacy of his body. Ahdttwas something she
didn't think she could endure.

She made her plans carefully, packing her caseke e twins were out
riding, waiting until she knew Dolores would be pus the kitchen before
taking them down to the car.

Luckily the garage area was deserted, but her adyshaking after she had
finished stacking them into the boot. She lockeuhd returned to the house.
She had already decided that she would wait tcelesil just after lunch.
That way no one would be suspicious about her aesantil she missed
dinner.

By then she would be safely in Dallas, and perleaes on board a plane for
home.

Home. Why did it have such a mournful sound? Why she feel so
wretchedly miserable about the thought of leaviBg@ause she was leaving
the man she loved ... That was why.



CHAPTERTEN

ALL round her the flat landscape shimmered undergpalbng heat of the
mid-afternoon sun. Even with the car's air-conditig working on full,
Natasha could still feel perspiration soaking haui\b

Of course, it wasn't all entirely heat induced. rEneas an element of fear
and apprehension in the fierce burning of her akieh the rapid thump of her
heart, Natasha acknowledged, wiping her sticky hamdher skirt before
returning it to the wheel.

She had no idea how far she was from Dallas. Stééan driving for over
two hours, and there was absolutely nothing ainadight, but at least she
had managed to get away without being spotted.

The ranch had its own petrol supply and she hadedfilp the car's tank
before she left. It was over three hundred mile®adlas, but she should
have enough, surely?

Soon she would be off Jay's land. The boundaryefemgst be somewhere
up ahead of her. She pressed her foot down hamleghe accelerator,
anxious to get past that psychological barrier.

The rabbit appeared from nowhere and she brakéddtigely, gasping as
the impetus of her too-sudden action threw the yeav off the tarmac. Her
head hit the soft top of the car as it bouncedmthé rough terrain, the
steering wheel slipping from her hands.

Natasha cried out as the front wheel hit a hugédeouThe car lifted with a
grating sound of expansive metal, the engine dgmthe car slipped back,
tilting at an uncomfortable angle.

Unfastening her seat-belt, Natasha managed to btgat. She hurried to
the front of the car, and came to an abrupt analbggpstop. The front end
of the car was firmly and quite inextricably wedgedto the narrow end of
the boulder. There was just no way she was goirg table to get it off.



Her first thought was that she was trapped, thatgbuld never escape from
Jay. And then, as that initial panic subsided, la@oand darker possibility
struck her, namely that she could die out herehis burning landscape
without ever being found.

It would be several hours yet before she was misgddurs during which
she would be exposed to the sun's heat on hertisenskin. She had no
water, no food. She licked her already dry lipgaled by her own folly.
Perhaps she should try and walk. But where to? Bat¢ke ranch? It was
over fifty miles! She would never do it!

No, she would just have to stay here, and hopestiraeone would find her.
She crawled back inside the car, and curled upnempassenger seat.

An hour crawled past. The heat inside the car wlmg, but it was just as
hot outside, and outside there was no protectioméo head. No, she was
better off inside, she decided listlessly.

A muzzy feeling filled her head. She wanted to elbgr eyes and go to
sleep, but something warned her that she musshetthought she heard the
sound of a car, but when she looked there was mgpthiNothing but the
vastness of the Texan landscape and its emptysklue

She dozed, drained of energy by the heat. She wakdenly, her lips
framing a name her throat was too dry to speak.

‘Jay.'

‘Just what in hell do you think you're playing at?'

She blinked and blinked again, not convinced tletMasn't a mirage. A
truck was parked alongside her car, but she hadeft heard it draw up. Jay

was taking hold of her, almost dragging her ouhefstifling car. *

"You little fool!" he shook her roughly. 'Don't yemow you could have died
out here?'



‘Then why didn't you let me?"

The waspish words were out before she could stem tifiollowed by tears
that filmed her eyes and made her shake horribly.

She turned away as Jay put her down, half stumdiecause of the
numbness in her cramped limbs. She heard Jay swwddhen she was back
in his arms, being carried over to the cab of thekt

He closed the door on her and returned to heromening the boot and
removing her cases.

It was only when he started the truck's engine shat realised they were
leaving.

'My car,' she protested.

"I'll send someone out to salvage it. Have you ese in your head?' he
demanded thickly. 'God, didn't your common sendegadoe that...'

He broke off as she shuddered. They were sittingas®e together that her
body was pressed against his, and there was nsheagould stop him from
feeling the reaction coursing through her.

I. ..I'm thirsty.'

He swore again, stopping the truck, and reachirgnblehim for a flask
which he handed to her.

'Drink it slowly," he advised her. 'You haven't bemut for long enough to
have suffered real dehydration, but even so, if gk too fast you could
get sick ..."

He had put the truck back on the road, but instddteading back for the
ranch he was driving in the opposite direction.

'Where are you taking me?'



He gave her a derisive look.

'Not where you want to go... You and | have gotedatking to do before |
let you go anywhere.’

'We don't have anything to talk about,” Natashaested miserably. 'I'm
going to rescind my interest in Tip's will. I..n&ave to get away from here.’

The admission was made before she could stopdtsha couldn't bear to
look at Jay when he brought the truck to a scregchalt.

She waited for him to make some blistering sardoarament, but when he
spoke he said shatteringly, 'Have you any idea \ithdid to me when
Dolores told me that you'd gone?’

Stupidly all she could say was, 'l didn't think Y¥bdind out until after
dinner...'

'If it hadn't been for Dolores | shouldn't have épbut she was... concerned
about you..." He frowned and stared out of thektmimdow. An odd sort of
tension filled the enclosed space.

'Natasha--'
IJay__l

They both spoke together and then fell silent,thed astonishingly Jay said
curtly, in an oddly constrained voice, 'l don'tedrow many other men
there've been, from now on there's only going taniee | can't let you go,
Natasha. Stay with me... | love you.' He saidmy, looking directly at
her. 'And it's slowly sending me out of my mingeltried to tell myself that
I'm a fool, that a man should run a mile befordete himself get involved
with... It doesn't matter... None of it matterswhen it comes down to it.
Stay with me. We could make a fresh start, forpeuathe past.’

A painful, disbelieving joy filled her. Jalpvedher. She looked at him,
searching his face for the signs that would teflthat he was lying; that it
was all some sort of elaborate trap, but there were. All she could see



were lines of strain and dread etched into his,skipain in his eyes that
mirrored her own.

‘Jay, there's something | must tell you,' she begétty, but he stopped her.

'‘No! No explanations... no confessions.' His hagrilsped hers, so tightly
she thought her bones might crack. 'Just you andnde clean start. Say it,
Natasha... Say you'll stay with me.’

There were so many things she wanted to say, sy egplanations, so
many truths he didn't yet know, but it seemed hatadto hear only one
thing and so she sighed softly, 'I'll stay.'

She didn't know what she had expected his reatdibe, but it was a shock
when he simply restarted the truck without a word.

'We're going the wrong way,' she pointed out timafter a few minutes.

'‘No, we're not,' Jay corrected her, but he didrytamything else, and when
after several miles he turned off the road and daWamg a narrow dust
track, he explained tersely, 'There's a shack duave where | used to camp
out as a boy. The men still use it at times whexy'te checking the fences.
We'll be there soon.'

But he hadn't told her why he was taking her thBeasha thought, as he
settled back into silence.

The shack was slightly larger than she had visedliand the first thing that
struck her when Jay stopped the truck was the eegsi of their

surroundings. He got out of the truck and helpeddesvn. She could feel
the fierce thud of his heart against her body alseie her.

It reminded her of something—something she hadyas him.

‘Jay, you say you love me, but Jenneth told me.itatt you loved the
twins' mother...that you and she were going toaway together.’



'It's not true. Helen told Jenneth that to breakipushe frowned darkly. 'My
grandfather never wanted Nat and Helen to marrytridd his best to stop
them. Helen was a gold-digger, Gramps said, anglaseright. Helen never
loved anyone but herself. She tried to cause teobblween Nat and me,
purely out of malice. She was always threateningdwe. When she did, he
went after her and they were both killed.’

'‘And Jenneth?'

‘Jenneth was the girl next door. There was a timmenw thought we'd marry
but, like Helen, she was more interested in th@dmaname and money than
the man who went with it.'

There was a small silence, and so much that sh&ttssen before was clear
to Natasha now. No wonder Jay had been so readglieve the worst of
her... to believe that she was cast in the samédasuHelen and Jenneth.

Her heart went out to him, but there was sometisimg had to say, 'But
l...slept with your grandfather, and yet you say j@mve me?’

He shook his head, his frown deepening, his voarsth 'God, do you think
| haven't tormented myself with that over and ozgain? After Nat was
killed, | told myself I'd only marry if |1 could fid a woman who was
marrying me for myself; that I'd never let mysedf jut in the position that
he was put in, running after a woman who didn'egavsingle damn about
him, humiliated and finally killed for loving a waan who couldn't care
less. But right from the start there was sometlaingut you—I don't know
what, call it what you will—that made it impossilite& me to shut you out
no matter how much | tried.

'I'm not going to say it's going to be easy. Thidre'times when I'll hurt like

hell because of your past, and when I'll probabityyou through hell for* it

too, but | can't stop thinking about last nigh&tbout how you felt in my
arms... about the way you responded to mecan't believe all that was
faked, Natasha," he finished huskily.can't believe that the way you
responded to me was anything but real.’

'‘But last night you said--'



'Forget what | said last night," he demanded hysirtbaning suddenly as he
caught her up in his arms. 'l don't know what yeuwene to me, woman. |

think you must have bewitched me... Right hereraowd | don't give a damn

how many other men there have been.’

But he did care, Natasha realised, caught up on a wave & b
compassion, no longer doubting his love for hemting only to reach out
to him and wipe out all the misunderstandings thatl dogged their
relationship.

'‘And... and if there haven't been any at all..l yol still love me? Will you
still want me, Jay?'

He was looking at her broodingly.

‘Tip lied to you, Jay," she told him softly. 'l doknow why... | know he liked
to exaggerate a little. He and | were nothing ntben friends—that's all.
There haven't been any men in my life at all, Jalgé gave a shaky laugh
and took a step toward him. 'In fact, I'm afraiduye going to find me
appallingly inexperienced. I... | hope you won'nahil...'

She heard him give a shuddering sigh, and therwslsein his arms as he
carried her into the cabin, kicking the door clobetiind him.

A bed with a patchwork quilt filled one wall, ané Iput her down on it,
quickly stripping off his clothes, his eyes on fae the whole time, a smile
curling his mouth when he registered her soft flush

'It's all right. You'll soon get used to me."

She was glad that he hadn't questioned her; thiaathesimply accepted her
statement at face value. Explanations could coiee. la

She shivered slightly as the bed dipped under lkigliw. He didn't linger

over removing her clothes, and at first she felbamassed at being with
him like this, with full daylight pouring in throdgthe cabin's windows and
playing on their bodies, emphasising all their castis. But when his hands



started to move over her, caressing her, she ftxrgoémbarrassment in the
wave of pleasure that engulfed her.

She clung to him unashamedly, delighting in theemes$s of him against her
body. Her breasts swelled into his hands, her agppght and eager for the
moist heat of his mouth. He sucked them gentlgdimg over the delicate
caress until she was mindless with pleasure, ogenithe touch of his hand
between her thighs as though it was a ritual theg perfected over a
lifetime of intimacies.

'Love me, Natasha... Love me.’

He groaned the words against her lips, kissingnhter a fierce passion that
made her body surge achingly against the heatsdiidmd.

She wanted him. She wanted him so much that it Bhe told him as much,
barely aware of what she was saying or doing asnstved frantically
against him, responding to an age-old instinct tmatned through her
tormented flesh. He moved, positioning himself ew her thighs, his
mouth hot against her skin as his body surged aghers.

Fear quickened momentarily inside her, dying bén#s swift upsurge of
pleasure her body felt in its physical contact vk

She felt him inside her and her body shook with j¢g moved powerfully
and strongly, and her senses quickened.

The sudden sharp spear of pain that caught hewjues she abandoned the
last of her original fear made her cry out and ¢ermit Jay soothed her,
smoothing her hair back off her hot face, kissimg $oft skin of her throat
and shoulder, letting her body accustom itselfita before covering her
mouth with his and kissing her so deeply and irggnihat her body eagerly
met the rhythmic force of his, as its movementscimad the deliberate
penetration of her mouth by the honeyed thrusti®fdngue.

Sensation after sensation arched through her,singuheed driving her on
until she shook with the force of it, and Jay Ib& grimly held control,
taking her down with him into the fierce maelstrofrdelight.



When the tiny ripples of pleasure started to expltdough her body, she
cried out in surprised delight, her eyes openireg, ireath catching on a
gasp as she saw the look of fierce pleasure is.Jay’

You're mine," he told her fiercely. 'Mine! Mineabsha.'

His control splintered, his body cresting the fipainacle of pleasure and
taking hers with it. She felt his lips moving gerdigainst her skin as she fell
into an exhausted sleep.

When she woke up it was dark. She was lying bertbatluilt, and at first
she couldn't remember where she was. When shslidpoked anxiously
for Jay.

He was crouching in front of the hearth in whichhaal just lit a fire. As
though aware without speaking that she was awakkdked over to her, a
sombre look darkening his eyes.

He got up and came over to her, taking her harhnisin
'‘Can you ever forgive me?'
Tears filled her eyes.

Many, many times she had wished to see this hypiiliit now that she was,
she hated it...

'l could have told you the truth, made you listen..

'If there is a God up there he must surely have lgegding my steps,’ Jay
said sombrely. 'l acted for all the wrong reasdfatrying you out bf anger
and bitterness, hating and resenting you, and yéiaidn't married you ... if
I'd simply let you go... What on earth made Grarmpst?' he demanded
savagely. 'Whywhydid he leave you half the ranch? Why did he mhké t
will? Was it because he didn't trust me? Did her @&y anything to you
about it?'

Natasha shook her head.



'‘Nothing other than that he wanted you to marry arodiuce sons.' She had
her own thoughts on Tip's will, but she pluckedhat quilt before voicing
them. '1 don't know your grandfather as well as gol) Jay, but he always
struck me as a shrewd, purposeful man. Not a mancetld ever be guided
by sentimentality. I... | think he did it delibeghy... a sort of matchmaking.
You know, leaving me half the ranch, knowing thdtHave to come out
here to see it. That stipulation about the twind abhout staying for six
months. He knew how desperately | wanted a familythink he was
throwing us together deliberately, and hoping grapinquity would do the
rest. He'd probably forgotten all about pretendhmg he and | were lovers,
because he knew it wasn't true.’

Jay grimaced.

'It's a lovely thought, but without wanting to hydur feelings, my darling,
Gramps wanted me to marry right enough, and hemvzas than capable of
pulling a trick like this to achieve it. But he h&dh his mind that he wanted
me to marry money...' Jay made a gesture of disgbstneone with a
similar background—he never forgot what had hapgetee Nat.' He
frowned as Natasha started laughing.

'What is it?"

It took her several minutes to calm down long eiota explain to him
about her own background and the money that ha@ ¢omer on the sale of
the farm.

Jay was so quiet that for a few minutes she fedinatl she had said
something wrong, that she had made a mistake afteand that he didn't
love her.

'l could kill Gramps for this," he said quietlylast. 'When | think what I've
put you through ...

'l could have told you the truth, proved it evesuppose | wanted you to see
it for yourself...'



'‘And | suspect | probably did. You appeared toHeeabsolute antithesis of
everything | wanted in a woman, and yet | still wahead and fell in love
with you ... | told myself it was just sex, but ey&éme you looked at me you
made me ache.’

'‘And that'snot just sex?' Natasha teased.

‘Lady,’ Jay told her forcefully, 'the way it is viyou and me could never be
described as "just sex". However, it's plain totha there just ain't no way
you're going to believe me telling you that, sedkon I'm just going to have
to show you...'

She laughed at his exaggerated cattleman's dratwhdy laughter stopped
abruptly as he took her in his arms and kissedwlidr a raw hunger that
shocked and excited her.

He moved so that his body leaned into hers, makamgware of the arousal
quickening his body.

'l hope you realise that I'm doing this for Grarhgsy told her when he
could bring himself to release her mouth long emotogspeak to her.

While he spoke, his thumb touched the swollen &d#of her lips, and she
felt the fierce slam of his heart against his rdsshe saw her physical
reaction to his touch.

'‘Gramps?' she managed to articulate tormentedlat\Wearth had what he
was doing to her to do with his grandfather?

‘That great-grandson he wanted,' Jay murmurednbigth just a whisper
from hers. 'Something tells me that it's not goiagbe long before we
provide him with one.’

* % %

It wasn't! Twelve months after they were marrieay dnd Natasha stood
side by side, watching as Rosalie and Cherry eadudpy held a
christening-robe-wrapped infant.



'You never told me twins ran in your-family," Jagnamented to her, as
Natasha kept a motherly eye on her new sons.

The fear she had once felt, the dread of revedlargfeelings to him was
long gone. With a grin she turned to look at himg eeminded him dulcetly,
'‘As | remember it, you never gave me time.'

'What are you two laughing at?' Cherry demandebgsiy, experimentally
juggling her white-wrapped bundle on her arm. 'Othon't suppose you'll
tell us. Grown-ups,' she sighed with pre-teenagee@ance of adults'
strange ways, and went back to her contemplatidgreohew cousin.

When she and Rosalie had said they would like Mate&smarry their uncle
and have a baby, they had only meant one! But #i# twins weren't too
bad, and it was nice to be part of a proper farggin.

'Rosalie, you are not to hold him like that!" sheolded her
ten-minutes-younger sister virtuously. 'Look, yoavé to hold him like
this!'

'How about a little holiday, once we've got thes® tchristened?' Jay
suggested, watching them.

They hadn't had a break since their marriage, asad¥a looked at him
expectantly. 'Could you really get away? But wheoald we go?'

'‘Somewhere where the weather doesn't matter..v¥@llared my home,
Natasha, but | don't know anything about yourbolight we'd take a trip to
England. Call it a delayed wedding present if ybu..

He broke off to gather his wife into his arms, shgker gently as he saw
the tears in her eyes.

She still looked a little frail from the twins' b, and his heart turned over
with love for her. She meant the world to him, dpiset, beautiful wife, and
he didn't think he would ever forget how nearlyhael lost her.

'Well, what do you say?' he asked, masking his em®tvith a smile.



'l say that | don't care where we go, as longraswith you.'
‘Umm ... Well in that case, | know this real nieglsided shack...'
They both laughed.

‘No, thanks. | don't want another pair of thosdaeayyet, thanks. I'm sure it
had something to do with the water...'

'Uh huh, that's what caused it, is it?"

'Oh, come on, Rosalie," Cherry told her sistemgding. 'They're going to
get all soppy again.’



