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“No man came to my door
to sweep me off my feet.”

“I did.” His thumb brushed her chin, forcing her gaze to
him. The sadness in her eyes shamed him. He’d disliked
her, he’d forgotten her, he’d tried to avoid her in town
for years and married her for convenience’s sake, but
the truth was, his heart felt as new as dawn’s first light
whenever he looked at her.

“You didn’t sweep me off my feet, Nick. You offered me
an arrangement.”

“Sure, I was trying to get my laundry done free, so I
proposed.”

“And I was trying to get a man to feed and shelter me.”

“And don’t forget clothe you. I did include new dresses
in the marriage deal.”

Tenderly. That's how he spoke to her. Gently, that’s how
he held her hand. She couldn’t begin to say how much
that meant to her....
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Chapter One

Cero o

Montana Territory, 1881

The high Montana prairie spread out like forever in
all directions, broken only by small knolls and glens
and the miles of fences. The land was bright green
and new, for spring had come to the plains, and the
sun was brilliant and warm. Mariah Scott swiped the
afternoon’s grit from her face with her sleeve and
gave her slow-moving ox a snap of the reins.

““Git up,”’” she ordered, but the animal didn’t move
one bit faster. Maybe there was no getting around the
fact that she’d been swindled at the auction last week
when she’d purchased the ox. Clearly a mistake she
was sorely regretting.

And to add insult to injury, the beast had to slow
down on the road right in the middle of Nick Gray’s
fields. Of all the places on the earth to linger, this
wasn’t the one she would choose.

She’d been in love with him once, a foolish young
girl embroidering pillowcases for her hope chest.
Some things were not to be, and it had been a hard
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lesson. It had been long ago now, but thinking of Nick
Gray could still make her heart ache for what could
never be.

“Nick is sure to be looking for a wife now that
he’s widowed,”” Rayna Ludgrin had predicted at Sun-
day dinner. ‘“What with two little ones without a
mother to care for them.”

It’s not likely to be me. Mariah smoothed her
gloved hand over her second best dress—thin from
years of wearing—and knew how much she’d
changed. She was no longer young and faintly pretty,
and now, whenever a man looked at her, he saw a
practical hardworking woman.

No doubt that’s what Nick Gray saw, too.

Enough dallying, Mariah. She had no time to waste
on thoughts of that man. She had clean laundry to
deliver and wouldn’t get paid until she did. Mariah
touched the thick leather reins on the ox’s rump and
bit back a curse when the animal locked his legs and
the wagon groaned to a stop in the middle of the
rutted road.

““Git up,”’ she repeated.

The stubborn beast planted his hooves more firmly.

Exasperated, Mariah smacked him again, this time
firmly enough to make a sound, but it wasn’t hard
enough to do any good. ‘‘If I could afford to sell you,
then I would. You are a bad boy.”

The gentle giant lifted his head, apparently uncon-
cerned, and took advantage of the scant wind cooling
his warm coat.

‘I bought you because you were cheap, and that
was my biggest mistake.”” Frustrated, she climbed
down from the high seat. Her shoes hit the ground
and dust clouded the air. Coughing, she tugged an
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apple out of her pocket. ‘‘Here’s your bribe. Now will
you pull my wagon?”’

The big ox glanced at her through narrowed eyes,
as if he were considering her offer.

““Even though I can’t afford it, I could sell you to
the stockyards,”’” she bluffed.

As if he understood perfectly, he took the apple.

That was one problem solved. While the bovine
crunched on the treat, Mariah patted him on the neck.
He was a pretty creature, gleaming reddish-brown in
the sun.

Turning to the wagon, she heard the smallest
sound, sweet in tone like a lark but as heartbreaking
as the wind. So quiet, had she imagined it? No, there
it was again. A tiny sniffling sound like a child crying.

A child? Was one lost out here on the endless
plains? She might be a spinster and never a mother,
but she knew the dangers to a child alone on the prai-
rie.

This time the sound was a muffled sob. Definitely
someone small and in need of help. It had to be com-
ing from the empty field next to the road. Unbroken
new grass waved tall and proud and so thick, Mariah
couldn’t see anything but an ocean of green. There
was no sign that a child—or anything else—was
nearby.

The ox bellowed and swiveled his ears, lifting his
huge head to gaze far out into the fields.

Maybe that was why the ox had stopped, Mariah
realized. He could have known there was trouble. She
patted him again, deciding maybe he wasn’t beyond
redeeming, and hiked her skirts up to her ankles. Dust
whirled around her as she climbed carefully through
the tricky barbs of the wire fence.
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The crying sounded nearer. Tiny gulps of sobs that
lured Mariah through the thick grasses until she spot-
ted a flash of pink between the green stalks. The last
thing she wanted to do was to frighten the child.
‘““Hello? Are you lost?”’

The stems parted and the flash of pink became a
girl dressed in calico. Her pixie’s face was streaked
with tears. ‘“You ain’t my mama.”’

Poor child, lost and alone. Mariah’s heart melted,
just like that. She dug in her pocket for a bright shiny
apple. ‘‘Are you hungry?”’

The girl’s blond curls brushed her shoulders as she
shook her head.

““You don’t like apples?”’

““I got cookies.”” The child lifted her heavy satchel,
tears trailing through the dust on her cheeks. ‘‘But
I'm savin’ ’em.”’

““‘Looks like you’re packed for a trip.”’

“I’'m goin’ to heaven. That’s where Pa said my
mama went. I’'m gonna go get her.”’

Mariah’s heart cinched tight. Sympathy welled up
in her so fast, she couldn’t speak at first. She didn’t
know what to say to a child who’d lost a mother to
suicide. While she tried to figure that out, she knelt
until she was eye level with the little girl, who looked
so miserable and alone. So helplessly small and pre-
cious. ‘“Your pa has to be awful worried about you.
He wouldn’t want you to go look for your mama.”’

‘““He don’t want me.”” The child leaned close to
whisper, hiccuping on a sob. ‘‘He don’t love me no
more.”’

Sympathy ached like a nail driven deep in her
chest, and Mariah couldn’t resist sweeping a tangled
lock of damp curls from the girl’s cheek. Mariah
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knew what it was like not to be loved, and by all
accounts this child of Nick Gray’s was well treasured.
The dress she wore was finely made without a wrinkle
in it, her shoes dusty but without a single scuff.

Still, she understood how it felt to have a broken
heart.

““That’s my wagon right down there. Do you see
my ox?”’

The girl tilted her head, considering, and nodded
once.

‘“His name is Bad Boy, but he’s really very nice.
If you bribe him with apples.”” Mariah held out her
hand. ‘“Would you like to feed him one?”’

““I gotta find my ma.”

“That’s a long, long way. You’d better come with
me, instead.’’

The girl’s brow wrinkled as she considered. ‘‘I’m
awful tired of walkin’.”’

““‘Good. Your satchel looks heavy. Want me to take
it?”’

“Nope. I can do it.”” She wrapped both hands
around the thick handle and tugged the satchel along
on the ground, over every bump and grass hump.

“I’'m Mariah. I bet your name is Georgie.”’

‘““How do you know?’” She wiped the last of her
tears on her sleeve.

‘I told you. I know your pa.”’

While Georgie apparently thought about that, she
gave her bag another tug. ‘‘I’m awful thirsty. Do you
got cider in that wagon?”’

‘I have water. Will that do?”’

“Yep.”

Mariah slowed her pace, waiting for Georgie. A
chill snaked down her spine. It was suddenly so quiet.



12 High Plains Wife

No birds were singing. The prairie lay deathly still.
Not even the wind blew. Bad Boy was fidgeting in
his traces, a sure sign of trouble. With the height of
the grass, a wild animal, even a wolf, could be stalk-
ing them and Mariah might not see the danger in time.

She stepped closer to the child. It would be best to
get Georgie into the wagon as soon as possible. There
was a loaded Winchester beneath the seat, and she
knew how to use it if she had to.

““‘Let me carry that, Georgie. The faster we get to
the wagon, the sooner we can get you a drink of—"’

There was a streak of brown in the field ahead. In
an instant it was gone and the green grass stood tall
and motionless, as if it had never been disturbed.

Mariah knew better. It wasn’t a wolf, but a coyote,
and they always hunted in packs. She shivered, aware
of the cold prickle in her bones. They didn’t want
her. It was the small child they’d scented.

She pulled Georgie to her skirts. Contented coyotes
were one thing, but hungry packs roamed these prai-
ries that were settling up fast.

She had to get Georgie out of this field. She swung
the girl onto her hip and held her tight, walking as
fast as she dared. Her skirts snapped with her stride
and the sound of her breathing rang loud.

The coyotes emerged soundlessly in a perfect cir-
cle, cutting off her escape. There were a dozen of
them, crouched, teeth bared, ready to attack in unison.

She skidded to a stop. What was she to do? Hunger
gleamed in their eyes and she recognized an eerie
determination. They didn’t intend to back down.

Well, neither did she.

““‘Shoo!”” She snapped the hem of her apron at the
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coyote directly in front of her. You could never tell,
maybe that would frighten him off.

Maybe not.

The leader of the pack didn’t flinch or lower his
gaze. He was hungry, she could see that in the ridge
of bones showing through his matted coat. He crept
closer, and the pack followed his lead, closing the
circle. Trouble. Fear spilled like ice water into Ma-
riah’s blood.

She had to act fast.

““You leave us alone!”” She snatched an apple from
her pocket and threw.

The apple hit the leader between the eyes. He
dropped to the ground and shook his head.

Good thing she had more apples. She grabbed an-
other and lobbed it at a second coyote. It struck him
in the shoulder and knocked him to the ground.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a streak of
brown. Georgie screamed the same moment Mariah
felt teeth clamp at her nape. A heavy weight settled
on her back and threatened to drag her down. How
dare that coyote! Mariah whirled around, beating him
in the nose with her fist until he slid from her back,
taking her chignon with him. Her hair tumbled into
her face. There were so many of them. How could
she fight them all?

Georgie screamed again. The leader was on his feet
and leaping, lunging for the little girl’s throat.

Mariah tossed her last apple. The coyote howled at
the impact. In pain, he slunk into the grass. Already
the rest of the pack was backing away.

A gunshot echoed across the field, and Mariah
swung around to see mounted men emerging over the
grassy knoll, their guns raised.
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She’d never seen a more welcome sight. Relief left
her weak as the coyotes dispersed into the grasses,
disappearing as if they had never been.

““Pa!”’ Georgie screamed as she slid from Mariah’s
arms and waded through the grass toward one of the
approaching riders. ‘‘Pa!”’

With his dark Stetson hiding his face, Nick Gray
bent to scoop the little girl into his arms. She held
him fiercely, clinging to his wide shoulders. He
looked stronger than ever, holding his child.

Mariah couldn’t hear his words, only the mumble
of his voice, distant and low and soothing. She tore
her gaze from him, fighting to ignore the hitch of
longing deep inside. The sharp twinge of emotion
shamed her.

She was too old to pine after some man she didn’t
even like. Tucking her hair into some order, she gath-
ered her skirts and turned her back on Nick before he
recognized her. The last thing on this earth she
wanted to do was to have to talk to him.

Riders galloped past her, searching out the fleeing
coyotes.

““‘Are you all right, ma’am?’’ one of them asked.

““Fine.”” She didn’t look at him as she trudged
through the thick grasses.

Georgie was safe and in her father’s strong arms.
There was no reason for her to stay, or for Nicholas
Gray to say a single word to her. She was running
late, and she had deliveries to make. She had no time
for small talk.

““Ma’am! Wait up.”” A deep, captivating male
voice rumbled across the prairie.

Nick’s voice.

LX)
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She cringed. So, he still hadn’t recognized her, had
he? She walked faster.

‘“Ma’am, you’re bleeding.”’

“I’m fine.”’

Hooves clipped behind her, vibrating the earth.
““You don’t look fine. I saw that coyote jump you,
and I feared the worst. He scratched you up pretty
bad. Your dress is torn.”’

So, he still hadn’t recognized her, had he? She kept
her back to him and refused to comment. Maybe if
she ignored him, he would go away.

But no, Nick reined his gelding to a stop in front
of her. The big brute was blocking her path, and she
wasn’t referring to the horse. The years had drawn
lines in his face and wariness into his eyes as blue as
a Montana sky, but no amount of time had changed
his attitude.

The brim of his hat shaded his face, but she could
see the strong square of his jaw quirk as if he were
surprised. ‘‘Mariah Scott. I might have known it was
you. Not many women in this county can take on a
pack of hungry coyotes and win.”’

Not many women, huh? She ought to be used to
that attitude. As if, because she’d never married and
her youth had begun to fade, her feelings had gone,
too. It hurt.

Good thing she had a thick skin. She lifted her chin
and circled around his horse so she could continue on
her way.

““Aw, ¢’mon, now.”” Hooves clomped on the hard
earth behind her. ‘‘T only meant you have the fortitude
to scare off any rascal. Can’t you accept a man’s
thanks?”’

““‘Sure, when a man thanks me.”’
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‘“Mariah, I didn’t mean it that way. I’'m grateful to
you.”’

“Fine. You’re welcome.”” Don’t look at him.
Looking at him would make her forgive him—just a
little bit. There was no way she wanted to own up to
the smallest feeling for Nick...unless it was a com-
fortable dislike.

She grabbed hold of the fence, careful of the barbed
metal hooks.

He halted his horse beside her. ‘“You’re angry with
me.”’

She wasn’t angry, but she could never explain it.
She’d do best to ignore him, and that’s exactly what
she intended to do. Let Nick Gray think she was an-
gry, what would it matter? He may be looking for a
wife, but she was smart enough to know he’d never
consider her.

‘“’Bye, apple lady!”’ Georgie called across the
field.

““‘Goodbye.”” Mariah waved at the little girl cling-
ing to her uncle’s arms. Somewhere along the way
Nick must have handed off his daughter to his
brother.

Georgie’s fingers waved in response over her un-
cle’s shoulder, so sweet Mariah felt her cold heart
warm. At least the child was safe.

As for Georgie’s father, Mariah refused to ac-
knowledge him as she slipped through the fence as
fast as she could. Her hem caught in a wire, and she
stumbled, but at least she was on the other side.

A safe distance from the man on his horse, sitting
so tall and proud he touched the sky.

““I was glad it was you, Mariah. That you were the
one riding along at the right time.”’

LX)
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‘“Me, too.”’

She stumbled onto the rutted road, dust kicking up
at her quick step. With every step she took, she could
feel Nick’s gaze on her, bold as a touch. Why was he
even speaking to her? She blinked fast to keep her
eyes from blurring. Walked faster to get away from
him.

She reached the wagon and pulled herself up. Was
he still watching her? She turned her head just enough
to see him at the edge of her vision, astride that black
horse of his, one arm crossed jauntily on the saddle
horn, the other at his hip.

He looked invincible. As if nothing could ever
scare him. Or diminish the confidence he radiated like
a midsummer’s sun.

She would give anything to possess his courage.
Maybe then she’d be able to look him straight in the
eye, but she tumbled onto the wagon seat. She heard
the gate hinges creak. It would be better to leave and
leave fast before the shaking deep in her stomach ra-
diated through the rest of her.

There was no way she was going to let Nick Gray
see how frightened she was. Why were her hands
shaking like that? She took a deep breath. The worse
part was over, wasn’t it? The coyotes were gone. The
child was safe.

Except Mariah could still feel the hot breath on her
neck and the weight of the coyote on her back. One
rein slipped through her fingers. She scrambled after
it, dropping onto her knees.

““Mariah?”’ Nick’s horse halted at the side of her
wagon. His shadow fell across her. ‘‘Are you okay?’’

““I told you, I'm fine.”” She had to be. What choice
did she have? She wasn’t Georgie—she couldn’t lean
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into Nick’s arms and find comfort. She had no com-
fort anywhere in her life. The last thing she intended
to do was to admit it. ‘“Where did that blasted rein
go?”’

‘““Here. It’s on the ground.”” Nick leaned forward
in his saddle, leather creaking with his movements,
and reached for the thick strap.

His big, sun-browned fingers snatched it, the move-
ment masculine and commanding, and she hated no-
ticing it. Noticing him.

He straightened, looking her up and down with his
steel-blue eyes. No emotion flickered in their depths.
““You’re in no shape to drive. Maybe you ought to
rest a spell. Let me take you up to the house.”’

“‘Sitting here isn’t going to get my laundry deliv-
ered.”” Pretending that his concern didn’t matter, she
snatched the leather strap from his gloved fingers.
““You go back to Georgie and keep her safe this
time.”’

““Still as prickly as ever, aren’t you, Mariah?’’ His
jaw tightened. ‘‘Fine. Have it your way. Sure you’'re
all right?”’

““Positive.”” She snapped the reins. ‘‘Goodbye, Mr.
Gray.”

To his credit, Bad Boy moved forward, leaving
Nick in a wake of dust. She glanced over her shoulder
and saw the outline of him through the chalky
cloud—Iean and wide, all man.

She couldn’t help longing just a little. It mortified
her to think that she still hid a yearning for him after
ten long years. Time had changed her, drawn lines on
her face and given her a shield around her heart. But
inside she was still that young woman who wanted to
believe in love. In possibilities. Who dared to wish
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that the handsome, dashing Nick Gray would fall in
love with her.

But he would choose another.

It doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past. She tried to
be sensible. She was no daydreaming child, so why
did she feel the same as she had so long ago? Because
when Nick looked at her, he probably saw what
everyone else did. A cold, hard-hearted woman who’d
never been courted.

Not once.

Bad Boy drifted to a halt in the middle of the road
and she didn’t have the strength to scold him. She
reached under the seat and found the gunnysack by
feel.

““Mariah.”” A broad warm hand lighted on her
shoulder.

She jumped. An apple shot from her grip and rolled
across the wagon floor. Why couldn’t he just leave
her be?

Nick’s shadow fell across her, towering between
her and the sun. ‘“That was a real fight you put up.
You have the right to be shaken up.”’

““Me? Those coyotes didn’t want me. They wanted
your daughter.”’

““I know, Mariah, and like I said, I’'m obliged to
you.”’

““You should have been watching her. You left her
alone and she wasn’t safe. Georgie could have been
killed.”” She realized his hand was still on her shoul-
der, hot and comforting, and she shrugged away,
breaking the connection. ‘‘“What kind of father are
you?”’

““‘One who isn’t going to let that happen again.”
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“‘See that you don’t.”” She snapped the reins again,
and this time Bad Boy moved, slow and stubborn.

“Your ox could use some training.”” Nick rode past
her to take the animal by the yoke and speed up his
gait. “‘I’d be happy to work with him. Don’t know
what else to offer you for rescuing Georgie like that.”’

‘I don’t want anything from you. That isn’t why I
helped your little girl. Anyone passing by would have
done the same.”’

“‘Either way, you still need help with this ox.”’

““That’s none of your concern.”’

““So, you don’t want my help. That’s nothing
new.”” Bad Boy slowed down and Nick gave a hard
tug on the yoke. ‘“The trouble with you, Miss Scott,
is that the rumors are true.”’

Rumors? What rumors? Fury rolled through her,
hot and fierce. See what came from trying to have a
civil conversation with the man? Nick was bold and
overbearing and couldn’t mind his own concern if she
paid him to. ‘‘Let go of my ox.”

“I’'m trying to thank you for saving my daughter’s
life, and you won’t accept it.”’

“‘I’m not uncharitable. I simply do not require any
assistance.”” It hurt her that he still thought so little
of her.

Her chin shot up and she sent Bad Boy into a lope.
Dust rose up to sting her eyes and the bouncing
wagon rattled her bones, but it felt good to leave Nick
Gray behind in the dust where he belonged.

She refused to feel sorry for her harsh words. Or
for losing her temper. Nick had a real life, and he had
children of his own to love.

She had no life at all, just her laundry business and
a house that echoed with loneliness.
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When she looked over her shoulder, he was still in
the middle of the road, watching her, the dust settling
around him like mist.

The trouble with you, Miss Scott, is that the rumors
are true. Nick believed that and so did nearly every-
one in the entire county. Oh, she could probably fig-
ure out what people thought. She was strong and iron-
willed and prickly...and far too independent for any
man to show any interest in her. Well, that was true
enough. She didn’t need any man. She was getting
along just fine. She had her own business, her own
home and her own ox and wagon.

You should have let Nick help you, Mariah. She
closed her eyes briefly against the glare of the sun
and certainly not because of the stinging sensation
behind her lids. Nothing good would have come from
letting Nick Gray train the ox. Not one thing.

She had to be practical. Had to accept the kind of
woman she was. She was meant to be alone. Not
everyone had a heart that could love.

So it couldn’t be her heart that was hurting as she
turned the wagon toward the Dayton ranch, late for
her next delivery.
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Holding his gelding steady, Nick watched Mariah
disappear in a trail of dust. That woman could get his
dander up like no other, that was for sure. Not even
his late wife could get him het up so fast as the Spin-
ster Scott could. Maybe he didn’t like independent-
minded women, but what other woman would have
battled coyotes to protect his little girl without want-
ing so much as a thank-you?

Hell, it would have been civil of her to accept his
gratitude. She could have taken him up on his offer
to train her young ox. But, no, not Mariah.

He swept off his hat in exasperation and raked his
fingers through his hot, sweaty hair. The air felt good,
almost as good as the relief of knowing his little girl
was safe and sound and in his brother’s care.

The wind warmed him, but that wasn’t enough to
stop his shivering. The image of hungry coyotes cir-
cling Georgie and Mariah chilled him to the meat of
his bones.

““Darn lucky she came along when she did,”” his
brother Will commented as he handed Georgie over.
““‘No other woman in the county could do what she
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did. Miss Mariah Scott is tougher than a bad-tempered
grizzly. Even those danged coyotes know it.”’

““So they say.”” Grim, Nick cuddled his little girl
to his chest. What would have happened to her alone
in this field? He was damn glad he’d come along
when he did. Glad his son had run to him, telling of
Georgie’s escape.

Best thing to do would be to head home and give
Georgie that serious talking-to she needed, but there
was Mariah’s wagon, tiny in the distance. He could
still barely make it out, a small brown dot rolling
along the expansive prairie. As he watched, her ve-
hicle dipped down a rise and out of sight.

Mariah Scott. He hadn’t cause to think of her in a
long while. But he thought of her now.

““Pa, I want down. That lady said I could go with
her and her ox.”

“I’'m here now and so I'll give you a ride on my
horse.”

““But you don’t love me.”” Georgie’s sob rattled
through her. ‘‘My mama does.”’

A well-honed blade could not cut his heart this
deep. Nick grimaced. He held his daughter with more
gentleness. Searched for words that would explain
this fierce jumble of pain inside him. And failed.

He didn’t have the words. He didn’t need to ask
Georgie where she’d been heading. This wasn’t the
first time she’d done this, running off in search of her
mother gone and buried.

Poor Georgie. Lida’s death had hurt her the most
of all. He pressed a kiss against the crown of her
sunbonnet, willing to do anything to take away her
grief. ‘I love you, baby.”’

She sighed deeply, feeling frail and ready to break.
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Such a little girl, and not even his comfort seemed to
help her. Georgie’s arms wrapped tight around his
neck. “‘Is heaven long gone and far away?”’

“Very far away. Not even my horse can get us
there. If T could, I’d take you to see your ma. It just
can’t be done.”’

Georgie’s arms tightened, her face pressed hard
against his throat. ‘‘Not even an ox can get there?”’

““Nope.”’

Georgie wiped her tears on his collar and said noth-
ing more.

He held her, all sweetness, until the big house came
into view. The orchard’s gnarled black branches
shielded the porch from sight, but he knew his son
was waiting there, too small to be seen from a dis-
tance but keeping careful watch.

Sure enough, there was Joey, darting into the path
between the trees. Worry was stark on his pale face
and his blond locks were waving on the wind.

Nick’s chest punched. Joey had always been a se-
rious boy, with a frown between his brows when he
considered something mightily. But in the three
weeks since Lida’s death, he’d changed.

Their lives had changed.

Joey planted his boots and shook a finger at his
sister. ‘“You can’t go runnin’ off like that. You’re in
big trouble, Georgie.”’

“I am not!”” Her mouth compressed into a tough
line. ““You are.”’

““The both of you, code of silence, right now.”’
Nick knew he sounded too stern and too tired.

He was just wrung out, that was all. He was at the
end of his rope dangling by a fraying thread, and he
had to hang on. His children and this ranch needed
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him. Look at Joey, all twisted up with worry, shiv-
ering in the cool wind. His trousers were wrinkled,
his boots scuffed, his jacket crumpled and hanging
crooked on his shoulders. ‘‘Joey, button up that coat
and go to the house.”

‘“Yes, sir.”” There was a tired look to the boy, as
if Lida’s death had used him up, too.

Nick wanted to curse her for her choice to leave
the children like this. Wanted to hate her. At least
he’d been the one to find her, crumpled in the field
near the small grave where they’d buried her baby
last fall. A baby he knew wasn’t his.

Bitterness filled his craw and he tamped down a
blinding rage he refused to give in to. The woman
was dead. She’d suffered enough in this life, and he’d
torn himself inside out trying to make her happy.

Georgie whimpered against him, bringing him back
to the present, cuddling close. Her hold on his neck
was choking tight.

It hurt, seeing her like this. Hurt worse to hand her
over to his father, who ambled out on the porch, look-
ing frayed and exhausted.

““Glad you found her, son.”” Pop nodded once in
approval, said nothing more as he settled Georgie in
his arms.

She cried, begging for her mama.

Pain twisted in him like a knife. He felt torn and
lost and defeated. So damn defeated. Georgie pushed
at Pop, struggling to get down. Georgie didn’t under-
stand death, and by God, neither did he. He’d never
understand Lida’s actions, so how could he explain
to a child?

Georgie was hurting, and he dismounted, leaving
his horse standing in the cold. Took the porch steps
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in two long strides. Had Georgie clutched against him
by the third, taking her from Pop’s arms and into his
own.

“Pa,”” Georgie wept against his flannel collar.
‘“‘Mama left.”’

‘I know, princess.”” He kissed her brow, and wisps
of her silken hair caught on his whiskered chin. He’d
forgotten to shave again.

Hell, he was forgetting everything. The world was
crumbling into bits around his boots. None of it
seemed to matter as he cradled his daughter to his
chest, holding her as gingerly as when she’d been
newborn.

There was nothing but the sound of her broken sobs
and the echo of his heels on the parlor floor. The
scrape of the rocker as he eased into the chair. The
squeak of a spring. And the feel of heartbreak.

He held Georgie tight and rocked her until there
was only silence.

Will emerged from the shadowed depths of the
barn. ‘‘How’s Georgie?”’

““‘Asleep.”” Nick yanked on the stall door. It didn’t
give, the damn thing. The hinge was sprung, leaving
the wood door jammed into the frame. He kicked it
hard, and wood scraped against wood, freeing the
door, but not his frustration.

He could still feel Georgie curled against his chest,
sobbing so hard her little body shook.

He hurt for her. Would take every grief, every an-
guish, every bit of pain from her if he could. The door
crashed against the wall. The loud crack startled the
mare in the stall. She whinnied and sidestepped, her
head lifting high in alarm.
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That’s it, Nick. Scare the horse while you’'re at it.
He pushed aside all thoughts of Georgie, but not his
troubles. The feel of her sobs stayed with him as he
reached for the mare’s bridle, speaking low.

He was in trouble. Up a creek without a paddle at
the mouth of a waterfall. He was wise enough to
know the plunge would be swift and lethal. He wasn’t
on the boat alone. His children were with him.

Will plopped a saddle on the nearby four-by-four.
““You look troubled, big brother.”’

“‘Real sharp of you to notice.”” Nick kept his voice
gruff, because it kept the young man in line. ‘‘Got
enough ammunition in that pack of yours?”’

“I’'m packed and waitin’ for you.”” Cocky, Will
tipped his hat. ‘“You know what you need?”’

““A clean blanket. Fetch me one, will you?’’ Nick
slid the brush over the mare’s withers in a few quick
swipes. Her tail swished side to side, calmer now, but
he couldn’t say the same.

Something had to change. One thing was for sure,
he couldn’t last another week like this. Neither could
the children.

““Know what you need, big brother?”’

““A foreman that does more work than talking?’’

“‘Funny. What you need to solve all your problems
is another wife.”” Will tossed the blanket.

““A wife, huh?”’ Nick caught it and smoothed the
length of wool into place. ‘‘Just goes to show what
you know. A wife doesn’t solve troubles. She’s the
source of em.”’

““A little bitter, huh?’” Will hoisted the saddle eas-
ily onto the mare’s back. ‘‘Matrimony isn’t supposed
to be bliss, from what I hear. Torture or not, it is
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something you’re gonna have to do sooner or later,
so why wait?”’

Nick hated it when his brother was right. Jaw
clenched tight, he unhooked the stirrup from the sad-
dle horn, letting it swing into place. He’d be the first
to admit life had been damn near impossible with
Lida, but without her...

““Pa?’ Joey ambled into sight with his Stetson
crooked, jacket still open, shirt half untucked. He
looked uncertain and small and...nine years old. Hell,
he was a boy missing his mother.

Leaving Will to cinch the saddle, Nick came down
on one knee. ‘“What is it, cowboy?”’

““‘Georgie’s sleepin’. I'm gonna make sure she
doesn’t run off again.”” So serious, as if he had the
weight of the world on his shoulders.

Nick put his hand there, on the slim curve of his
son’s shoulder. One day Joey would be a good man,
strong and hardworking and upstanding. The man he
would be was easy to see in the boy, his chin set fierce
and determined.

Nick’s chest ached. He wanted life to be better for
his son. ‘“You’re a good brother, but your grandfather
is responsible for watching Georgie. You want to
come riding with us?”’

““‘Grandpop falls asleep sometimes.”” Joey bit his
bottom lip with indecision. He glanced over his shoul-
der at the house. ‘‘I’d best stay and watch over them
both, I reckon.”’

There’d been a time when the boy never turned
down the chance to ride his horse on the range. An-
other thing Lida had stolen from him.

What am I going to do about Joey? Nick had no
answer as he watched the boy amble back to the
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house, his boots dragging in the dirt. Would a new
wife make a difference? A woman to lift the burden
from Joey’s shoulders?

A housekeeper couldn’t do it. It would merely be
a job to her, and one day she’d leave for a better
opportunity.

No, his children deserved more than that. Needed
more than that. They deserved stability and commit-
ment. A woman who would always be there for them.

Joey disappeared from sight. The door slammed be-
hind him, the smack of wood on wood carrying on
the wind, sounding lonely and final and accusing. The
image of Mariah Scott, holding Georgie in her arms,
flashed into Nick’s thoughts.

Nope. Forget it. If he had his way, there would
never be another woman in his life. Ever.

Will handed over the reins. ‘‘Children need a
mother to grow up happy.”’

““You’re an expert?”’

““Not from personal experience, but I am a keen
observer.”’

“Of pretty women, maybe.”” Nick gathered the
reins and shot his foot into the stirrup.

““A pretty woman is one of life’s necessities. An-
other is a wife who can cook. We can’t keep eating
our brother’s cooking. Dakota is likely to kill us with
that slop he calls food.”

“Mount up. We’ve got cattle to check on. Save
your great wisdom for someone who needs it.”’

““If anyone needs wisdom, it’s you, big brother.”’

“I’'m wise enough to know I shouldn’t listen to
you.”’ Nick eased into the saddle. ‘‘Are you comin’?’”’

Leather creaked as Will mounted up. ‘‘Know what
you ought to do? Go to the fund-raiser they’ve got
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tonight for the town school. There’ll be plenty of
women there. Maybe one of them wouldn’t mind get-
ting married to an ugly cuss like you.”

Nick decided to let that one pass without comment.
He didn’t feel like trading jests.

““Don’t say no right off, not until you think it
through.”” Will bent in his saddle to unlatch the gate.
*“The dance tonight will give you the chance to see
what your options are. You could even dance with
the lady of your choice. If she lowers her standards.”’

Nick nosed his mare through the gate and waited
with the wind knifing through his jacket while Will
hooked the latch.

Go to the dance? Look over the marriageable
women like horses lined up at an auction? That didn’t
sit right. He had no interest in taking any woman to
wife.

Except his children were what mattered, what
counted.

The high plains rolled from horizon to horizon and
gave no answers.

A wife? He had to consider it. Maybe he would go
to the dance tonight. Look at his options. See what
could be. Marrying this time would be different. He
was older. No one expected a man his age and with
children needing a mother to marry for love.

A marriage of convenience. Isn’t that what he and
Lida had anyway? They’d lived in the same house
and each did their work. Then fell into separate beds
at night.

Troubled, he rubbed his chest. The spot behind his
breastbone kept growing tighter and tighter. He didn’t
want a wife, but Lord knew he needed one.

His children needed a mother.
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“Your angel food cakes smells like heaven,”” Rayna
Ludgrin praised as she set her big wicker basket on
the kitchen table. ‘“Why, it’s as perfect as could be.
You’ll put us all to shame at the supper tonight.”’

Mariah blushed. She didn’t like praise, but she
could see her friend only meant to be kind. ‘“‘My
cooking can’t beat yours, and you know it. Let me
grab my apron and I'll be ready to go.”

“You aren’t wearing that, are you?”’

Did she detect a note of criticism? Mariah lifted a
laundered and folded apron from the shelf. ‘‘It’s my
Sunday best. I figured it would be good enough.”’

““‘Good enough, why, yes.”” Rayna didn’t even have
the grace to look guilty. ‘‘Surely black isn’t the best
color for tonight. This is a supper and a dance, Ma-
riah. Men will be there.”’

““‘Good for them.”” Mariah slipped the glass cover
over her best pedestal cake plate and lifted it into
Rayna’s basket. ‘‘I’ve volunteered to help in the
kitchen tonight, so black is a sensible color. What are
you up to, anyway?”’

‘““Not one thing. You might want to wear your
beige calico. Quite fetching on you.”’

‘I see where this is going.”” Mariah’s face heated.
“You’re wasting your breath. The bachelors in this
town are too young for me.”’

“Not Nick Gray. In our day, I thought you two
were going to be quite the couple.”

‘“Nothing came of it then, and I'm not about to
change my dress just to please the likes of Mr. Gray.”’

‘““What a shame.”” Rayna snapped the lid shut on
her basket. “‘A lot of women in this town don’t think
the way you do. They’ll be all gussied up in their
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finest, praying for the handsome widower to ask them
to dance.”

““Then he’ll not miss me.”” Mariah kept her chin
high, refusing to let even the slightest regret into her
voice. She didn’t need Nick Gray. Not to dance with.
Not to marry.

Maybe if she told herself that enough times, she
would believe it. Then—maybe—it wouldn’t hurt so
much.

Rayna hummed as she stacked molasses cookies
from the cooling racks onto a plate. Her gold wedding
ring caught the late afternoon light. Rayna would
never understand. She was happily married and a
mother of three sons.

What did she know about rejection? About watch-
ing the man you secretly loved marry someone pretty
and vivacious? About spending every night alone in
the same house for years, wishing another man would
come along. Wishing for just one man to love her,
despite her faults.

Mariah grabbed the oven mitts and swung open the
oven door. The aroma of chicken potpie made her
mouth water. The crusts were golden, the gravy bub-
bling through the little flowers she’d cut into the
dough. Dry heat blazed across her face as she knelt
to rescue the pans.

““Nick will need a wife who can cook.”

‘“Plenty of women can cook. One thing Mr. Gray
won’t be doing is asking me to cook for him.”” It
didn’t matter that he would find himself another
young and pretty woman. Truly, it didn’t bother her
one bit.

““Nick was sweet on you years ago.”’
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‘“He isn’t now.”” Remembering Nick’s look of dis-
dain today on the road, her face flushed again.

All right, so maybe that did hurt—but just the ti-
niest bit. What she needed to be was practical. Earlier
today she had seen it as plain as daylight on his
face—she’d grown too hard and too sharp. Over time,
her cold heart had grown colder. She hated that, and
hated that it showed so much.

Laden with the heavy basket, Rayna lingered at the
back door. ‘‘A man never forgets his first love.”’

““We were not in love.”’

Rayna frowned. ‘‘Maybe not, but only because
your father wouldn’t allow him to court you.”’

““Nick didn’t try hard enough.”” Bitterness still
ached in her breast, and she turned away. The years
of loneliness settled in a hard lump in her throat, mak-
ing it hard to breathe and harder to talk, so she opened
the pantry door and pretended to be very busy.

It was a good thing she loved her volunteer work.
Her cherished spot on the Ladies’ Aid had given her
great satisfaction. She didn’t need a husband to be
happy. Why, look at her kitchen. Not a speck of mud
or a man’s grimy boots in a messy pile on her hand-
polished floor. See? Her life was in perfect order, just
the way she wanted it.

And if her conscience bit at the lie she told herself,
she ignored it.

““Oh, speak of the devil.”” Rayna’s tone held
delight. “*‘Some man is driving up in his fine fringed-
top surrey. A man by the name of Mr. Gray.”

““Stop teasing me and grab the basket I have by
the door, would you? I’ve packed extra dish towels.”’
As the vice president of the Ladies’ Aid, Mariah took
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pride in her experience serving and washing. ‘‘Surely,
there will be a lot of dishes to wash—"’

A rattle of a harness in the yard echoed through
her kitchen. That couldn’t be. Surely Nick Gray
wasn’t in her driveway...

He was. Her breath caught as a matching team of
sleek bays pranced into sight. They stopped, looking
as graceful as a waltz, their long black manes flick-
ering in the wind. The sunlight gleamed on their
bronze coats and the new surrey behind them, where
Nick Gray held thick leather straps between leather-
gloved fingers. He was real and not a daydream,
right? Mariah blinked, and sure enough he was still
sitting there.

Why was he here? Suddenly her black dress was
too plain, her hair too sensible, her shoes too scuffed.
But he was as fine-looking as ever. His black Stetson
framed his dark eyes and matched his finely tailored
black suit. He looked so masculine and dashing, he
made every part of her tingle. She hated her reaction
to him.

““Good evening, Mrs. Ludgrin. Mariah.”” He
climbed handily from the high seat to the ground,
every movement deliberate and predatory and some-
how breathtaking. He moved with confidence, making
it clear he’d come for a purpose.

To talk to her? She couldn’t imagine why. She no-
ticed Nick’s brother Will in the second seat of the
buggy, his arm slung over the back of the seat,
dressed up as well. Were they going to the supper and
dance tonight?

Rayna’s smile was all-knowing as she hurried
down the porch, lugging both baskets. Leaving Ma-
riah alone to face Nick.
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That wasn’t fair.

Nick stepped aside on the walkway, all gentleman.
““Can I get those for you, Rayna?”’

““Don’t you mind about me. Looks as though you
two need time to talk.’”” Rayna glanced over her
shoulder at Mariah and winked. ‘‘Good luck.”

Good luck? Mariah watched her friend hurry off to
her parked buggy. Alone with Nick? Twice in one
day? The longing within her ached. It took all her
willpower not to march back into her house and lock
the door. Was it too late to pretend she wasn’t home?

He swept off his hat. ‘“You’re dressed up real nice.
Suppose you’re serving at the supper.”’

“I am.”

““‘Seeing you today got me to thinking.”” He stared
down at his hat. Dark shocks of his hair tumbled over
his brow, hiding his eyes. He looked troubled. Con-
templative. “‘I'm sorry for the way I treated you on
the road today.”’

““I need to apologize, too. I was frightened from
the coyotes.”

““Yeah, well...”” He looked flustered, picking at the
stitching on his hat brim. “‘I’'m awful grateful to you
for protecting Georgie. ‘Thank you’ seems awfully
small sentiment for what you’ve done.”’

“It’s more than enough.”

As their gazes locked, Mariah’s breath caught. The
longing in her chest crescendoed until it was all she
could feel. Why was he here? He’d already thanked
her at the time. Why make a trip out of his way to
do it again?

He raked one hand unsteadily through his thick
locks, leaving them deliciously tousled. Confident
Nick Gray looked remarkably uneasy.
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And why was that? He’d apologized. Why wasn’t
he leaving?

He rubbed his thumb across the Stetson’s brim,
brushing at an invisible spot. ‘‘Like I said, I kept
thinking about seeing you today.”’

“You did?”’

““‘Sure. Couldn’t help it. You were on my mind all
afternoon.”” He lifted one big shoulder in a shrug.

He thought of her all afternoon? Her? Mariah
Scott? The notorious town spinster? Her heart started
to race. He wasn’t about to ask her to the dance, was
he?

He can’t be. Shock left her speechless. Maybe he
was. Why else would he be standing here, hat in
hand? As unbelievable as it was, Nicholas Gray had
come to ask her to accompany him tonight to the
supper and dance.

He rubbed the back of his neck with his free hand.
‘I got to thinking, with me widowed and you alone.”’

“Yes?”’

“‘I know there’s Mrs. Gunderson, but she’s at the
other end of town, and after what you did today, I'd
like to give you the business.”’

““W-what?’ She couldn’t have heard him correctly.
What did business have to do with the supper and
dance?

““My laundry.”” He held out one steely arm to point
toward the buggy.

Then she saw the baskets of clothes on the floor-
boards behind the front seat. Nick hadn’t come to ask
her to the dance. ‘“You’ve come to hire me?”’

““Sure, if you can handle it. I know you’ve got a
booming business going.”’

Of course. He wanted her to do his laundry. What
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did she think? That he would actually want her after
all these years? Mariah leaned against the threshold,
suddenly weak. She somehow managed to take one
breath after another.

Nick went on, unaware of the blow he’d dealt.
““You turned down my offer to train your ox, and so
I thought you might appreciate more business.”’

““You thought?’’ It was amazing the thoughts—or
lack of them—that went on in men’s heads.

““‘I was just trying to be nice, Mariah. I should have
known you wouldn’t want my business. No hard feel-
ings. Hope you have a real good evening.”’

“Wait, [—"> A thousand different emotions warred
for words, but she didn’t give in to the anger or the
hurt.

What was the point? Times were hard, and she
could lower her pride. Making a living was important,
and she would always be a spinster. No doubt about
that. It looked as though nothing could change it.

She straightened her spine, stood on her own two
feet and approached the porch rail. “‘I charge more
than Mrs. Gunderson, but I iron and she doesn’t. I'll
put you on Monday afternoon delivery. Will that be
all right?”’

‘““No complaints.”” He appeared relieved. ‘‘That
settles it, then. Good evening to you.”” His smile was
as slow and smooth as pure maple sugar.

Desire swept over her as she watched him go. The
polish on his surrey reflecting a soft purple hue in the
light of the setting sun.

She’d always held a softness for Nick. She couldn’t
deny it. It would be hard watching him tonight as he
danced with other women. Younger women. Prettier
women. Harder still to do his laundry and deliver it
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punctually every week, while he courted and married
a more suitable bride.

She tucked away her disappointment and hurried
inside. The pies were cool enough to pack into her
last basket. The Ladies’ Aid was waiting. She had
important work to do and didn’t have the time for
wasting on thoughts of Nick Gray. Or her regrets.



Chapter Three
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¢ ‘You blew it, brother,”” Will commented from the
back seat. ‘‘I didn’t think I’d live to see the day when
the perfect son, Nicholas Gray, would make a mistake
of this magnitude.”’

““You think I should have went with Mrs. Gunder-
son?’’ Try as he might, Nick would never understand
his younger brother. He gave the reins a snap when
the horses slowed on the busy main street.

“It isn’t about the laundry, man. The woman
thought you were going to ask her to the dance.”’

““Mariah? Don’t be ridiculous.”” Mariah was a
practical woman. Sensible. She wasn’t given to ro-
mantic foolishness, and he knew that from firsthand
experience. ‘‘Mariah wouldn’t have me if I begged
her.”

“I wouldn’t be so danged sure. You didn’t see the
big, bright moon eyes she was giving you?”’

All he’d noticed was the way she’d been standoff-
ish, leaning against the door, more beautiful than the
day they’d met. ‘‘Moon eyes? Mariah?’’ The sky had
a better chance of falling to earth.

“I'm telling the God’s truth.”’
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““Is that so? Then why hasn’t a lightning bolt struck
the back seat of my buggy?”’

“It isn’t gonna. I mean it. You were bumbling
around saying things like ‘I kept thinking about you’
and ‘You look pretty.” What was she bound to
think?”’

Maybe Will did have a point. But this was Mariah
they were talking about. ‘‘She wants to be a spinster.
She tells anyone who asks.”’

““When a man tells a woman that he’s been think-
ing about her and shows up at her place right before
the big town happenings, she expects an invitation to
the dance. Heck, brother, you even had me thinking
you were gonna ask her.”’

The reins slipped between Nick’s fingers. No. How
could it be? Mariah hadn’t wanted him ten years ago,
at least her father hadn’t. In the years that passed, she
hadn’t so much as given him a polite greeting in pub-
lic. She’d just march past him on the street as if he
didn’t exist. As if he were dead and buried to her.

No, Will couldn’t be right.

The schoolhouse came into sight, so he reined in
the horses and parked the surrey. Folks were every-
where. His neighbor called out a greeting across the
busy crowd. Nick waved back, taking stock.

Looked like the ranchers were gathering in the
shade, smoking and discussing wheat prices. They’d
fallen again. Not good news for the local ranchers.
He set the brake before climbing to the ground.
Headed toward the grounds with his brother in tow.

A pretty young woman cut in front of them, car-
rying a wrapped platter balanced just so, and damned
if Will didn’t look his fill as she sauntered up to the
schoolhouse steps.
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Nick knew trouble when he saw it. ““You behave
yourself with the ladies. No kisses in the moonlight.
I don’t want some angry papa coming after you with
a shotgun.”

““Aw, it ain’t my fault. I sometimes get carried
away by a woman’s beauty and lose all sense. You're
a man. You’ve got to know how that is.”’

Only too well. “‘It’s called willpower. Use it. That’s
my advice.”’

““With that outlook, you’re never going to find a
new wife.”’

Nick ignored the jesting. He was no fool. He wasn’t
going to get trapped into marriage a second time.
He’d keep his male needs under steely control. If he
chose to wed again he’d choose a woman using logic
and not his...

Mariah Scott caught his eye. Could anyone explain
to him why his gaze shot straight to her? There had
to be fifty women milling around, carrying baskets
and platters from their wagons to the schoolhouse.
Why couldn’t he notice one of them? Why didn’t his
gaze stray to their bosoms?

He kept on walking. The other ranchers had gath-
ered near to a keg of homemade ale that smelled like
heaven on the breeze.

‘‘Been waitin’ for you, Gray.”” Al Ludgrin thrust a
foaming tankard in Nick’s direction.

“‘Just what I need.”” No truer words had ever been
spoken. Nodding in greeting to the other ranchers,
young and old, he took a sip and noticed Mariah
again.

She was climbing down from her wagon, dressed
all in black. The high proud curve of her bosom sure
did look fine. Desire stirred in him. No doubt about
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it—she was surely a finely made woman, hard and
tough, true, but soft where it mattered.

Alone, she tethered her ox. Alone, she lifted two
heavy-looking baskets from the floor of her small
wagon. Had she always looked that sad?

He didn’t know, but it was on her face plain
enough for anyone to see. The straight line of her
mouth, down-turned in the corners. The town’s for-
midable spinster wove her way through the crowd of
children playing, a tall and slim shadow touched by
the last rays of the setting sun.

Nick took a long pull from the tankard. The ale
was bracing, just shy of bitter, but not strong enough
to make him forget the troubled feeling churning in
his guts.

Mariah squeezed between the table rows in the
crowded schoolhouse when she saw Rayna Ludgrin
bringing a fresh pot of coffee. Finally! They were
sending in the reinforcements. She was dead on her
feet and could use a few minutes’ break.

“Don’t get too hopeful,”” Rayna told her, speaking
loud to be heard over the merry din. ‘“They need you
to keep serving. Careful, the handle’s hot.”

It sure was. Mariah’s fingers felt seared in spite of
the thick pad as she took possession of the coffeepot.
““We never expected such a good showing.”’

““There isn’t an empty seat,”” Rayna agreed. ‘‘So,
are you going to tell me?”’

“Tell you what?”’

““What Nick Gray had to say to you. I noticed he
hasn’t taken his eyes off you all evening. Does that
mean he asked you to the dance?”’

““Why would he? We’re not even friends.”” Mariah
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tucked that piece of disappointment away and filled
an empty cup of coffee for old Mr. Dayton.

““Then what did he come for?’” Rayna sounded be-
wildered.

They were far from being alone and Mariah wasn’t
about to let anyone overhear her conversation and
make the mistaken assumption that she was mooning
after Nick Gray. ‘‘I’ve taken on his laundry, that’s
what. I didn’t want to do it, considering the man and
how I feel about him, but business is business.”’

‘“Mariah, I didn’t know you still disliked him so
strongly.”” Rayna winced. ‘‘I never would have teased
you about him. I’m sorry.”’

““No apology necessary.”’” Hiding her feelings, Ma-
riah hesitated, not sure what to do, until someone
called her from a nearby table, holding out his empty
cup.

She didn’t blame Rayna. She blamed herself.
Across the crowded room, a group of men were leav-
ing. Probably heading over to the stable yard, where
the dance was to be held, to help themselves to their
stashes of beer and tobacco. Nick was one of those
men, but to her, he always stood out in a crowd.

The last thing she ought to be doing was noticing
that man. What she’d said to Rayna was true. They
were not friends. She couldn’t stand Nicholas Gray.
He was arrogant and domineering and stubborn... She
didn’t want anything to do with him. Really.

And that was the story she intended to stick with.
From this moment on she’d have no other feelings for
Nick than those she had for her other customers. She
would wash and rinse, starch and iron his shirts and
collect her fees. That was it. That was all.

She’d never let one vulnerable feeling in. She re-
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fused to waste one more regret. Father was right, she
did have a cold heart. She might as well use it to her
advantage.

There Nick was, looking at her again. Jerking his
gaze away to listen to his brother. Nick wasn’t sweet
on her. He was probably wondering how much she
planned to charge him for his laundry.

““Thanks for the refill, Miss Mariah.”” Kol Ludgrin
nodded coolly at the brim-full cup, and she stopped
pouring.

Goodness, she’d almost forgotten what she’d been
doing. And look how her gaze crossed the room right
to Nick. Didn’t she have any more willpower than
that? No, because he did look handsome tonight. She
couldn’t deny that Nick was easy on the eyes. A
woman wouldn’t get tired of looking at his face across
her kitchen table. Not in a lifetime.

Not your kitchen table, she reminded herself. She
wasn’t the only female looking in Nick’s direction.

Folks were finishing their desserts and leaving the
tables. Children clamored through the aisles, mothers
scolding, with babes on their hips. Those women had
their duties. And she had hers. She was vice president
of the Ladies’ Aid.

Her duties kept her occupied long after the second
story of the schoolhouse emptied, and she’d spent two
busy hours on the first floor, wiping down the last of
the dishes. There was a dozen women who stayed to
clean up, to take apart the board tables and wash the
floor. Now, this was accomplishing something. Ma-
riah treasured the rare sense of satisfaction as she
packed the last dessert plate into the last basket.

“I’ll help you to the wagon with these,”” she of-



Jillian Hart 45

fered when Rayna bustled up to take the heavy bas-
kets. ‘‘Let me take the bigger one.”’

“What do you plan to do after loading up my
wagon?”’

““Load my own and go home.”” What else? She had
no obligations at the dance. The president of the club
was in charge of that end of the fund-raiser.

““That’s simply not acceptable.”” Rayna tsked, toss-
ing the wadded towel into Mariah’s nearby basket.
Trouble glinted in her narrowed gaze. ‘“You’re com-
ing with us. Betsy, are you ready?”’

““Sure am. I've got rope to hog-tie her with, if
that’s what it takes for Mariah to have some fun.”’
Longtime friend Betsy Hunter snared Mariah by one
hand while Rayna took the other. ‘“We’re all going
to the dance, whether you like it or not.”’

What was wrong with everyone? ‘I don’t dance,
and you both know it.”’

“You don’t have to dance,”” Rayna pointed out,
tugging on Mariah’s arm as they approached the
stairs. ‘“We can listen to the music.”’

“That’s right,”” Betsy concurred far too quickly.
They’d planned this. *‘Old man Dayton brought his
fiddle. It ought to be a real treat.”

““This wouldn’t be about Nick, would it? Please tell
me you two haven’t been scheming. I don’t like the
man.”’

““This is about your duty as the vice president.”’
Betsy released her death grip and held open the wood
door to the cool evening breeze. Faint strains of a
fiddle rose and fell in merry delight.

““No, I'm not going.”” She had no desire to see
Nick swirling other women around the dance floor.
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““I know how you feel about dances, but if you
want a chance to be president in the next elections...”’

O-oh, Betsy knew exactly what bait to use. Mariah
knew she ought to get angry about this blatant use of
manipulation. The truth was she did like old man
Dayton’s music and she did want to be president one
day.

The setting sun’s lights streaked bold purple and
magenta against the sky and made the schoolhouse
windows glow like a dream. Dozens of lamps and
lanterns marched on stakes through the clipped-grass
field, guiding their way, and the music sounded sweet
and merry.

Maybe attending the dance wouldn’t be too bad.
She’d treat herself to a sarsaparilla, listen to a few
toe-tapping songs and then help out, if the refresh-
ment committee needed her. She’d be too busy to
notice a certain man.

The makeshift stage was lit like a Christmas tree.
The call of the fiddle and the twang of a banjo made
it hard to concentrate as she searched for a path
through the crush of people to the refreshment tables.

‘“Excuse me, Mariah,”” a man spoke at her side.

Surprised, her feet felt as if they’d frozen to the
ground. Heart racing, she gazed up at the town gun-
smith.

He held out his hand, but not to her. ‘‘Sorry, but
could you step aside? I was hoping Betsy might honor
me with a dance.”

Betsy blushed. ‘“Why, no, Zeke, I couldn’t—"’

What was a little disappointment? Of course he
hadn’t been about to ask her to dance. What was
wrong with her tonight? Mariah stepped aside. ‘‘Go
on, Betsy. Have fun.”
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“But—"" She hesitated. Zeke took command and
whisked her away.

‘““He’s a good dancer,”” Rayna commented as the
music lifted in harmony and boots tapped on the hard-
packed earth.

‘“Yes, he is,”” Mariah answered blindly. The flaring
skirts on the dance floor all blurred together.

Ridiculous, watching folks dance like this. She
ought to be doing something productive. Something
useful. She turned her back on the merriment, heading
straight for the refreshment table. Surely there was
work for her to do.

There always was.

“You’re not dancing, big brother.”” Will handed
Nick a tin cup of lemonade.

““I didn’t come here to dance. We both know it.”’
The cup was cool in the heat from the crowd, and the
liquid puckered his tongue. It wasn’t as satisfying as
beer, but he needed a clear head right now.

He was on the hunt for a bride. A bride?

He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t pick out a wife,
because every female here in this area was a stranger.
He’d been married for a long time, and he wasn’t a
man with a wandering eye. He’d been faithful to Lida
every minute of their time together. Having another
woman had never crossed his mind.

So, how did he start now? It felt wrong, even with
Lida gone. But his children needed a mother. They
all needed a woman to cook and keep house for them.

So, what did he do? Just pick one? He was at a
loss.

“You look like you’re having troubles, big
brother.”” Will smirked, looking as though he was en-
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joying this. ‘‘There are lots of pretty women in this
town. Lucky for me, I don’t have to settle on one. I
can shop around.”

“That’s what you think. You just wait.”” Nick
wasn’t going to take any ribbing from his more ob-
noxious brother, especially when he wasn’t even wet
behind the ears where love was concerned.

“I’m going to go pick a female right now, but only
for one dance.”” Will polished off his lemonade.
““What you need, Nick, is to get out there and start
dancing. Maybe you’ll find a pretty young thing
you’ll want to keep.”’

Nick swirled the lemonade around in the bottom of
his cup. A pretty young thing? Hardly what he con-
sidered good wife material. He’d had one of those
once, and look how it had turned out.

Bitterness made the lemonade on his tongue curdle.
Nope, he wasn’t going to go near one of those young
marriage-minded women lined up on the other side
of the dance floor, looking at him with hope in their
eyes. Females like that were nothing but trouble. He
wasn’t attracted to them. He didn’t want a real mar-
riage. Those women were looking for love. Every sin-
gle one of them.

Just because a woman had a pretty face didn’t
mean she’d be good to his children.

The song ended, the crowd parted, and he caught
sight of a blond-haired woman behind the refreshment
tables, soft wisps escaped from her tight bun to curl
gently around her face. A heart-shaped face that
would be beautiful if it hadn’t been for the dark
smudges beneath her eyes.

Mariah. She was standing behind the lemonade pail
beside two elderly ladies. All three wore black. Did
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she have to dress like a widow? Sadness pierced him
sharp as a well-honed blade. Mariah had no husband
and no children, unlike the other women her age. The
women dashing after children, or sitting around the
tables off to the side, or holding babies and talking
about whatever it was women spent hours talking
about.

Mariah was dressed in black, serving lemonade.

He couldn’t help remembering the smiling young
girl she’d been, once, when he’d been smitten with
her. When it had hurt like a punch to the jaw to look
at her.

He couldn’t say why he slammed his cup onto the
corral rail and left it there, or why his feet carried him
through the crowd and past the dance area to the ta-
bles beyond. He only knew he was doing the right
thing. He felt it down deep.

As he approached the refreshment table, he over-
heard Widow Collins. ‘‘I hear he’s hunting for a wife.
That’s why that man’s here tonight.”’

““What man?”” Widow White adjusted her specta-
cles.

““That oldest Gray brother.”” Widow Collins tsked.
““Those Grays have always been trouble on two
legs.”

Trouble, huh? Maybe that was a sign. Maybe I
should turn around right now. Before Mariah sees
me.

It was too late. Mariah plunked the tin dipper into
the pail, staring up at him, her gaze surprised beneath
thick lashes. Then amusement curved the soft corners
of her mouth.

Amazing. He’d forgotten her smile. How it could
light her up from the inside and make her as soft
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as an angel. Funny how he’d forgotten that after all
this time.

““Nicholas Gray.”” Mariah sounded as cold as
stone. ‘‘Parched from hunting for a wife? Have some
lemonade.”’

He held up both hands. ‘‘Not looking for lemonade.
But I would like a dance with you.”

““With me?”” The dipper tumbled from her fingers
and clanged against the tin pail. ‘‘Oh, I see. This is
about Georgie, isn’t it? You’re asking me out of a
sense of obligation. The same reason you hired me to
do your laundry.”’

He blinked. What was she saying? What obliga-
tion? *‘I saw you standing here. Noticed you’ve been
working all evening. Thought you might like a spin
on the dance floor. Listen, they’re just starting up a
waltz.”’

Mariah stared at him as if she found him less than
worthy of a single, obligatory waltz. Was asking a
woman to dance always this nerve-racking?

“I don’t approve of this close dancing.”” Widow
Collins shook her head as she rescued the dipper from
the depths of the lemonade bowl. ‘‘It gives young
people all sorts of ideas. And at their age, they have
enough of them. Mr. Dayton promised me there
would be no more than two waltzes the whole night.”’

““‘Scandalous,”” Widow White agreed. ‘‘Mariah, I
highly suggest you wait for a nice schottische. Some-
thing more decent than a waltz.”

Nick could see Mariah wavering. He had to con-
vince her now, before the widows said another word.
‘“‘After all these years, you’re still the prettiest girl
here. Dance with me.”’

““Me? Dance with you?’’ she repeated.

LX)
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‘I dare you to.”” He flashed her that grin, the one
that made the dimples stand out in his cheeks and his
eyes twinkle.

Mariah felt its effect all the way to her toes. She
was a sensible, practical spinster well past the fancies
of youth. She was helpless to say no.

Out of the corner of her eye, Mariah could see the
widows close together, stunned into silence. Beyond
them the colorful women’s dresses swirled in time to
the music. What did she do? She could stay here
where she belonged and not make a fool of herself.
Then she’d watch another woman dance in Nick’s
arms.

This time, she wouldn’t be left out.

He was waiting for her answer, one brow crooked
in question, one hand held out, palm up. His fingers
were broad and strong and warm when she touched
him.

She wasn’t aware of weaving through the tables or
walking toward the stage, where the banjo and fiddle
made music beneath the open sky. She knew only the
weight of his hand in hers and the shivery feeling
drifting through her. As if something wonderful was
about to happen.

As if in a dream, Nick Gray pulled her to him. Not
touching, exactly, but so close she could see the
smooth skin of his shaven jaw and smell the night air
on his shirt.

“Just close your eyes,”” he whispered, his breath
warm against her ear, ‘‘and follow me.”’

She placed her hand on his shoulder, as strong as
steel, and let him whirl her to the sway of the music
beneath the light of the rising moon.



Chapter Four

Cor i

If only this dance would never end.

Mariah closed her eyes, savoring the wonder of it.
With Nick’s hand at her waist, they moved together
as harmoniously as the music. In a sweeping, gentle
rhythm that felt like the heart of a dream. Slow and
steady, and as light as air.

So this is what dancing feels like. Dancing in the
arms of Nicholas Gray. Breathless. Exhilarating. She
was intoxicated with it. The stars overhead were more
brilliant than diamonds. The music from Mr. Dayton’s
fiddle sweeter than any she’d ever heard. And the man
who held her was more captivating than she wanted
to admit.

“You’re as light as the music, Mariah. You're a
good dancer.”’

““You sound surprised. I may be off the shelf, but
I can waltz. T am surprised that you’re not tripping
over your feet. Or my toes.”’

““‘Go ahead and tease me. ’'m man enough to take
it.”’

You are all man. She bit her tongue so the words
wouldn’t accidentally slip out. His shoulder was pure
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iron beneath her fingertips, and just the feel of him
was...masculine. There was no other word to describe
him, staring at his chest, so muscled and solid and...

Down low, her stomach fluttered.

It wasn’t because she was attracted to him, to this
man she hated. Because she did hate him. She really
did. And he disliked her with equal force. He’s simply
doing me a favor, dancing like this, for saving his
child’s life. Remember that.

When this brief dance was over, his duty done, he
would escort her back to the punch table where she
belonged. She couldn’t fault him for that. Then he’d
choose a prettier, younger woman to dance. One he
would court and marry.

That won’t be you, Mariah. Disappointment dug
into her heart, but she refused to think about it. She
stared hard at the button at Nick’s collar. A thread
holding it had frayed, and it could come loose. She’d
have to remember that when she found this shirt in
the next batch of laundry, and sew it on snug and
tight. She always prided herself on doing a thorough
job, the best in town, and never charged extra for the
small touches. Yes, she’d do well to remember that
button.

““That was a mighty fine chicken potpie you made.
Rayna Ludgrin made a point of telling me you’d
cooked it.”’

“I’'m glad you thought so.”’ It figured that he’d talk
about food. See? He wasn’t out to charm her. She
knew that. Then why did it hurt so much?

‘I enjoyed your angel food cake, too. Rayna took
it upon herself to make sure I got a slice. I can’t figure
out why.”” He sounded amused, not on defense.

““‘She’s a busybody who can’t mind her own busi-



54 High Plains Wife

ness, that’s why.”” And a dear friend, Mariah didn’t
add, touched at her friend’s thoughtfulness. Rayna
didn’t understand that Nick Gray wouldn’t want her.
“I'm glad you enjoyed the cake. It’s my mother’s
family recipe. Maybe that would make a fine wedding
gift for your new bride. The one everyone says you’re
here to find.”

“‘Oh, yeah. That’s why I’'m here.”’

He sounded so sad. Mariah’s heart punched with
regret. She should have treated him better, even if she
didn’t like him. He’d lost a wife he loved. ‘‘I’m sorry
for your loss. I never had the chance to tell you.”

The strong shoulder muscles beneath her fingertips
stiffened. He paused, letting the music move between
them for a few short beats, his breath harsh, ruffling
the tendrils at her temple, as if he were in terrible

pain.
She ached for him. Maybe she’d been wrong to
bring it up.

When he spoke, his voice was strained. ‘‘I never
sent a note around for the food you prepared for the
wake. I should have thanked you.”’

““You didn’t need to. I understand. It’s a sad time.”’

He simply nodded in response, his jaw brushing
against her forehead. The fiddle sang sweetly, without
a care in the world, but she could feel his heart, heavy
and hurting. She laid her hand there, in the center of
his chest, on the warm, hard, heat of him and felt the
steady beat of his pulse. So much pain.

How was it that she could feel what was inside
him? She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to watch as
he chose another woman to marry, another woman to
take his name, to live with him, to lie with him warm
in his bed at night, to be loved by him, body and soul.
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Anytime now Nick was going to release her, his
duty done. She was prepared for it. She stared hard
at the button on his collar, the one she intended to
fix. Hardening her heart against the inevitable. She
could see the younger women in the crowd watching
him with hopeful eyes. Which pretty one would he
pick to marry next?

For a second time Nick would pass her by to marry
someone else. Her chest ached something fierce, and
the button began to blur. She wouldn’t think about
that. She’d concentrate on that button. Remember to
look for this shirt in the next batch of his laundry—

He pulled her to his chest, tucking her beneath his
chin, against his heart. She settled against him as if
she were made to fit right there, her forehead nestling
perfectly against the column of his throat. Oh, my.
Everything within her stilled—her pulse, her blood,
her thoughts. All she knew was the scent of Nick’s
warm skin and the heat of his solid male body against
hers. The music, the night, her anger at him, faded
into nothing.

Being held by him was sheer heaven. Made her
lighter than any soap bubble drifting on a summer’s
breeze. Made her heart feel bigger than the wide
spread of the night sky overhead. She closed her eyes,
breathing in the solidness of him, the incredible feel
of his arms banded around her, of his body’s heat, of
the masculine way he was made....

“Is this all right?”” His voice was a warm puff
against her ear, making her tingle, shudder all the way
to the soles of her feet.

All right? It was heaven. She nodded, closing her
eyes, snuggling against him. Oh, to relax against the
hard, wonderful plane of his chest. She breathed in
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the warm manly scent of his skin, letting him move
her to the music, shuffling more than sweeping. His
hand at her waist pressed her harder against him, as
if he felt this, too, this yearning, this need to be closer.
His free hand curled around the back of her neck,
cradling her head against him. So tender...

He’s not going to choose you, Mariah. So don’t
even begin to start hoping.

But holding him this close, feeling him so thrill-
ingly male and comfortingly solid, made her ache.
Ache for something she’d wanted since she was a
schoolgirl. She wanted love. She wanted passion. She
wanted to look into a man’s eyes and see the depths
of his love for her, tender and endless and true. To
know that she, Mariah Scott—afraid, lonely, and so
deeply flawed—could be loved. Accepted.

Cherished.

You’re too cold-hearted for love, and you know it.
Pa had told her this all her life. And it was true. She
was too much like her mother for a man to ever find
something to love in her. She was useful, a hard
worker, good at cooking and cleaning, and she ran a
fine laundry business. The best in town, in her opin-
ion. She prided herself in that. In her accomplish-
ments. She didn’t need a man to make her feel good
about herself.

But being held like this was so wonderful. Nick
shifted, bringing his cheek to rest against the side of
her head. It was tender and snug, and heat gathered
low in her stomach. A strong liquid want, heavy and
demanding, made her lean into him. Her softness to
his hardness. She wished she could be held like this
forever. By this man, the one she’d loved all her life.
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She would never be good enough to be loved
by him.

““You’ve been on your own a long time.”” He spoke
low, so only she could hear him. ‘““‘How long since
your father’s passing?’’

“‘Five, almost six years.”’

““You’ve been alone all that time.”’

Alone. That’s what she was, and she ached with it.
She closed her eyes, sinking against Nick’s chest. He
wouldn’t understand. He wasn’t lonely, he had a lot
of family, and his own children.

““I know now that life with your father was hard.
Maybe painful. I should have seen that. I should have
understood.”” His hand at the base of her skull moved
in slow easy caresses.

Mariah shivered from the pleasure all the way to
the soles of her feet. ‘‘It wasn’t your fault. I wanted
to blame you, but I couldn’t. Lida was pretty and
warm and loving.”’

““‘She was my children’s mother and I won’t say a
bad word about her, but I regretted what I did. Telling
you I wanted to court you and then marrying someone
else.”’

““You fell in love.”’

His hand stilled. ‘“Your father told me that you
changed your mind that day.”’

““I didn’t change my mind.”” She could clearly re-
member sitting at her bedroom window, ready for him
to come calling, wearing the new dress she’d worked
so hard to afford and had sewn during the late hours
when her daily work was finally done. Fidgeting with
anticipation, nervous, checking the mirror at least a
dozen times to make sure her hair was all right be-
cause of the wind through the window.
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Her first beau. Her young heart had sung with hap-
piness. Other girls in school had boyfriends to take
them driving on Sunday afternoons. She’d listened to
their tales with such yearning. Now it was happening
to her! Trembling, she leaned far out the open win-
dow, straining to see as far as she could around the
bend in the road.

Was he late? Had he forgotten? He’d asked her in
school that Friday; a whole day had passed and he
could have forgotten.... No, wait. That was a small
dust cloud rising on the rolling prairie, then suddenly
a horse-drawn surrey appeared around the corner, the
matched pintos trotting handsomely.

He’d come! The most handsome boy in school had
come for her. She’d flown from the window, checked
the mirror one last time to tuck an unruly gold curl
beneath her poke bonnet and torn down the stairs.

Just in time to watch her father send Nick away.
Dust flew in his wake, a big brown cloud obscuring
him. When it faded, the dust settling back to the
ground, he was gone.

He hadn’t wanted her then. Nor had any man
wanted to court her since. She refused to be sad about
it. She was a grown woman, she didn’t need anyone.
Really.

““I have regrets,”” she admitted quietly. Wishing
with all her heart that she could go back in time and
change the parts of her that had brought her so much
unhappiness. Wishing she could have been different.
More loving. More...something. She didn’t even
know what it was. She just wanted to be loved. Was
that too much to ask?

““I regret how I treated you. I was young. I made

LX)
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mistakes. I still wind up making a few now and
then.”

“Just a few?”’

His chuckle rolled through her, starting in him and
lashing through her like a wave against the shore,
moving her when she didn’t want to be moved.

This hurt too much, being in his arms. To think of
the past. The one that had brought her here, alone,
dancing not because she was wanted but because Nick
Gray felt obligated to. It hurt that she wasn’t like
those other women, so soft and pretty and young. The
best part of her life felt over, and she hadn’t lived it.

Despair made her feet heavy, as heavy as her bro-
ken dreams. There would be no family for her, no
children running to clutch her skirts calling ‘‘Ma,
look!”” Because there was nothing about her that any-
one—especially a man as fine as Nick Gray—could
love.

She broke away from his embrace. She had her
pride left, and she refused to lose that, too. It took all
her courage to meet his gaze, so he wouldn’t know
how she felt. ““Thank you for the dance. Consider
your debt paid in full. I’ve got to go—"’

““No.”” Nick’s hand caught her wrist, stopping her.
So tall he stood, his face set. ‘“The dance isn’t over.”’

““It is for me.”’

“You’re not in charge here, Mariah.”

““There you go, thinking because you’re a man that
you’re in charge and [’

‘“‘But you gave your word.”’” He took her other hand
and settled it on his wide shoulder, his touch firm. “‘I
don’t think you want half the town to witness that the
formidable Spinster Scott breaks promises right and
left.””
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““‘Oh, I'm sure everyone will understand my reluc-
tance to dance with a man like you.”’

“Hmm? That so?”’ His hand settled into place at
her waist. ‘‘I’'m disreputable?’’

““Of the worst kind. You overheard the widows
talking about you.’’

““‘Seems to me that your reputation could stand
some tarnishing, so come here.”’

She gasped, startled when he hauled her tight
against him, into the snug shelter of his arms, where
she could press her forehead to the hollow of his
throat. She couldn’t stop herself. Not one thing in her
life had ever felt this good. This safe. This...right.

His hand curled around her nape, cradling her to
him. A steady rhythm began to beat quietly in her
blood, then picked up speed. I'm in big trouble. Any
more of this and he will know how I really feel about
him. Everyone in this room would know. Because
they would see it on her face. See the love she hid
deep in her heart for this strong man she’d never
stopped wanting. Even if he’d broken her heart by
marrying another.

The fiddle sang the last tender note of the waltz
and the dancers fell away from one another, applause
rising in the night. The stars twinkled, laughter and
chatter rose, and Nick Gray’s hand at her waist re-
mained, a steady pressure that did not fade.

His heart raced beneath her hand, beating faster and
faster. She gazed up into his eyes, so dark, so full of
stormy emotions she couldn’t begin to name, but still
she felt the loneliness inside him that went all the way
to his soul. Amazing, that she could feel that in him.
Maybe because loneliness beat so strong within her.
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She didn’t know, but it hurt like a broken bone,
healed and mended and throbbing in the winter.

Why did she have to feel this for him? Hands trem-
bling, she broke away from him as the next song
started, a lively schottische that had partners scurry-
ing. Dancers were bumping against her skirts, because
she was standing stock-still in the center of the dance
area.

She wasn’t doing anything but stepping out of the
arms of the man she’d always yearned for. Away
from the man who could still turn her inside out with
only a look.

More than anything she wanted Nick’s love. His
real love. The kind her friends whispered about in
those chaotic moments before the club meeting was
called to order, with secret smiles of understanding
about what went on between a wife and her man.

But the crowd of young women, all of marriageable
ages and as pretty as could be, were waiting patiently
for Nick to finish his obligatory dance with the town
spinster. She couldn’t compete, she knew it. So she
tucked away her hopes right along with her disap-
pointment and walked away.

‘‘Hey, wait. Mariah—"" His voice rang low, easily
drowned out by the music and stomping feet of the
dancers, so it was easy to pretend she couldn’t hear
him.

She walked past the pretty young women with hope
sparkling in their eyes, pushed past the refreshment
table where the widows stared at her in tight-lipped
disapproval and out into the quiet of the schoolyard,
dark and silent and empty.

Only then did she let the tears burn her eyes. De-
spair settled around her. She was alone. She had to
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face it. Just like her father had told her. No man was
going to come courting her. Not now. Not ever.

She hated that the mean old cuss was still right,
after all these years. Instead of heading back to the
dance, to see which of the young women Nick had
chosen to dance with, she headed toward the school-
house. Surely there was still some work there needing
to be done.

Glad to be alone, Nick shook out the match,
dropped it into the dirt at the side of the road and
covered it with his boot.

The sweet, rich cigar smoke calmed him, and he
dragged deep. He couldn’t get Mariah out of his
mind. The independent-minded, aggravating spinster
who looked as prickly as a roll of barbed wire had
melted against him like warm butter, fitting against
him the way a woman was meant to. All curves and
softness and heat.

This is a marriage of convenience, you want. Re-
member that, man. How Mariah felt in his arms didn’t
matter. That wasn’t the issue.

His children were.

He dragged deep, blew out a long ribbon of smoke.
The air was thick with the fresh, earthy scent of new
grass growing and heavy with the sound of night in-
sects and the birds that hunted them. He was looking
true north, toward his property a few miles out.

Home. He warmed from head to toe, his worries
melting away, thinking of his little ones tucked in for
the night. His father would have put Georgie down
first, after an hour of protests, requests for a drink of
water and a lullaby. He pictured her snuggled beneath
the thick comforter, covers pulled to her chin, her hair
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curled all around her face like an angel. So sweet. His
heart hurt just thinking of her.

And fear hit him in the chest like the business end
of a sledgehammer. He could have lost her today.
Could have been at her wake, instead of a dance to-
night.... Damn it. He couldn’t stand it if something
happened to her, or to his son...all it took was re-
membering the responsibility heavy on the boy’s nar-
row shoulders to make Nick get off his butt and face
what he had to do.

A wife might mean a lifetime of misery for him,
but it meant security and happiness for his children.
Don’t let those women scare you, Gray. You're the
man. You’re the boss. Pick one and be done with it.

Aw, jeez. Not one of those young women—ifresh-
faced and immature—was what he was looking for.
What he needed was a sensible, practical wife who
understood that marriage was a legal agreement with
separation of labours and knew that the job was
tough. He needed a woman who would work hard and
take good care of his kids. Someone who would leave
his heart in his chest where it belonged and not shred-
ded on the ground at her feet. Who on earth could fill
those shoes?

A shadowed movement from the back door of the
schoolhouse caught his attention. Mariah Scott, her
basket slung industriously over one arm, was leaving.
Backlit by the flaming torches set up to light the
dance area, she was easy to pick out against the
crowd, even in silhouette. Her purposeful stride was
unlike any other woman’s—not swaying and seduc-
tive, not dainty and airy, but no-nonsense. With every
snap of her skirt, with every step she took, Mariah
Scott meant business.
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She marched past a gaggle of younger women, who
huddled together talking near the bonfire. The mo-
ment she turned her back to the women as she swiftly
marched down the worn path to the road, one of the
young women mimicked her. They all burst out
laughing.

Nick’s chest tightened. Good thing he wasn’t in-
terested in one of those women. They were cruel, no
matter how soft and feminine they looked. It was too
dark to see Mariah’s face, but he knew she’d been
hurt. Her shoulders stiffened. He could see it. Just as
he could feel the pride holding her up as she kept
walking, without missing a beat. As if laughter was
not lifting on the wind behind her, drowning out the
first sweet strains of a new waltz.

She breezed past where he huddled on the shad-
owed bank, the row of parked buggies and wagons
hiding him from her sight. He couldn’t help noticing
that while her shoes were patched, they were polished
and serviceable. Just like the woman. Practical Ma-
riah. She was hardworking and wore black like a
widow, already given up on life.

He wanted to keep hating her, but how could he?
She’d been as tied to her father’s cruel demands as
he’d been to the mistake he’d made with young Lida
Brown. They’d both been trapped in unhappy lives.
He knew the pain and the sting of the regrets that
came with it.

He could make her life better. And his children’s.
With one simple question.

He climbed to his feet, dragging deep on his cigar.
Maybe the rich smoke would give him the courage
he needed as he made his way down the rode. ‘‘Hey,
Mariah.”
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““Nick.”” Startled, she dropped her basket in her
wagon bed, stiffening like a porcupine ready to strike.
““What are you doing out here? Or have you found
your bride all ready?”’

‘I found her. Least ways, I hope so.”’

““‘Oh, why that was certainly quick.”” Her voice
came as sharp as the crack of the tailgate as she
slammed it shut. ‘‘Let me be the first to offer my
congratulations.”’

Her voice sounded strained. Hurt? That didn’t
sound at all like Mariah. ‘““Don’t go congratulating
me yet. [ haven’t gotten around to ask her.”’

“Why not?”’

‘“‘Because she’s one of those do-gooder, busybody
types. Always doing for some event or another. Like
this fund-raiser tonight.”’

““‘Oh, then I must know her.”” She turned her back
on him and hiked her skirts up to march into the tall
grassy field. ““You must mean Betsy. She’s a good
friend of mine. Truly, she’ll make a good mother to
your children. She’s kind and I—"’

Was her voice wobbling a little? Nick snatched the
picket rope before she could grab it and yanked hard
on the lead to bring the young ox to heel. “‘It’s not
Betsy I intend to marry. It’s you.”’

‘“Me?’ She froze in midstride, her skirts tumbling
from her hands, and the air from her lungs.

He kept walking, leaving her behind. As he hitched
the animal to her wagon, he stole a couple glances at
her standing there, frozen as a statue, washed in
patches of silvered moonlight. She was a beautiful
woman with a gently sloping nose, the high delicate
cut of cheekbone, the soft full mouth, and he knew,
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blue eyes so bright they could make the sky look pale
by comparison.

His heart thumped in his chest, simply from look-
ing at her. Still some of the boy in the man, he sup-
posed. The boy in love for the first time—after all the
bitterness of marriage, the heart didn’t forget. But it
was not his heart that saw the woman now.

No, it was the man appreciating her soft, full
bosom. He’d never quite noticed how pleasantly she
was proportioned. A narrow waist, not too tiny, but
just right. How well his hand had fit there when
they’d danced. Her skin as soft as warmed silk. Her
hair fragrant with lilacs and soft against his shaven
jaw. How small she’d felt against his chest.

““I told you, your obligation is over and done. Got
that?”’ She marched right up to him, skirts flaring,
and yanked the reins out of his hands.

“Yep, I heard you loud and clear, ma’am.”” He
took her elbow, since he knew she’d refuse a hand
up, and helped her into the wagon.

“I don’t need your help or your pity, Mr. Gray.”’

“‘Pity? Mariah, I was being sincere.”

““Sincerely charitable, I suppose. Good evening.”’
Her chin shot up, all fight, all pride. The fierce spin-
ster to the core as she snapped the reins hard enough
to startle the ox into forward motion, jerking the
wagon swiftly away from him.

But not before he caught the sparkle of tears in her
eyes.

Aw, jeez. He’d hurt her. He stood there a long
while, watching her wagon disappear into the dark-
ness. What did he do now?

Mariah felt her way up the porch in the dark. The
night felt so quiet as she stood there in the shadows,



Jillian Hart 67

hesitating to turn the key in the lock because she
didn’t want to go inside. There was no one waiting
for her. No husband to welcome her, no children run-
ning in their nightshirts who’d missed her all evening
long.

Regrets. Why did she feel things so keenly tonight?
She wished she could push them aside, but they re-
mained, a heavy sharp blade in her breastbone. Did
it have to be so darn quiet here? The door hinges
squeaked like chalk on a board and her shoes tapped
as loud as a war drum on the wood floor she’d pol-
ished only yesterday. The emptiness echoed around
her and did not fade when she hurried to light a
nearby lamp. The faint glow of the flame on the wick
only illuminated the truth of her life—rooms in per-
fect order, not a speck of dust in sight, but without
anyone to fill them.

Just her. It didn’t seem enough. Not tonight. Not
after dancing in Nick’s arms. Not after what he’d said
to her.

Marry him? She couldn’t marry him. He didn’t like
her. She didn’t like him. He’d proposed to her out of
pity, for heaven’s sake. Pity. As if she were a sad,
lonely old spinster in need of charity.

Angry, she dumped her reticule on the hallway ta-
ble. There was her reflection staring right back at her,
the face of a woman no man could love. Or so Pa
had told her, and told her often. And as time passed
and she went from schoolgirl to spinster, she’d come
to believe it.

Nick couldn’t have meant his proposal. She was
old, and getting older by the minute. The dim light
accentuated every wrinkle and imperfection on her
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no-longer-youthful face. Not that she was ancient, it
was just that life had a way of marking a person, like
rings in a tree. Sadness had marked hers, and she
hated seeing it there. Had to wonder if Nick had seen
it, too.

Oh, stop thinking about that man! She shrugged
out of her shawl, hung it with a curse on the wall peg
and made it all the way to the kitchen before she
realized she’d forgotten her basket in the back of the
wagon. What was wrong with her tonight? Even
standing in the dark of her kitchen, surrounded by the
sounds of emptiness and the wind scraping the lilac
branches against the siding, she couldn’t seem to
make her mind stop reeling her back in time to the
sensation of waltzing in Nick’s strong arms.

It’s not Betsy I intend to marry. It’s you, he’d said
in that deep dark voice of his, as intriguing as a
rogue’s, making her shiver from the roots of her hair
to the tips of her toes. He couldn’t mean it. She didn’t
know why he’d even asked, and maybe he didn’t,
either. He had to have proposed knowing she would
reject him. Right?

Breathing in, she could remember Nick’s scent and
feel the warmth of his shirt against her cheek, the
security of his strong arms holding her. A part of her
would always yearn after him, as she had when she
was young, watching him marry another woman.
And, as the years crept by, offering congratulations
on the birth of his children. Watching from her fa-
ther’s kitchen window as his family surrey swept by
on the way to town, with Lida at his side.

Pain filled her, at the loneliness of her own life. It
wasn’t better being alone. She didn’t care how right
her father was. If she could pray for any one thing
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and have it granted, no holds barred, then it would be
to have a heart that could love. A heart that wasn’t
cold and used up, like a hunk of winter’s ice. One
that bloomed like the wild prairie roses, and no harsh
winter or dry summer could stop their stubborn
blooms.

But she was her mother’s daughter. Ice to the core.
Good for only one thing—hard work. At least she did
that well.

Taking solace where she could, Mariah crossed the
dark kitchen, petticoats swishing in the silence. She
felt proud of how hard she’d worked tonight. Her con-
tribution made a difference. They’d raised more than
half the money they needed for the school addition.
See? Her life had meaning enough. The children of
this town would have new desks and plenty of room
so they could become better educated, and a new
heater to keep them warm through the winter.

She found the match tin by feel and snapped open
the lid. The curtains were open, giving a view of her
backyard and orchard, and a glimpse at her neighbor’s
house. Lights blinked on in their windows like bea-
cons in the night, drawing Mariah’s gaze. Their cur-
tains were open, too, and she caught sight of the
Bryants, returning from the dance, no doubt. Mrs.
Bryant balanced her year-old son on her hip, while
herding her other two small children through the front
room toward the bedrooms in back.

It was just a slice of their lives Mariah could see
through that window, but how warm it looked. How
cozy. Mr. Bryant came into view and laid a gentle
hand on his wife’s shoulder. She gazed up at him with
a smile. How happy they looked, man and wife. There
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was love there, a kind Mariah knew nothing about.
She closed her eyes and turned away.

No, she belonged here. In the house she grew up
in. In the house where she’d cared for her father until
his death. It was hers now. And she would live out
her days here, not troubled by the demands of chil-
dren and a husband and by her own inadequacies.

No, she was happy here—alone—and she was con-
tent with that. Mariah snapped the curtains shut
against the night and other people’s bliss.

She vowed not to think of Nick again. And she
didn’t. Not when she fetched the basket from the
wagon and unloaded her dishes. Not when she pre-
pared for bed. Not even once, in her dreams that
night, or any of the nights that followed.



Chapter Five

Cor i

¢ ‘Mariah!” Rayna Ludgrin’s knock echoed
through the warm house the next Monday morning
and was followed by the squeak of the hinges. ‘‘Ma-
riah! Are you in here? I'm a little early, I know. Some
of your dishcloths got mixed up with mine. I’d best
return them while I’'m here, or I'll forget all about
it.”’

““‘Good thing, because I have some of yours.”” Ma-
riah sprinkled water on the collar of Nick’s blue mus-
lin work shirt. ‘“How much did the dance bring in?”’

““We topped last year’s in donations.”” Rayna bus-
tled through the door like a whirl of gaiety and
dropped a neat pile of a dozen dishcloths on the
crowded table. ‘‘Oh, you look busy. Your business is
growing.”’

“It’s improving.”” Mariah had told no one, not
even her closest friend, how hard it had been making
ends meet. ‘‘Have you heard from Betsy? She was
dancing with the gunsmith when I left.”

‘““Betsy ought to be here in a few minutes. She’d
never miss our weekly tea time. Speaking of Friday
night’s event, what about you? I saw you waltzing in
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Nick Gray’s arms.”” Rayna helped herself to the tea
water simmering on the stove. ‘‘It was the talk of the
dance.”’

‘“‘Hardly. It was one waltz.”’

““Yes, but did you see the way he looked at you?”’

““I did happen to notice. That’s why I’ve vowed
never to speak to him again.”’

““‘Mariah! If you keep this up, you’ll never marry.’’

““Marry? What does that have to do with Nick
Gray? Oh, sure, you mean his act of pity. He danced
with me out of his conceited, self-centered sense of
obligation.”” She blinked hard and stabbed the point
of the iron into the seam of the muslin’s narrow col-
lar. “‘So, he must have chosen a wife by now. Those
children of his need a woman’s care. Who’s the lucky
bride?”’

““I have no idea— Wait, I hear Betsy. Why, Betsy,
good morning.”’

Mariah’s hands stilled for a shocked moment. What
was wrong with Rayna? Why was she avoiding the
subject of Nick Gray?

“‘Good morning, or, well, a few minutes to noon.”’
She waltzed in, looking happy as a lark in a pretty
blue calico dress with a matching bonnet, balancing
a pink bakery box in her gloved hands. ‘‘Guess what?
Zeke asked me to go driving with him on Sunday.”

‘““He’s a good man, Betsy. I’'m glad for you.”” Ma-
riah set the iron in its stand. Maybe this romance
would work out for Betsy, but what about Nick Gray?

He’d proposed to someone else.

Pain pierced like an arrow into Mariah’s chest,
making it hard to breathe. She couldn’t let her feel-
ings show. Keeping her chin high, she turned the shirt
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on the edge of the board, smoothing the fabric until
it was perfect.

There. Another shirt done. She folded it precisely
and laid it on the stack of others.

It’s all right. You didn’t expect he really wanted to
marry you. But that didn’t stop her heart from break-
ing or the disappointment from welling up like a gey-
ser. She hadn’t realized how much she wished Nick’s
proposal had been a real one.

Blinking hard, she set the iron aside, her work done
for now. She had a few hours to spend with her
friends. This afternoon she had more garments to iron
and deliveries to make.

Nick Gray’s choice of bride was not her concern.

It was just as well. She was content with her life.
Look at all she’d accomplished. Rayna was right—
her laundry business was beginning to flourish. The
fund-raiser had been a success. She had friends, her
own house, and her independence. What more did a
women heed?

““A good man.”” Rayna waggled her brows as she
gathered china from the corner hutch. ‘‘Betsy, did you
hear what Mariah said? He’s a good man, she said of
the gunsmith. What did you mean by that?”’

Mariah blushed as she snatched the stack of plates
from Rayna. ‘‘Just what I said. Zeke is a good pros-
pect for a husband. He’s an honest businessman. He’s
kind. He makes a good wage. I think you ought to let
him court you, Betsy.”’

“That’s what I'm going to do.”” Betsy smiled.
‘‘Rayna, did you hear what Mariah said? She said a
man who’s a good prospect for a husband is honest
and kind.”’

““Huh! Mariah, just goes to show what you know.”’
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Rayna winked, sharing a private grin with Betsy as
she gathered small plates from the high shelf. ‘‘Ma-
riah has never been married, so we’ll have to forgive
her ignorance.”’

““Hey! I’'m not ignorant!”> Mariah protested, used
to the ribbing of her friends. ‘‘I can’t imagine why
you two think marriage is such a joy—"’

““Not a joy,”” Betsy corrected. ‘‘A pleasure.”

““Oh, yes, it’s that.”” Rayna nodded, blushing. ‘‘Oh,
the pleasure.”’

““You two, I’m shocked at you. To think I call such
lusty, indecent women my friends.”” Laughing, too,
Mariah grabbed the bread plates from Rayna, stacked
them on top of the china she already had and marched
toward the dining room, pushing through the glass
door.

Really. They were talking about intimacy, and as
embarrassed as Mariah was, she was more curious.

‘“Me? Indecent?’’ Rayna blushed harder. ‘“Why, I
should hope so.”’

““That is what I miss most about being married.”’
Betsy sighed with longing, the fondness in her voice
unmistakable. ‘‘Charlie was a thoughtful man. Oh,
and so tender. As much as I miss him, I miss that
tenderness with a man. That intimacy.”’

Mariah set the plates on the lace-covered table,
alone, listening to her friends in the other room,
voices low, talking of marriage with such fondness.
Remembering how thrilling it had felt to be held in
Nick’s arms, snug against his chest, made her wish
for the first time that she knew what her friends were
talking about. What true intimacy with a man felt like.
Was it that wonderful? Was it special to be so loved?

Yes, it was. Why wouldn’t it be? Longing filled
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her so sharp and sweet, tugged at the cold edge of
her heart like spring’s first sunshine on frozen tundra.
What she would give to know that wonder. To be
treasured and held like that. To have Nick hold her
in that special way.

He doesn’t want you, Mariah. Nick would marry
someone else, just as he had last time, and the man
she’d loved forever would be out of her reach. The
same man that her father had sent away when she
was young and halfway pretty, when she’d had a
chance of being loved.

Now that chance was gone for good. Mariah could
see her reflection in the mirror over the fireplace. She
didn’t like what she saw. Hers was the stark, unhappy
face of a woman who looked older than her years.

That’s not me, she thought. It couldn’t possibly be.

But it was. Time had changed her on the outside.
There was no doubt about it. She couldn’t go back-
ward. She really didn’t want to. It’s just that... She
sighed. The longing within her was the sixteen-year-
old schoolgirl she used to be, who had never stopped
loving Nick Gray.

I hope his new bride, whoever she may be, makes
him happy. He deserves that. And his beautiful little
girl, with those wonderful gold curls tangled and fall-
ing everywhere, she deserved a kind mother. Mariah
ached, remembering the child. Remembering how
hard Georgie’s small fingers had held tight with a
mountain of determination. So fragile and dear and
amazing.

She’d give anything to have a child like that. A
child of her very own. If only...

Some things were not to be.

The room echoed with the joyous chatter of her
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friends as they rescued the meal out of the oven—
chicken and dumplings. This would not be a day of
sadness, but one of joy because she wasn’t alone. She
had friends she treasured.

Truly happy for Betsy and Zeke, she finished set-
ting the table before she hurried to the kitchen to join
in the merry talk. But today, for some reason, visiting
with her friends could not chase away the sorrow in-
side her.

The sorrow of what could never be.

The Gray’s ranch house loomed ahead of her, and
it may as well have been a tornado heading her way.
Facing a twister head-on would be less fear-inspiring
than pulling the wagon to a stop in the shade of
Nick’s front porch.

Remember, you're glad for him. Glad he found
someone who could make him happy. Mariah set the
brake, taking time to gather her courage. She could
do this. She’d handled more painful situations than
this, and she could walk into that house, deliver the
laundry, look Nick in the eye and find it in her heart
to be happy for him.

Yep, that’s exactly what she would do. She gath-
ered the rucksacks and pillowcases stuffed with fresh-
smelling, perfectly ironed garments, and began lean-
ing them in a tidy row up against the side of the
house.

The screen door snapped open and bare feet
slapped against the wood porch. *‘It’s the apple lady!
Hi, apple lady!”’

““Why, hello, Georgie.”” Mariah hefted the last of
the five bundles. ‘“That’s a pretty dress you’'re wear-
ing.”’
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‘““My mama gave it to me.”” Georgie’s eyes filled
as she smoothed the pretty yellow gingham with the
flat of her hand. ‘‘Did you come to take me?”’

“I came to deliver your laundry.”” Some of the
garments she’d washed and ironed had been Geor-
gie’s sweet little dresses. ‘“Where’s your pa?”’

““Don’t know.”” Georgie bit her bottom lip, as if
considering something of grand importance. ‘‘My
Grandpop’s in the chair.”’

““Want to go fetch him for me?”’

““No.”” Georgie headed straight for the wagon.

Where was the child going? Mariah leaned the last
full sack against the others in a flash, intending to go
after the little girl, but the screen door sprung open.
A slender woman wearing a sky-blue calico dress
flew across the porch. The screen door slammed shut.

‘““Mariah!”> Theresa Dayton skidded to a halt,
breathless, her hand flying to her chest. ‘‘Goodness,
I didn’t see you there. Where’s Georgie? Oh, there
you are, you rascal. Didn’t T tell you to stay in the
kitchen?”’

So, that’s who Nick decided to marry. The neigh-
bor’s pretty granddaughter, who had grown up on a
ranch. She’d make a busy rancher like Nick a fine
wife.

‘I want to offer my congratulations,”” Mariah man-
aged, surprised at how much it hurt.

““‘Congratulations? Oh, thanks, I guess.”” Theresa
took off after Georgie. The little girl was a few steps
away from the wagon and began crying when Theresa
caught up with her.

‘‘Gonna go to heaven,”’ Georgie insisted. ‘‘I miss
my mama.”’

Poor little girl. Poor Theresa. The woman knelt,
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trying to pull the distressed child into her arms, but
Georgie fought her. Mariah ached watching. She
didn’t know what to do, how to comfort the child.
She’d tried the other day, with little success.

She knew nothing about being a mother or a wife.
It’s just as well Nick was marrying someone like The-
resa. Even if it hurt. Mariah took an unsteady breath,
staring hard at her red, cracked hands made rough
from long exposure to lye soap. She would have dis-
appointed him.

‘“Hey, what’s all this fuss?”’

Speak of the devil. There he was in all his male
glory, gray cotton shirt stretched over his capable
frame, looking like something out of every woman’s
most secret dreams. The sight of his wind-tousled hair
made her fingers itch to run through those untamed
locks.

She turned, taking a step away from the man who
strode across the porch and into the yard. He gathered
Georgie up into his arms.

““What’s the matter, princess?’’

“I’'m goin’ with the apple lady. Long gone and far
away. To heaven.”’

““Is that right?”’

“Yep. I wanna go real bad.”

““So I see.”” Nick leaned his broad forehead against
his daughter’s little one, gazing right into her eyes.

Mariah didn’t know much about children, but she
knew what it felt like to be a little girl, unsure of the
world around her. What a wonderful father Nick
seemed to be—and that was hard to admit.

‘‘Heaven is far away, and I’'m going to miss you
if you go.”” Warmth deepened Nick’s booming voice
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and it rumbled like a caress on the afternoon breeze.
I think you’d better stay with me.”’

“But I miss Mama.”’

““And I'll miss you. I'd be lost without my little
girl to love.”” He gave her a smacking kiss on her
brow. ‘‘Let’s get you back inside, okay?’’

Georgie shook her head, then threw her arms
around his neck, holding on for dear life. So lost and
alone and hurting.

““Thanks, Theresa.”” With one last kiss to his
daughter’s face, Nick handed over the child into his
fiancée’s gentle arms.

““I’ll make sure to keep a better eye on her, [ prom-
ise.”” Theresa cradled the girl and carried her into the
house.

Yes, Theresa would make Nick a good wife. A
loving wife. A kind stepmother.

Something that Mariah didn’t know how to be.
Now, a good businesswoman, that’s where she had
some experience. That was the only reason she was
here. Not to regret the path of her life. Not to remem-
ber the sweet thrill of being held against Nick’s broad
chest.

She averted her gaze as he faced her, so she
wouldn’t have to remember. Wouldn’t have to feel
vulnerable and feminine and have to acknowledge the
terrible longing inside her. The longing to be in his
arms.

‘“‘Mariah.”” Nick’s voice sounded strained, as if he
wasn’t at all pleased to be alone with her. ‘‘Glad you
could fit us into your deliveries today. This was my
last clean work shirt.”’

Business. Yes, that’s all they would ever have be-
tween them. The last fraying thread of hope snapped.
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How deep did her love for Nick go? So many years
of quietly loving him, and hating that she did, only
to be his laundry woman.

There would be no second chances for her. For
them.

She didn’t dare lift her gaze to his. Her despair felt
as enormous as the Montana sky and as easy to see.
If she didn’t have a warm heart, she did have her
pride. And by God, she would not lose anything else
to Nick Gray.

Fine. This is the way it’s meant to be. She was
woman enough to accept it. He was not the love of
her life, but a customer. Nothing more. Not ever.
“I’'m glad I could fit you in today’s schedule, then. I
found several buttons that needed tightening and
patched quite a few garments. All included in the
price, of course.”’

““‘Sure do appreciate that.”’

“I’ll send a bill at month’s end. I’d appreciate pay-
ment upon receipt. Good day.”” She pushed past him,
staring hard at her feet as she breezed by. That’s right,
keep going. Don’t look at him. Don’t look back.

““Wait. You forgot something.”’

‘I didn’t forget a single shirt. I delivered the same
five bundles you brought to me.”’

““Not the laundry. What about me?”’

“You? That’s right. You and Theresa. I must offer
my congratulations.”” Mariah forced the grief from
her voice because she wasn’t sad. Really. She refused
to be sad. ‘‘I'm nearly finished crocheting a lace ta-
blecloth that should do fine for a wedding gift. T’ll
include it with the recipe I promised—"’

She choked, turning away before he could see the
pool of tears in her eyes. Shame on her, breaking
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down like this. She was a grown woman who ought
to have more sense than to keep hoping she’d be good
enough for a man like Nick.

““Wait. Mariah. Come back here.”” His boots
pounded in the dirt behind her. ‘‘I’'m not marrying
Theresa.”

She stopped, grabbed the wagon’s sideboard, and
let her head fall forward. She was breathing hard, and
the world was nothing but a blur. She blinked hard,
fast, as Nick skidded to a stop behind her. She
couldn’t have heard him right.

‘I hired her. For a few days. Until you give me an
answer.”’

““An answer?’’ She didn’t understand. He wasn’t
marrying Theresa? He certainly wasn’t interested in
her—an old maid who didn’t know the first thing
about being a wife or a mother.

‘I believe I tried to propose marriage a few eve-
nings ago. To you. Do you remember?’’

She shook her head, willing the wetness from her
eyes. ‘I would have declined your offer of marriage,
serious or not.”’

““It was damn serious, Mariah. Why else would I
ask? So I'll say it again. Will you marry me?”’

His hand settled on the dip of her shoulder and the
imprint of his hand burned like a stove-hot iron. Be
Nick’s wife? She could see the ranch house clearly,
the windows open to the temperate breezes. There
was Theresa in the kitchen, clanking open the oven
and lifting out a cookie sheet held in a thick, cum-
bersome mitt. Georgie’s voice rose in excitement
along with a little boy’s whoop of delight.

A home. A husband. Children to call her own. Her
chest constricted until it hurt to breathe. Was this a
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second chance for her? The opportunity to change her
life? Was this fate giving back the one thing she re-
gretted most losing?

She could see that day in her memory as clear and
precise as if it was that very day more than a decade
ago. When she’d raced down the stairs, skirts flying,
hopes as high as the fluffy clouds in the pristine Mon-
tana sky. There was Pa, closing the door behind him,
stepping out to speak with Nick.

‘“Mariah don’t want you to come courtin’,”” Pa’s
rough baritone had been faintly slurred with drink and
rang with a mean note. The one that said he meant
business.

She froze, not believing her father had turned Nick
down. Not believing as Nick climbed back into his
buggy and drove away. He never looked back.

The heavens above were giving her another chance
to love the one man she’d secretly wanted through all
the lonely days and nights since. Did Nick feel this
way, too?

When she turned to face him, it wasn’t the past she
saw, but the present. She was no longer young, but
neither was Nick. Lines of character and strength
marked his face. And he may still be too confident
and cocky, yet he was more handsome to her than
any man in the world. Did they have a chance to find
happiness? Or was love, once gone, always gone,
never to be renewed, never breathed back to life like
the last embers of a banked fire?

She didn’t know. She didn’t know how to answer.
Or what to say. The woman she’d become was hard
as stone, as cold as a dark January night, as unfeeling
as a razor’s keen edge. She was nothing like Theresa,
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cheerful and caring, or like those young women in
town, soft and coy.

She could only be herself, the practical woman
she’d become. Was that enough? But then Nick
smiled, as if he could see the answer in her eyes. She
felt the young woman she’d once been. Just a hint of
her. The young woman full of hope, who still be-
lieved she was worth loving.

Her chest tightened as she made her decision. Took
the biggest risk of her life. ‘“What are you doing to-
morrow, say, around two o’clock?”’

“Will I be marrying you?”’

“Yes.”” Her knees started to tremble and her pet-
ticoats rustled. Nick had to hear her quivering. He had
to guess how afraid she felt, afraid and vulnerable.

Then he smiled. A small ghost of a smile that re-
minded her of the young man he used to be, kind and
gallant, the man who had once captured her heart.
Who lived inside the steely, remote man and his con-
fident manner.

The tightness in her chest eased. Hope beat there,
steady and strong. Hope. For the first time since she
was young, she felt new, expectant, as if the future
held more than the sounds of an empty house echoing
around her. Tomorrow she would be a wife with chil-
dren to care for and a real home to call her own.

And Nick. She would have Nick as her husband to
hold through the night, no longer alone.

“I’ll swing by in the surrey to drive you to church.
Will that do?”’

““Just fine.”’

““Just so you always know.”” He leaned close, his
breath a hot caress against the shell of her ear. ‘I
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proposed to you and no one else. I can’t think of any
woman who’d make me a better wife.”’

“I can.”” It was only the truth. She was practical
enough to be honest. ‘‘Just about any woman around
knows more than I do about being a wife and mother.
I’ve been a spinster for too long.”’

““I know deep down you’re a kind woman. That’s
all I ask. That you be kind to my children. Raise them
up right. Love and protect them the way a mother
should.”

“I’ll do my best.”’

““That will be more than enough. You’re a hard
worker, Mariah, and your best effort is a far sight
better than anyone’s.”

A hard worker? Her father’s words had a strange
echo in the empty places in her heart. What man
would want you, Mariah? You’re as cold-hearted as
your mother, and there’s only one thing a woman like
you’s any good for and that’s hard work.

No, Nick didn’t mean that. He only meant he ad-
mired her work ethic. Right? That he trusted her to
care for his children. Right?

‘“Marriage is hard, I won’t lie to you.”” He caught
her left hand and cradled it between both of his, a
deliberate act, and his touch was as firm as his words.
*“I promise you this. I won’t make you sorry you
married me. I’ll do my best by you. I’ll give you my
all. I’'ll do every damn thing I can to make you con-
tent. As long as you take good care of my children.
That’s all T ask. This isn’t a marriage for love. You
know that.”’

Not for love? Mariah squeezed her eyes shut as
pain exploded like a bullet through her chest. Of
course, she was being foolish. Nick was mourning his
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beloved Lida. He wasn’t ready to love again, not until
he’d finished grieving. She shouldn’t be foolish hop-
ing for the impossible. Right now Nick needed her to
care for his children and for him. In time, he would
need more from her.

And she would find a way to give it to him. Her
father couldn’t be right. She refused to believe it, not
now, with Nick towering over her, blocking her view
of the world. He was all she could see as he leaned
close and brushed a kiss to the side of her face. A
warm, brief caress of heat that left her ears buzzing
and her skin tingling.

‘I promise you won’t be sorry that you chose me.
You could have asked anyone, and I—’’ she paused,
swallowing hard ‘‘—thank you.”

Nick felt as if she’d gut punched him. She was
thanking him? No, he was the one who ought to be
grateful to her. She was saving him from marrying
one of those young, idealistic women who were no
different than Lida had been. Always grasping for
something to make them happy—Ilove, romance or
pretty bobbles from the town mercantile. Believing
that marriage was some blissful state of happily-ever-
after where they got every damn thing they wanted.

Mariah. She confused him as nothing else on this
earth. But he knew her down to her hard, steel core.
Mariah was capable and hardworking and good, down
deep. This proposal meant a lot to her. More than he
realized. Odd how her lower lip trembled like that,
how she closed up as if she’d said too much by thank-
ing him, shown him how much it meant.

She wanted a family. He felt it in the way her fin-
gers clung to his, holding on so tight with a need she
wouldn’t admit to. Pride. He knew something about
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that. Yet she was fragile, too. Her hand was small
against his, delicate, her nails short, her skin rough
from the lye soap she worked in. Hardworking, trust-
worthy. A woman who wasn’t after his heart. No, not
Mariah. She wanted a place to belong. He ran his
fingertip over the crescent of her thumbnail. Yes, she
was so fine-boned, so female, and it cut him to the
core.

““No, I am the one who’s grateful.”” He cupped her
hand gently between his, this woman he could trust.
“‘Do you think we can manage a peaceful union? We
don’t much get along.”

‘““We don’t get along at all.”’

‘“Yeah. Well, I figure we’ve got something to build
on, don’t you? We’ve got respect. I hope we have
friendship. That’s more than most marriages I can
name.”’

“True,”” Mariah agreed. It wasn’t a promise of
love, but it would come in its own time. Right? She
studied the back of his hand, his sun-browned knuck-
les were scarred and battered from hard work, but
there was no answer there. No reassurance. “‘It will
take a lot of hard work to get along with you. You’re
too sure of yourself. I may have to take you down a
peg or two.”’

““Yeah? I could say the same about you.”” The ti-
niest smile touched the corners of his mouth. ““You’re
bossy and independent. Set in your ways. Good thing
I like a challenge.”’

““Bossy? I'll make you pay for that one. Don’t be
surprised if you find too much starch in your draw-
ers.”’

His eyes twinkled, as they once used to. “‘Is it too
darn late to take back that proposal?’’
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‘“‘Absolutely. I haven’t yet begun to make you suf-
fer.””

She loved the way he tipped back his head and
laughed. The wind tousled his dark hair, making him
look untamed and rugged and handsome enough to
tug to life a strange, sweet yearning.

One that made her chest hurt as if an ax had sank
deep into her rib cage. There was magic between
them. Some strange, powerful force that could not be
seen, only felt.

Maybe—just maybe—they could find happiness to-
gether. One day. After Nick was through grieving
Lida.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”” He cupped her el-
bow, helping her into the wagon seat. *‘I’ll send Will
by in the morning to help you pack. He’ll move what-
ever you want. How’s that?”’

““I"d appreciate it.”” She waited while he untethered
the ox, smoothing her dull gray skirts with small, ner-
vous movements.

Mariah, nervous? Nick had to think about that. He
wasn’t used to seeing a vulnerable side to her. ‘‘Guess
this is goodbye, until tomorrow. Until I make you my
wife.”’

“I’ll be waiting.”” She snapped the reins. The ox
groaned, not at all certain he wanted to move.

Nick slapped his behind and the animal took off,
hauling the old rattling wagon down the driveway.
Mariah sat so tall and straight on that bench seat, her
slim shoulders set like a soldier’s.

“I heard what you said to her.”” His father was
there, wearing a look of disapproval that made a full
force twister look friendly in comparison. ‘‘You’re
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out of your mind. You can’t marry that woman. She’ll
tear you apart by the end of the first week.”’

““I know what I’'m doing, Pop.”” If Mariah made
his kids happy, then Nick figured he would do any-
thing for her. And it started now, with his respect.

He would respect this woman and take care of her.
Provide for her and protect her. ‘‘I’'m marrying the
spinster. If you have a problem with that, you keep it
to yourself.”’

“That’s no way to talk to your father. I'm still
tough enough to whip you, boy.”

““When did you ever whip me, old man?’’ A life-
time of affection for his father warmed him, and he
clasped Pop on the shoulder. ‘‘Just be good to her,
okay? I’ve got a lot riding on this.”

““‘She can cook, I grant you that. But, son, are you
sure? A woman like that will bring a man nothing but
heartache.”’

““A woman like what?’” Nick thought of Lida, so
beautiful and everything a young wife should have
been. But she’d had no heart, not really, no loyalty,
no strength, no character. When put to the fire, she
melted like wax.

But Mariah, she was steel. She wouldn’t melt. She
wouldn’t break. She wasn’t the kind of woman who
would take a lover or her own life. No, Mariah was
loyal and steadfast. Mariah was getting older and
didn’t want to be alone anymore. That’s why she was
marrying him.

Marriage was a serious commitment and it could
tear a man to pieces if he let it. But he could handle
Mariah, and he knew, gut-deep, that this marriage
would be different. This time he’d keep the upper
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hand. He’d be good to her, but love her? He had no
heart left for that.

Good thing she didn’t want that anyway. The look
on her face when she’d thanked him for proposing...
He couldn’t believe it. How sincere she’d looked. Not
all prickly and self-righteous, like the Mariah he
knew. But the soft, open young woman who could
make him grin from just looking at her.

A few days ago he never would have predicted
he’d be standing here, watching her drive away, glad
he’d proposed. He had no idea how hard her life had
been with her father. How little kindness she must
have received in that house over the years.

Yes, he was glad he’d chosen her. More grateful
that she’d said yes. By marrying him, she was solving
a great many of his difficulties. But maybe by his
proposing to her, he was helping her, too.

It was something to consider as he watched her
wagon journey down the road, nothing but a small
dark spot against the prairie. Sadness filled him,
heavy and deep, and he didn’t know why.



Chapter Six

Cor i

¢ ‘Are you ready?’’ Nick’s warm voice brushed the
shell of her ear as he held the door for her.

““As ready as I'll ever be.”” Mariah took a deep
breath and stepped into the empty church. If only her
pulse would slow down to a mere gallop. She wanted
to marry Nick, so why was she so frightened?

Because you can fail him. She went cold all the
way down to her toes. If she turned around right now
and walked straight down the aisle and out those
doors, she would be safe. She’d remain the crusty old
reliable Spinster Scott with a business and a house
and an officer in several of the town’s most prominent
social clubs. But if she did, then Nick would marry
another woman. And she’d be alone, watching him
drive by on the way into town with another woman
at his side.

Pain hit her like a falling brick and the impact left
her trembling. She was afraid. It was that simple.
Afraid of her own inadequacy.

You can do this, Mariah. She took a deep breath
against the tight stays of her corset. Women get mar-
ried every day.
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Nick’s hand caught hers and held tight. ‘‘I’ve done
this before and survived it.”’

“That’s not comforting.”’

““Maybe this will be.”” His fingers laced through
hers, joining them together in front of the pulpit. He
looked fine in his tailored black suit. ‘“When this is
done, you aren’t going to be alone anymore. You’ll
have me.”

““And you will have me,”” she vowed.

His smile was all the reassurance she needed. He
understood. This was a life-changing moment. Joy
made her feel as light as the sweet afternoon sunlight
drifting through the stained-glass windows.

‘“‘Shall we begin?’’ the minister asked, storming
into the sanctuary with an air of purpose.

Betsy clamored in the back door, lifted a hand in
a silent wave and slid onto the front pew. ‘‘Congrat-
ulations,”’ she mouthed.

Congratulations. Yes, this felt like something to
celebrate as the minister’s ‘‘dearly beloved’” boomed
into the stillness.

Mariah knew every word of the service by heart
because she’d been to so many weddings. This one
was hers. Hers and Nick’s. She squeezed his hand as
he held on to her so tight. He towered above her, a
perfect pillar of calm masculinity, but his palm was
damp against hers.

He was nervous, too. His gaze latched onto hers
and she could see the flicker of caring there. He didn’t
need to say the words, but his concern for her was
clear as he captured her other hand in his. And so he
held her, hand to hand.

I take thee, Mariah Elizabeth Scott, as my wedded
wife.”” Nick never wavered as he recited the sacred

s
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vows in his booming baritone. Promising to cherish
her for the rest of her life. From his unflinching gaze
locked on hers to the unyielding grip of his hands
over hers, to the strong immobile stance, Nick Gray
meant every word. ‘‘Until death do us part.”’

She shivered clear to her soul. Emotion welled up
in her heart, a thousand powerful feelings too difficult
to name. Her eyes burned, her throat ached. Her past,
her sorrows, her regrets lifted from her shoulders,
leaving her changed. New. She had to clear her throat
and find her voice, for it was her turn to speak. ‘I,
Mariah Elizabeth Scott take thee, Nicholas Adam
Gray to be my husband.”

Husband. She stumbled over the word. She was
really here. She was marrying him, and he squeezed
her hands, encouraging her, his kind, steady touch a
silent reassurance. He wanted her. Her, and no one
else. Tears blurred her vision as she spoke her vows,
the words slipping past her lips, promising to love,
honor and obey him, to cherish him for the rest of
her life.

Oh, she would. With all her heart. With all her soul.
She wasn’t going to be alone anymore.

Nick lifted their joined hands and brushed at her
cheek with his thumb. The pad of his thumb came
away wet with her tears.

“You okay?’’” he whispered as the minister spoke.

“‘Fine.”” More than fine. Her heart, so cold and
frozen, felt like a pond cracking at the season’s first
thaw. Tiny little cracks radiating from the outside in.
Hurting with the pressure of the coming spring.

Suddenly the ceremony was over, the minister pro-
nouncing them man and wife. *“You may kiss the
bride.”’
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They were married. Mariah watched Nick smile as
he wiped away the last of her tears. Never wavering,
never uncertain, he leaned forward. She caught her
breath. She didn’t know what to do. She’d never been
kissed. What if she disappointed him?

Then his mouth slanted over hers, his top lip fitting
gently against the seam of hers. He felt like heated
velvet and tasted like passion. The caress of his mouth
thrilled through her like lightning crackling across a
midnight sky. He pulled away, leaving her mouth
abandoned and tingling.

I want him to do that again. But he was turning
away to give the minister a tip for his services. Betsy
hopped up from the pew, dark curls bobbing around
her smiling face.

“I can’t believe it. You’re married now.”” Betsy
wrapped her in a warm hug. ‘‘And to the most eligible
bachelor in five counties. You did well, my friend.”’

“I’'m shaking like a leaf caught in a twister.”” It
was over, and she and Nick were wed, so why was
she trembling like this?

“Don’t worry, you’re going to be fine. Rayna
didn’t come because she was busy with a surprise.
Gather up your new husband and make him take you
home. To your new home.”’

Betsy understood. What else were good friends for?
Mariah blinked hard, unable to say the words. Her
own home. Her own family. Her own husband.

Look at him, standing there so wonderful, looking
no different than he ever did. But he was different.
He was hers. The man she would take care of for the
rest of her life. It would be his bed she slept in. He
would be the man she reached out to at night when
the lamps were blown out and silence filled the house.
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He would teach her the pleasure made between a man
and a woman. He would father the baby she would
carry one day.

A bright warmth sparked to life inside her, right
behind her breastbone. A strange warmth that made
her chest ache and her throat fill. It hurt and made her
glad all at once when Nick turned from the minister,
smiled at her, and held out his hand.

She placed her left hand against his calloused palm,
her wedding band glinting new and flawless in the
muted light.

““Let’s go home,”” he said.

Home. Nothing had ever held such importance. Un-
less it was the tenderness in Nick’s touch as his fin-
gers threaded through hers and held tight.

His kiss. It was all she thought about sitting beside
him in the front seat of the surrey, while her wedding
ring sparkled in the warm sunshine. Nick’s kiss. The
heat of his lips, the caress of his mouth. The thrill
that arced through her from head to toe. Her first kiss
ever. It had been wonderful. Fantastic. She’d never
dreamed the simple brush of a man’s lips could be
so...fascinating.

No wonder the women in her social circle whis-
pered in delight. And to think that was only a kiss!
What would it be like to lie in his arms at night,
against his strong chest, skin to skin? What would it
be like to be loved completely? Tonight she was go-
ing to find out. She shivered, afraid and curious all at
once.

““‘Are you cold?”’ Nick’s baritone slashed through
her thoughts like a well-honed blade. ‘‘That shawl
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you're wearing looks pretty thin. I’'ll give you my
coat.”’

““No, I'm fine—"" She wasn’t cold in the slightest,
but how could she tell him that? The weight of his
wool jacket settled over her shoulders, smelling of
wind and leather and Nick. A pleasant combination
that took her breath away.

““That better? There’s a nip in that wind. Can’t
have my wife getting cold.”’

“You didn’t need to do that.”” She ran her finger-
tips over the soft wool, thumbing the fine stitching at
the hem. “‘I can take care of myself.”’

““I see. It’s going to be like that, is it?”’ He glanced
at her sideways, beneath the brim of his hat. *“You’re
going to fight me every step of the way?”’

“Fight you? I'm not fighting you. You simply
didn’t need to give me your coat. [’

‘“Mariah.”” His hand covered hers and even
through the leather warm from his skin, she could feel
the jolt of awareness that passed between them like
the crackle of static in the air before a storm. ‘‘Let’s
get this straight. I know you can take care of yourself.
That’s why I married you.”’

““It is?”” She bit her lip to hold back her thoughts
so she wouldn’t do something foolish such as speak
without thinking. He’d married her because of their
past together, right? For that one brief moment in time
when they were both different people, younger and
naive and hopeful. He’d married her because he
wanted her, right?

Her chest pounded as she waited for his answer.
Waited for him to reassure her. To tell her that she
meant something to him.

“You are the strongest woman I know.”” He took
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his hand from hers, breaking their touch, turning his
attention to the road ahead. ‘“You can take care of
yourself, so I know you can take good care of my
children.””

He doesn’t mean that the way it sounds. But she
wasn’t sure at all. Nick sat beside her, as stoic as
stone. Her pulse throbbed in her temples as seconds
passed, stretching endlessly. Had she made a mistake?
Had she misunderstood?

Then he smiled at her, his eyes warming as his gaze
found hers with a jolt of awareness. Her every nerve
ending tingled, as if he had touched her. And she
knew what he wasn’t saying. That he needed her.

She felt as bright as the sun above in a perfect blue
sky.

“Let’s get another thing straight.”” He guided the
horses off the main road and onto the well-tended
driveway that cut between the fields and neat, split-
rail fencing. ‘‘I know you’re an independent sort and
as strong as can be. But I'm your husband, so you
ought to let me care for you. Got that?”’

“You care for me?”’

““Sure. It’s my job. I just pledged my allegiance to
you before God.”’

““‘Allegiance? That’s to the flag.”’

““Well, then I promised my entire life to you. Just
to you, Mariah. I’ve been here before, and I know
what this means. Marriage will only work if we do
things together. You take care of me. I take care of
you. It’ll be a far sight better than the lives we’ve
been living alone. What do you say?”’

‘I could be coerced.”’

“‘Good. Then we’ve got a deal.”

It felt like a weakness, and she should be ashamed
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of it, the way she yearned for his affection. She didn’t
need anyone. Not even Nick Gray. She could stand
on her own two feet. Get a coat or anything else she
required.

The edge of Nick’s jacket caught the wind and flut-
tered. She smoothed it back into place with her fin-
gertips. How warm it felt. How good to have some-
thing she didn’t need. She scooted closer to him on
the seat, just a few inches.

The prairie winds felt sweet ruffling across her face
and lifting her bangs as the surrey rolled up the road
on Nick’s land. On her land. This was hers now, too.
The rolling meadows, the grazing Herefords, the
house up ahead, hidden by the draw and roll of the
plains. But she knew it was there. Her new home. Her
new life. And her stepchildren. Thinking of Georgie
and Nick’s somber son made her bones ache with
longing. She was a mother. Her chest felt too full to
breathe. Nick had done this, made her so happy, and
she wasn’t married but twenty-seven minutes.

“Just think I ought to warn you.”” Nick leaned
close, his words a soft, warm buzz against the outer
shell of her ear. ““Your friend Rayna came by this
morning and took over the kitchen. Something about
throwing a big dinner to celebrate. Right in the work-
week, too, but I figured you’ve waited a long time for
this. If we’re going to celebrate, then we should do it
right.”’

“‘Rayna’s at the house?”’

“Yep. Kicked me out and told me not to come
back until I had my bride with me.”

““‘She’s fixing dinner for us?”’

““Not just a dinner. A celebration. You know. With
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lots of people. Food. Old man Dayton’s bringing his
fiddle.”’

““‘But we just had a dance in town, and it’s planting
season and the calves—"’

““Look at that.”” They’d turned the last bend in the
road and the ranch house came into sight, the honeyed
logs gleaming warm in the sunlight as if to welcome
them home. A dozen vehicles lined the last ten yards
of the driveway. It was a damn good sight to see that
his neighbors had come to welcome his new wife.

Wife. That was going to take some getting used to.
Still, being married to Mariah would be an improve-
ment. At least she wouldn’t be running off on him all
times of the night to be with her lover.

He cringed. He couldn’t help it. Lida’s betrayal cut
him deep. Still. Even after her death. He was angry
and hurt, sad and bitter, and worse, he was a man
who hadn’t been able to keep his wife.

Mariah wasn’t Lida. He had to remember that.

Mariah wasn’t the kind of woman to cheat on a
man. And he would be grateful to her every day of
their lives to come. She was like a sparrow in her
plain blue dress and her straw hat. When folks came
around the back of the house to greet her, she didn’t
put on feigned delight like an actress, as Lida would
have done. When Will was the first to extend his hand
to help his sister-in-law from the surrey, Mariah
didn’t bat her lashes at him. Or smile coyly at Day-
ton’s grandsons, all strapping young bachelors in their
prime. No, instead of basking in the attention, Mariah
blushed, studied the ground, and finally turned to him.

To him. Yep, there was no chance she’d be un-
faithful. Not one. Pride made him strong as he handed
his youngest brother Dakota the reins, circled around
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the surrey and tucked Mariah’s hand in his. He’d cho-
sen well. Damn well. He settled his free hand on her
nape, sneaking beneath the soft fall of her golden hair.
Her neck felt small, the round knobs of her vertebrae
frail against his palm. She was not so formidable of
a woman, after all. But as delicate and as fragile as
any human being.

Tenderness ached in the cold shadows of his heart.
Tenderness he didn’t want to feel.

““‘Congratulations!”” Rayna met her at the kitchen
door and wrapped her in a warm hug. ‘“To think you
are now Mrs. Gray. How does it feel?”’

““Different.”” Mariah stepped through the entryway,
where coats hug on a neat row of pegs, and into the
big room. A large white cake, iced and decorated with
red spun sugar, sat in the center of the round oak
table.

““I can’t believe all this. That you’d come here in
the middle of the week with so much work to do.”
Mariah swallowed hard. There was a baked ham cool-
ing on the counter and a big pan of baked beans
steaming on top of the stove. ‘“Thank you, Rayna.”

“It isn’t every day a woman marries. I’'m happy
for you. You found a good man. He’s worth the
wait.”’

““Nick married me out of necessity.”’

““Yes, but he married you.”’

She still tingled from Nick’s kiss, from his touch,
from the regard he showed her as he’d walked her to
the back porch. She could see Nick through the large
window behind the table, speaking with several of the
neighboring ranchers. He was shaking their hands, no
doubt, and accepting their many congratulations. Ex-
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cept they didn’t look too happy for him. Several of
the ranchers looked very grim.

““Out of here. You’re the guest of honor. You’re
not allowed to work.”” Rayna escorted her to the door.
““Scoot. Go to your husband. This is your wedding
day.”

Mariah found herself back on the porch, squinting
in the sun. Tables had been set up on the back lawn
in the warmth of the sun, and a group of boys raced
back and forth, shouting loudly as they played tag.
The widows Collins and White were behind the re-
freshment table, ladling punch into glass cups. Maybe
she ought to go over there to see if they could use
some help.

‘“...that spinster? What could he want with her?”’
a woman’s voice rose above the din.

Mariah whirled toward the sound. Three of the lo-
cal rancher’s wives were huddled together, their backs
to her, so they were unaware she was standing right
behind them. But that didn’t excuse their words. She
turned away, determined not to listen. But the con-
versation seemed to follow her with every step.

‘‘...can’t see why any man would marry her...”’

‘“...maybe he got her pregnant and had to pro-
pose...”

‘“...couldn’t believe my ears when I heard the
news...”’

Mariah kept walking. She was thick-skinned. She
could handle a little gossip. It wouldn’t be the first
unkind words she’d ever heard and probably not the
last. Folks were bound to wonder why Nick had cho-
sen her.

Nick. Her senses stirred at the sight of him standing
a half head taller than the other men, his dark hair
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ruffling in the wind. Her fingers itched to smooth that
thick hair into place. As if he could feel her, he
turned, spotting her immediately, as if he was drawn
to her and no one else.

He didn’t smile or blink or nod in recognition, but
she knew his intent even before he took the first step
toward her, as steadfast and as invincible as a Greek
myth, carved in stone and made immortal by legend.
She knew before he cupped her jaw in the palm of
his hand what he was going to say, as if he were a
part of her.

‘“Hello, pretty lady. What do you say about going
driving with me on Sunday?’’

““The last time you asked me that question, you
were a bit younger.”’

““Heck, I was still wet behind the ears. But you,
Mariah. You still smell like lilacs.”’

‘“‘Are you protesting? Or approving?’’

‘‘Approving. It always was my favorite.”’

““Is that so? You’re attempting to be charming, and
it’s not going to work.”’

“Then I'll have to try harder.”

There was a part of her that could still dream, and
she could feel it, the yearning to lean a little harder
against Nick’s chest, safe and snug in his arms, and
never let him go. To let him kiss her the way he had
in the church, with a caress that left her senseless and
breathless and dazed. That made her blood heat like
water on a hot stove.

He leaned close and breathed deep. ‘“Yep. Lilacs.”

She shuddered to the marrow of her bones. Tingles
danced down her spine as she studied the curve of his
mouth. His kiss. She wanted to feel it more than any-
thing. Just lean forward, she wished. She didn’t care
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if everyone was watching or how improper it would
be in front of all these guests. All she wanted was the
heat of his lips and the velvet caress of his mouth
against hers.

Tonight, he’ll do more to me than kiss me. Tonight
was her wedding night. She would finally know what
made her friends blush as they whispered of the mar-
riage bed. Of the pleasures a man could give a
woman. Of the love.

Nick’s jaw brushed hers. Against her heated skin,
she could feel his, even hotter, rough with a day’s
growth. His breath was hot as sin against the shell of
her ear.

‘“‘Are you hungry, Mrs. Gray?”’

She burned like a newly lit flame.

With everyone watching, Nick took her by the arm
and led her past the rancher’s wives to the head of
the table.

Over the scrape of forks on dessert plates as twi-
light began to set, old man Dayton picked up his fid-
dle. The first tender notes of the waltz lifted into the
air above the chatter and laughter at the board tables
where her new neighbors pushed off the bench seats.

“‘Dance with me, Mariah.”” He said it just like that,
his whisper a warm caress against her cheek.

His hand settled on her back in the space between
her shoulder blades, a warm steady pressure that did
not fade as she stood. His touch remained, guiding
her to the center of the yard, where the neighbors
stood in a wide circle as they waited for the newly-
weds to begin the first dance.

The pleasant brush of his chin settled against her
brow. ‘“This seems familiar.”’
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‘“‘Are you complaining?’’

““Not a chance.”” He fit his hand around the back
of her head, cradling her, gently pressing her face to
the hollow of his throat. ‘‘From this day on, I will
waltz only with you.”

It was as if time stood still and the earth spun back-
ward, taking time and a decade of heartache with it,
making her new. Giving her the chance to try again.
As if Nick felt this, too, his fingers at her nape tight-
ened. It was a wonderful sensation, pulling her more
tightly against him. As close as they could be, only
clothing separated them.

I want to love him, her heart whispered, the most
secret part of her heart. The hidden corner where not
even her father’s cruel words over the years had been
able to touch. There was a part of her that could still
dream, and she could feel it now, yearning to love
Nick with all she was worth. Nick, her husband.

““How does it feel to be married to me?’” he asked.

‘I haven’t found cause to complain yet.”’

“You just wait for tomorrow morning.”” His
chuckle began in him and rumbled through her.
“You’ll be cooking for the whole lot of us, and we
eat breakfast at four-thirty.”’

““Funny how you neglected to tell me this before
the ceremony.”’

“Yep. I was afraid you’d change your mind, and
then where would I be?”’

““Frying your own bacon.”’

““No, I'd be starving because I can’t cook.”

““Then you’d better be real nice to me, or I just
may oversleep now and then.”’

“‘Be nice to my wife? You can count on it.”” His
breath shivered across her brow, warm and wonderful,
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as he guided them in a sweeping, slow three-step.
They moved together, toe to toe, thigh to thigh, hip
to hip.

His fingers began a slow, light caress on the back
of her neck. Her nerve endings danced. Her skin tin-
gled. Happiness filled her up, making it hard to
breathe. This is only the beginning. Of being held by
him, of being loved by him. The dependable thud of
his heartbeat, the capable steel of his chest, the
rhythm of his breathing and the caress of his fingertips
against her bare skin overwhelmed her. Made her feel
as if she were dancing on clouds. What would tonight
be like?

She was going to find out. She was going to know
the intimate touches a man gave his wife. The sweet
caresses. The tender joining that would make them
one, that would make her desirable and loved.

She longed to press her lips to his throat and to
taste his skin. She couldn’t stop her fingertips from
caressing little circles against the curve of his neck
and the dip of his shoulder. Tenderness, rare and new,
took root in her heart.

““What did your father say when you told him we
were to be married?’’ she asked, instead. ‘I notice he
didn’t come to stop the ceremony.”’

‘“He’s going to love you, Mariah, because you’re
a fine woman.”” Respect boomed in his voice, both
affectionate and irrefutable.

She glowed with it. No man had ever treated her
this way. She felt valued and valuable. Just as with
his vows today, he’d promised to honor her. To cher-
ish her.

I will do the same for you. Strong with it, she lifted
onto her tiptoes to whisper into his ear so no one else
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could hear. She chose her words carefully. ‘“Your fa-
ther doesn’t look happy. He keeps frowning in my
direction and shaking his head. Will our marriage
cause problems between you two?’’

““Not a chance. Pop and me, we get along.”’

“Your father doesn’t like me. It’s no secret. I
haven’t always been nice to him when I came across
him in town.”’

““What’s this? The fearsome Spinster Scott admits
to being a curmudgeon?”’

““You’re teasing me.”’

‘“‘Because you deserve it.”” He gently forced her
gaze to his. ‘“You’ve been working pretty hard to
keep everyone at a safe distance. I can understand
that. Get too close to someone and they’re just gonna
hurt you.”

““That’s right.”’

She understood. Emotion punched in Nick’s chest.
Life taught everyone hard lessons, and the price and
pain of them was sometimes hard to accept. He’d
been busy with his own problems for so long, he
hadn’t given it much thought. But he did now, tucking
Mariah to him, bringing her against him so sweet.
““It’s easier to be tough and scare folks away. Is that
what you do?”’

““Guilty.”” He couldn’t see her face, but she
sounded as if she were smiling.

Good. He wanted her to smile. Wanted her to be
happy. ‘‘Are you going to do that here?”’

““I wasn’t planning on it. I might actually be agree-
able to you. I know, don’t be surprised. I did promise
to be good to you before God and the minister. I'm
a woman of my word.”’

““My kind of woman.”’
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As if to prove to him she wasn’t so prickly, she
cuddled in his arms as the song faded away and the
evening crickets picked up the melody. He waited,
holding her close, his wife. This woman who felt
small in his arms. Fragile.

If he closed his eyes, he could feel the real Mariah,
soft and womanly against him, the pillows of her
breasts, the slight curve of her stomach and the length
of her thighs fitted against his. She clung to him, and
he could feel what was inside her. Maybe because the
same emotions lived within him. Loneliness. Heart-
ache. Sadness that had burrowed down deep and lived
there year after year until it began to weigh down
your soul.

It will be different this time. Mariah’s different.
Marriage with her would not be bleak and painful.

He was grateful to her. She was tough and strong
and independent. She didn’t need anyone, not even
him. She was going to make his children’s lives bet-
ter, and his, too. What a lucky man he was to have
such a wife.

Old man Dayton’s fiddle struck the note of a ballad.
Nick shuffled his feet, taking her with him. Her hair
against the backs of his knuckles felt like silk. The
sweet lilac scent of her filled him up with a strange
ease.

A single yearning tugged deep inside him. Maybe
it was the young man still inside him, the one who’d
been so taken by her beauty years ago, those soft
blond curls rioting around her heart-shaped face, and
those blue eyes so big and jewel-like, so sparkling
with light. He’d done right by marrying her.

It was important that he treat her right. ‘“You look
mighty pretty in that dress.”’
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““It was my mother’s. I found it in her trunk. It was
the most cheerful color I could find.”” She stiffened
in his arms. “‘It’s too bright, I know, but I didn’t want
to get married in my work dresses.”’

““Too bright? No, this is a beautiful color on you.
The color matches your eyes.”’

““I feel like a peacock in it, instead of a sensible
sparrow.”’

““Think of a humble blue finch, instead.”” Kindness
warmed his voice.

And warmed her. Maybe the dress had been the
right choice, taken from her mother’s trunk at the last
minute, a muted blue-gray spriggled lawn that was no
longer in fashion, but pretty enough.

“You’re not a spinster anymore. So make sure you
take some time this week and stop by the dress shop.
Get whatever you want, all right? I don’t want to see
you in black again.”’

Normally she would take umbrage at that kind of
comment, but she could feel his caring like the brush
of the twilight’s breeze on her face. It felt good to be
cared for. Strange and new and wonderful. She didn’t
deserve it, but she was going to do her very best to
make this new life work.

To make Nick fall in love with her...

It was the middle of the workweek, and the ranch-
ers all had early mornings ahead. Old man Dayton
played one last song. The final sweet note signaled
the end of the celebration. Folks offered their last
round of well wishes as they headed for their wagons.
It seemed to take forever, and Mariah caught herself
glancing across the yard to find Nick. He’d be helping
someone to hitch a team or chatting a few more
minutes with Mr. Dayton, or giving his daughter a
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hug before Will carted her and Joey into the house
and out of sight.

She buzzed with anticipation. Every inch of her felt
aware. Alive. Tingling. Breathing in, she could almost
remember Nick’s scent, the warmth of his shirt
against her cheek, the security of his strong arms
holding her... And his kiss. The memory of it shiv-
ered through her and the tenderness of it beat within
her.

Across the yard, over the top of old man Dayton’s
head, Nick smiled at her. Not a broad, happy grin,
and not a casual acknowledgment. But a slow, heated
curve of his lips that was a promise of things to come.
This was their wedding night. When the guests were
gone and the house silent and dark, he would lie down
beside her in bed and kiss her. Hold her. Cherish her.
She tingled, feeling wanted. Desired.

Nick turned away, and still she felt it. Like magic
bubbling through her veins. She was no longer lonely
and unwanted. She was Mariah Gray. Soon, she
would be in her husband’s arms, even closer than to-
night when they’d waltzed together. And she would
know what it was like to be loved and desired. To be
held tenderly and sweetly. From this night on, she
would not be like the Widow Collins, who had
grabbed Mariah’s hand to offer good wishes. Then
left alone in her small buggy, heading home where
no one waited, no one cared, where no one loved her.
That is never going to be me again.

‘““How are you doing?’’ Nick strode out of the
shadows, all man and might. “‘It’s been a heck of a
long day. You’ve got to be tired.”’

Tired? So, that’s how he was going to get her into
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his bed. She blushed, pleased he wanted her. *‘It is
getting late.”

“Yep. Time to head to bed.””

Did he feel this, too? This glow of anticipation?
Happiness felt like wine in her blood, and her senses
filled when Nick’s broad hand settled in the small of
her back, escorting her to the porch and into the
house. Yes, he must feel this, too. He wasn’t looking
at her, and his jaw was tensed. A muscle jumped
along the strong length of his jawbone.

Every step she took brought her closer to the bed-
room. Their bedroom. Through the kitchen. Up the
stairs. Anticipation danced through her until she was
breathless with it. More than anything she wanted to
let him peel off her clothes and cherish her.

Nick hesitated halfway down the hall. Moonlight
slanted through a small window in the end wall,
enough to shadow the closed doors to the children’s
rooms. It looked as though his brother Will had taken
care of everything, and that meant Nick was hers. And
she was his.

He faced her. This was it. She was nervous and
thrilled all at once. She was about to learn what it
meant to be wanted. To be loved and desired...

““My brother put your things here.”” Nick opened
one of the closed doors. ‘“This will be your room.”’

““My room?”’

“It used to be Lida’s. I'm sorry about that. I had
her personal things moved out, but there isn’t an extra
room in this house or I would have put you there.”’

“‘But—"" She stared at the threshold, unable to see
anything but unrelenting darkness. He didn’t want
her? ‘“We’re married, and I thought...well, that I’d
be...with you.”
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‘“Mariah.”” His deep voice stroked her name with
regret. ‘“You know this is a necessary marriage for
me.”’

“Of course I do.”” She edged against the wall,
where the shadows were darker. She didn’t want him
to see on her face or in her eyes how she really felt.
The tingle of excitement faded. ‘‘I didn’t know we
would be sleeping alone, that’s all.”’

““Oh.”” He sounded relieved, a man still and dark
as the shadows surrounding him. ‘“‘Truth is, I sleep
better alone.”’

““I see.”” Disappointment wrapped around her like
a sheet of ice. Cold to the bone, she shivered. What
had she been thinking? It had gone to her head, that
Nick Gray had asked her to be his wife. She’d let her
imagination run away with her, dreaming of impos-
sible things that could never be. Nick Gray hadn’t
wanted her. Who would? She’d spent her adult life
trying to drive everyone away, so they wouldn’t see
what she was really like inside. So they wouldn’t
know she was cold-hearted and inadequate and afraid
to let anyone close. She’d done such a good job, she’d
convinced everyone how unlovable she was. Even
herself. Even Nick.

Who was she fooling? Only herself. He wasn’t in
love with her. He’d rather be alone than to so much
as fall asleep beside her. She remembered what those
women had said today, what she’d overheard.
...Can’t see why any man would marry her. And her
father’s words, said so often throughout the years they
felt as if they were her own. You’re cold as ice clear
through, just like your ma. Nothin’ to love about ei-
ther one of ya.

The pretty dress she wore wasn’t going to change
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that. Or the fact that a circle of gold banded her fourth
finger. Or that she had a new last name. She was still
plain old Mariah, sensible, practical, useful. A nec-
essary wife, a convenient wife. Not a real one.

Something broke inside her, like glass shattering
into a thousand tiny slivers, embedding deep into her
chest. She hurt from the inside out. He doesn’t want
me. He’s never going to want me. She had to accept
it. She could never let him know how she really felt.
How she had hoped...

Gathering her strength, she took a shallow breath,
ignored the cutting pain in her chest the best she
could, and faced reality. Let go of her dreams. ‘‘The
truth is, I sleep better alone, too. This room will do
just fine.”’

“You sure?”” He looked deeply troubled, staring
into the dark threshold as if there would be an answer
for him there. Then he lifted one wide shoulder in a
resigned shrug. He sounded relieved. ‘‘Good night,
Mariah.”’

““Good night, Nick.”” She could hear the pain in
her own words, they were so thin and wavering in
the dark she couldn’t believe they were hers. She was
strong. She didn’t need anyone. Least of all Nicholas
Adam Gray.

He hesitated. He was so awesome, cloaked in the
dark, solitary and strong, a man who didn’t need her.
Maybe not anyone. ‘‘As long as you’re sure, Mariah.
I don’t want to disappoint you.”

‘““You haven’t.”” She lied. She had her pride. She
had her dignity. Most of all, she didn’t want him to
change his mind. To take her to his bed out of a sense
of duty.

Or pity.
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““Sleep well,”” she said as lightly as she could.
‘‘Breakfast will be on the table at four-thirty sharp.”

“You’re a good woman, Mariah.”’

She wasn’t. She opened her mouth to tell him that,
but what was she going to say? Feeling her every
flaw, her every failing, she said nothing at all. It took
all her strength to march through that dark threshold.
All her willpower to close the door and not be sad.
To snuff out her disappointment like the flicker of a
dying candle’s flame.

The room felt empty. Vast. Alone. This was her
life. Her future.

It wasn’t different, after all.



Chapter Seven

Cor i

The kitchen was peaceful in the dark hours before
sunrise. Mariah’s steps echoed on the wood floor as
she put the bacon on to fry, but it wasn’t a lonely
feeling. Upstairs, the children were still asleep. If she
peeked through the curtains at the window, she could
see the glow of light from the distant barn. Nick and
his brothers were there, already laboring hard.

The fire popped in the stove, calling her back to
her work. She’d risen, washed and dressed and came
down the dark stairs, expecting to find the kitchen
cool and equally dark. But Nick had left a lamp burn-
ing to greet her. The fire in the stove was crackling
merrily. He’d done that for her. Like a good husband.

Men built fires all the time. It was a courteous act.
Nothing more. Nick had vowed to honor her, hadn’t
he? Despite his multitude of flaws, he was an honest
man. So, honor her, he would. That explained his
treatment of her yesterday, after they were married.
The touches. The kind words. He was doing his best
to take care of her, just as he vowed. But not to love
her.

Her hands trembled as she turned the sizzling strips
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of bacon. Fine, she could admit it. She was sad about
that. But she had to stop secretly wishing for the
moon.

The back door slammed open with a sharp crack.
Cool wind skidded across the back of her neck. Her
stomach tightened. Was it Nick?

Jeb Gray, Nick’s father, banged the door closed.
The windowpanes rattled. The stove burners clattered.
He kicked off his boots with a thud.

Facing Nick would be easier than his father. Ma-
riah’s stomach tightened as she laid the spatula on the
worktable, taking her time. She could feel his dislike.
She didn’t need to look up to see the scowl on his
face.

It’s all right. She may be married, but she was still
the formidable Mariah Scott. She knew how to handle
difficult people. ‘“Would you like some coffee, Jeb?
It ought to be done boiling by now.”’

His frown deepened and he hesitated. Did he think
she would try to poison him? She didn’t have to won-
der just how vehemently he’d disapproved of Nick
taking her as his wife.

““Sit down and I'll pour it for you.”” Annoyed, she
grabbed a mug from the shelf. ‘‘I’ve got biscuits in
the warmer if you’d like.”’

Jeb looked around cautiously, as if he were keeping
mindful of the exits so he could make a quick escape,
if necessary. He took a step forward, then another.
““‘Guess that’d be all right.”’

She’d serve him and get back to work. It would be
faster than having to try to make conversation while
he frowned at her. She filled the cup and set it and
the biscuits on the corner of the table. He watched
her every move, and it bothered her. Was he looking
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for something to criticize? Her stomach squeezed, as
if a belt was cinching up tight around her middle.

Don’t expect the worst, she told herself. But it was
hard not to as Jeb took a sip of coffee, scowled and
set it back down.

“Too weak,”’” he said. ‘‘Next time, better make it
twice this strong.”’

No “‘please.”” No ‘‘thank you.”” Not even a soft
tone in consideration of her feelings. Did he think she
didn’t have any? That belt around her stomach tight-
ened another notch.

The bacon grease was snapping, hot and crackly,
and the strips of bacon were toasty brown. Perfect.
She forked them onto a plate. One glance at the clock
told her she was a few minutes behind. If she put the
eggs on now—

The door boomed open, slamming into the wall.
Three sets of boots stomped against the floor. Mariah
saw Dakota, the youngest of Nick’s brothers, first. He
was dark and lean, and he nodded a silent, intimidat-
ing hello. He took a chair at the table with his back
to her. Will, Nick’s middle brother, did the same.

“I’ll have the eggs fried in just a minute.”” She
hated the apology she heard in her voice. This was
now her kitchen, darn it, and she was in charge of it.

““‘Smells good, Mariah.”” Nick strolled into sight in
his stockinged feet. ‘“We sure appreciate all your hard
work.”’

He was trying, and she could, too. ‘“When the eggs
are done, I'll make a new pot of coffee. Let me set
the pancakes out and you men can get started—"’

“We’ll wait for you.”” Nick wrapped a pot holder
around the enamel pot and lifted it off the trivet.
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““You aren’t here to serve us, Mariah. You eat at the
table with us, all right?”’

“‘But the food will start to cool—"’

“That’s what the warmer is for. You're my wife.
You have the place beside me at the table.”” He ges-
tured to the two chairs in front of the window, where
a gray light glowed on polished oak. ‘‘This coffee
smells a far sight better than what we’ve been having
lately. Go ahead and fix the eggs.”

He strode away, shoulders squared, all confidence,
at ease as he ribbed his brother Will for being too
lazy to get his own cup of coffee and poured it for
him.

Nick was helping her? The band tight around her
stomach expanded to cinch in her chest, too, making
it hard to breathe. She cracked an egg on the edge of
the big black fry pan and broke it in two. Over the
sizzle of the egg white hitting the hot bacon grease,
she remembered what Nick had said to her. We’ve got
respect. That’s more than most marriages I can name.

Respect wasn’t love. It wasn’t being desired. It
wasn’t belonging.

But it was more than her mother ever had. Mariah
pushed out the images from her childhood, of her
mother exhausted and bowed from long hours of
work, carrying a full plate to Pa at the table, serving
him like a slave, back bowing lower with each bite
of his criticism.

Respect was good. She would be grateful for it.

““I know it’s a lot to manage before sunrise.”” Nick
plunked the coffeepot onto the trivet with a clink,
brushing the hard bulging muscles of his arm against
her shoulder. ‘“You’re doing fine, and I sure appre-
ciate it. Joey and Georgie will be up by six. If you
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set aside a few pancakes and sausages, that will be
enough for them.”’

“I’ll see to it.”” Nick’s children. Thinking about
little Georgie made some of the tightness in Mariah’s
chest ease. Her stepchildren.

They would accept her, right? Why wouldn’t they?
Mariah broke the last egg into the pan. Yesterday nei-
ther of them had so much as spoken to her. Jeb had
looked after Georgie all afternoon, while Joey had
been playing with his friends. Both had eaten at the
children’s table during the celebration supper. Their
uncle Will had taken them under his wing that eve-
ning and put them to bed.

Today they were all hers.

“You’ll do fine with them,”” Nick assured her, as
if he could read her mind. ‘‘I’ve got the last of the
heifers calving in the north field, and I’ve got to re-
lieve Robert, the hired man. He’s keeping watch over
them. He’ll be in for a meal shortly. What’s left over
will do for him.”’

“‘Fine.”” Mariah concentrated hard on her work
flipping the eggs. There wasn’t one thing about Nick
that offended her. Not his words, not his manner, not
the efficient way he carried both the platter of bacon
and sausage and the plate of toast to the table. Help-
ing her with her work without a complaint, damn him.
When she wanted to hate him. If she could find ter-
rible fault with him, then maybe she could find release
for the pain gathering in her chest.

But she couldn’t. Even this early in the morning,
with his work clothes wrinkled and his uncombed hair
tousled, he made her heart stop beating for one brief
moment.
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““Looks like the eggs are done.”” He held out a
clean platter. Something her father never would have
done for her mother. Something Mariah couldn’t be-
lieve he was doing for her.

Respect. It went both ways. And so she thanked
him as she scooped the eggs from the pan as fast as
she could. The band around her chest cinched tight
again. Was he thinking about last night? How she had
wanted him to take her to his bed?

Embarrassed, she slid the last egg on the platter
and turned, intent on lifting the fry pan from the heat.
She heard Nick’s step all the way to the table. Heard
the clink of flatware on enamel as the men at the table
began dishing up.

““Wait for Mariah,”” Nick reminded them. ‘‘And
don’t you all have something to say to her?”’

“The food looks real good, ma’am,” Dakota
boomed above the din. ‘‘Don’t mind whatever Pop
says. Both him and Will got their taste buds burned
off drinking their own coffee.”’

““See? I'm not the only one glad you’re here.”’
Nick was at her side again, his eyes shadowed and
his face somber. He held out his hand, palm up, wait-
ing for hers. ‘‘Let me escort you to the table. It gets
a little rough with all of us fighting over the food at
once. We're like a pack of wild dogs, but I’'ll make
sure you get enough to eat.”’

““You’ll throw me the scraps?”’

“Nope. I'll give you first choice.”’

When she laid her hand in his, her palm to his, his
big fingers curled around hers and held her tight.

She didn’t have his love. But she had the man and
his respect. It was enough.
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“‘Hey, big brother.”” Will ambled through the wet
grass, ducking against the cool wind. ‘‘Got the feed
unloaded. How’s it goin’ here?”’

““Good. We’ve got the last heifer dropping and
she’s not having a bit of trouble.”” He gestured toward
the cow on the ground, her side heavy and heaving.

The trouble was that the house was a fair distance
away, nothing more than a thumbnail-size box on the
far hill, but it was in his line of sight. A tiny gray
thread rose in the air above it, smoke from the fire,
and made him wonder how Mariah was getting along.
He knocked rain off the brim of his hat.

“What’s the matter?”” Will stood shoulder to
shoulder and followed Nick’s gaze to the distant
house on the hill. ““You had big problems before you
got remarried, brother. Looks to me like you’ve got
even bigger ones now.”’

‘I want you to be good to Mariah, Will.”’

““Be good to her? Hell, I'm scared of her. Can’t
see why you couldn’t have picked one of those sweet
things in town. Soft and pretty and pleasant to look
at.”’ Will sighed, too wet around the ears to know
what was valuable in a woman. ‘‘Sure, breakfast was
damn good. That was a welcome change around here,
but, hell, brother, you married Mariah Scott. That’s a
guaranteed lifetime of hell ahead of you.”

““That’s marriage, no matter who you pick.”” Nick
couldn’t help it. Images of Mariah kept creeping into
his mind. Of her opening the door to find him stand-
ing on her porch, come to take her to the church.
She’d looked so different in that dress, a quiet blue-
gray, instead of the dark grays and blacks she usually
wore. He’d seen the young girl she used to be in the
woman too practical to be young.
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No, that wasn’t quite right. Last night, as she’d
hesitated in the hallway in front of Lida’s old room,
he’d seen something else in her. A longing for the
dream of what a marriage could be.

And he’d disappointed her. He felt like the biggest
jackass on earth. Never occurred to him that Mariah
would want to share his bed. And not just to sleep.

Damn it, he’d tried to explain it to her. And judging
by the way she’d looked at him this morning, ex-
pecting his disregard, instead of his friendship, she
understood what he wanted now.

But she was still hurting. The thought of that tore
at him. What was he going to do about that?

“But did you have to go and pick her?”” Will
swept off his hat and shook it hard. Rainwater
splashed everywhere.

Nick swiped a drop off his cheek. ‘‘She’s a good
woman and I don’t want to hear another word against
her. She’s my wife, and damn it, Will, I don’t care if
you like it or not. You’ll treat her with the respect
she deserves.”’

‘““You’re sweet on her, aren’t you? That’s why
you—"’

““No,”” Nick roared, so mad so fast, he burned with
it. “‘But I won’t have the hell I had with Lida, and
you alone know what she did to me.”’

““She was a weak woman. I know you hated
her—"’

“‘I never hated her. That was the problem.”” He hurt
something fierce, as if a dagger had pierced his lungs,
and he struggled for breath. For control. ‘‘Mariah
isn’t soft and sweet, but she’s nothing like Lida was.
She is a strong, tough-minded woman with standards
that would put both of us to shame. She isn’t going
to sneak off at night or bear another man’s child. You,
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above anyone, ought to know how much I value
that.”’

Will’s throat worked, and he stared at the ground.
““Sorry, Nick. I know you’re right. I just thought...
you know...”’

““I know, you were thinking down south, instead
of with your brain. That will get you into a world of
trouble. I made that mistake with Lida, and I learned
the hard way.”” The hard way? He’d been young and
hurting from Mariah’s father’s rejection, and had
sought the quickest form of solace. A lot of whiskey
and, later, a Sunday afternoon driving date with pretty
Lida Brown. A forced marriage was the result five
weeks later.

Nick’s gaze strayed back to the house. Mariah was
there, and she was strong enough to put his domestic
life in order. He was thankful for her. He was grateful.
But sweet on her? No, he didn’t have the heart for
that.

““I hate these pancakes.”” Joey dropped his fork
against the plate with a clatter loud enough to wake
the dead in the next county. ‘“They taste bad.”’

Now what did she do? Mariah took one look at the
boy’s face and read the hatred in it. The challenge
that glinted in his eyes as dark as his father’s. No
doubt the boy was as willful, too.

Great. Just her luck. She set the iron on the stove,
turned her back on her work, and plucked a jar of
preserves from the pantry. ‘“This might help. Georgie,
do you want some jam?’’

““Only if it’s the red kind.”” The little girl glanced
up from her plate, her fork suspended in midair. The
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syrup smeared across her face made her look more
adorable.

“You’re in luck. It’s red.”” Mariah uncapped the
jar. “‘Joey, you first.”’

‘I hate red jam.”” His gaze narrowed. His mouth
pulled up into a tight, belligerent line.

This wasn’t about the pancakes or the jam. This
battle was about her presence in this house. Mariah
grabbed a second jar from the pantry. She hadn’t ex-
pected her first day to be without a single wrinkle.
‘““How about some blueberry jam?”’

“‘I hate that, too.”’

“I’'m sorry about that.”” She set the jar in front of
him and stole the red one. His animosity followed her
as she circled the table and sat in the empty chair
beside Georgie. ‘‘Do you want this on your pancakes
or on your toast?’”’

““The toast. But squished in the middle,”’ the little
girl instructed around a mouthful of pancake.

““Like a sandwich?”’> When Georgie nodded, Ma-
riah went to work, slathering the sweet strawberry jam
on the slice of toast, then folding it in two. ‘‘Like
this?”’

“Yep.”” Georgie grabbed it, pleased. ‘‘Are you still
gonna take me to my ma?”’

The knife slipped from Mariah’s fingers and struck
the table with an ear-ringing clatter. The kitchen
seemed too quiet and still, as if the entire world had
quieted to await her answer. Her pulse thrummed in
her ears, and she got up too quick. The chair legs
scraped against the floor, setting her teeth on edge.

‘““We’re going to stay here today, Georgie.”” Mariah
headed straight for her ironing board, set up on the
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worktable by the cookstove. ‘I have to finish up my
work.”’

“You could take me in your wagon. With your big
ox.”” A high note of desperation lifted Georgie’s voice
and her eyes shone with grief.

Mariah left the ironing untouched to kneel down in
front of the girl’s chair. ‘‘My mother went to heaven,
too.”

““She did?”’

“Yep, and I hurt really bad for a long time, because
she had to leave.”

““Y-yeah.”” Georgie breathed in, pain raw in her
voice. ‘‘She just left. Didn’t take me or her dresses
or nothing.”’

Mariah’s chest twisted with a fierce emotion, too
complex to name, but it brought tears to her eyes and
a pain to her heart. “‘I’m certain she misses you very
much.”’

““Y-yeah.”” Georgie rubbed her eyes with her fists.
““‘Can we go see her now? Pa ain’t gonna take me.
He don’t love me.”

““That’s not true. Your father loves you very much.
Who couldn’t love such a good little girl?”’ Mariah
dared to touch those fine golden curls and stroked the
girl’s soft brow. ‘““Why don’t you stay here with me
today? When I’m done with my ironing, you can go
in the wagon with me to deliver all these shirts.”’

““No.”” Huge tears brimmed those big blue eyes and
trickled in fat droplets down her cheeks. ‘I just want
my ma.”’

Mariah’s heart broke. She didn’t know what to do,
she’d never in her life comforted a child of her own
the way a mother should. She felt useless and lost,
wondering if she should hold the child or think of the



124 High Plains Wife

right magic words that would comfort so much pain.
Georgie leaned forward, her head diving toward Ma-
riah’s chest, and tumbled out of the chair.

Mariah caught the girl and pulled her into her arms,
holding her safe in her lap. Georgie buried her face
in Mariah’s shoulder and wept. Mariah could feel
each tremble, each sob, each spear of sorrow. She
leaned her cheek against the crown of the child’s
head, wishing she could absorb the hurt. Georgie felt
fragile and tiny and infinitely precious.

How could Lida have chosen to leave this little
girl? Grief could be consuming, Mariah knew this
firsthand, but to take one’s life? And leave children
behind? Children who needed her? Mariah vowed not
to hate the woman, but it was hard as she watched
Joey scowl, overturn his plate with a spark of anger
and push away from the table in disgust.

She patted Georgie on the back, gently. It was the
only thing she could think of to do. What did she
know about comforting children? Not one thing. She
doubted she had a single motherly instinct. Nick
shouldn’t have married her. He should have chosen
someone more suitable. Someone soft and loving and
who naturally knew what to do with a crying child.

““I got a bad owie.”” Georgie put the heel of her
hand against her heart. Her eyes watered with a silent
plea.

Mariah could only kiss the girl’s sweet brow and
hold her close. She didn’t know what else to do.

Nick took one look at the kitchen and fought a
growing sense of doom. There was a stack of laundry
on the worktable. The kids’ breakfast dishes were still
on the table. There was no sign that the noon meal
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was being prepared—no roast cooking, no bread bak-
ing, no soup simmering. Where was Mariah?

He rummaged in the lean-to for a tin of bag balm.
This was only her first morning here. He couldn’t
expect the day to go smooth. Even as efficient as Ma-
riah was, she would need time to get things in order.
Figure out their daily needs. And in an hour she’d
have six hungry men at her table, in no mood to wait
for their hot meal.

Maybe it was the day’s storm, the wind and rain
as cold as a March downpour, that was making his
temper short. Or maybe it was the pitying looks his
brothers and the hired men had been giving him all
morning. Not one of them had the courage to say it,
but he could guess what they were thinking. It wasn’t
hard, with the confused looks on their faces, as if they
were trying to figure out why he’d taken the prickly,
sharp-tongued town spinster to wife. He’d had enough
of it, and he wasn’t going to explain his choice. He
knew what he was doing, damn it.

So, why wasn’t the woman of his choice making
dinner?

He stomped down the back steps, swearing when
rain dripping off the eaves decided to drip onto his
head and down the back of his neck. Splashing
through the puddles, he realized his head was wet,
too. Where in blazes did his hat go? Why was he so
damn forgetful this morning?

Mariah. She was on his mind. The need in her last
night, as palpable as the shadows, as revealing as the
moonlight, as vulnerable as her voice when she’d told
him she slept better alone, too. Why did this keep
bothering him? He’d been honest with her up front.
His conscience shouldn’t be troubling him.
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But it was. She’d expected him to be cold to her
this morning. And when he’d helped her serve the
meal and then sat her beside him at the table, she had
been grateful. It had been in her shy smiles when he
passed her the platters of delicious food she’d cooked.
If she was disappointed, then she’d recovered well
enough. Things should be going better now. So,
where in blazes was she?

Maybe something had gone awry. His work could
wait a few minutes. He’d best figure out where she’d
gone to.

He tore through the kitchen only to find the fire
blazing in the parlor, but no one there. Something felt
wrong. Georgie could have run off again. That wind
was cold, the rain mean and inclement for this time
for year. If she’d forgotten her coat, she could have
pneumonia by now, not to mention the hundred other
dangers to a small child alone on the prairie—

He bounded down the hall only to find Georgie’s
bedroom door open. The soft glow of lamplight
spilled through the threshold, illuminating a path
through the door and into the room where Mariah sat
in the old cane rocker, which had been his mother’s,
with Georgie motionless in her arms.

““‘She cried herself to sleep,”” Mariah explained in
the softest whisper. ‘‘Every time I tried to move her
to the bed, she stirred, so I decided to stay here and
let her rest. I didn’t know what to do. She was sob-
bing so hard, poor baby.”’

The fear drained out of him like water from a bar-
rel. Georgie was safe. He propped his forehead
against the door frame and took a steadying breath.
He shouldn’t have worried. Mariah could handle any-
thing and quite well, if the sight in front of him was
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any indication. Georgie slept like an angel, her face
tucked in the hollow of Mariah’s throat, her little
hands clutching her rag doll. The dried tracks of tears
stained the curve of her cheek.

““Trapped in the chair, are you?’’ He kept his voice
low, not wanting to wake his little angel, and knelt at
Mariah’s side. ‘‘How long have you been here?’’

““Most of the morning. I'm afraid I'm a little numb
from sitting in one place for so long.”” Lights glinted
in her eyes, as gray as the storm outside, made dark
with emotion.

Or maybe exhaustion. The lamplight on her face
cast her in a radiant light, making her skin look as
smooth as a cameo and tracing the lush curve of her
mouth. A full bottom lip that he’d spent many hours
of his last year in public school daydreaming about.

He had no right to be daydreaming about her now.
She was here for his children, and nothing more.
Look how content Georgie was. It would be a long
row to hoe for a small child grieving her mother, but
Georgie had Mariah to watch over her. For the first
time since he’d found Lida lifeless that sad rainy
morning, he felt a seed of hope. Georgie was going
to be all right. All she needed was time. And Mariah.

You chose right, Gray. You picked a good woman.
He felt proud of it and as sure as the wind howling
against the eaves. He owed Mariah. And he would
spend the rest of this convenient marriage letting her
know it. She treated his kids well, and he would treat
her like a queen.

““Let’s see if we can get her into bed.”” Nick leaned
close, close enough to breathe in the lilac scent of
Mariah’s hair and the soft woman scent of her skin.

Georgie cried out in her sleep at his touch and bur-
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ied her face harder against the hollow of Mariah’s
throat.

““See?’’ Mariah cradled Georgie’s head, holding
the girl to her. ‘‘She was in so much pain, I didn’t
want to wake her. She needs to sleep.”’

‘““How about you? You said you’re getting numb
in places.”’

“‘Just where my person is in contact with the chair,
but I'll survive. The real trouble is that I can’t cook
the noon meal from here.”’

““That’s not a problem.”” He’d make sandwiches
and heat up some soup. Even bring Mariah up a tray.
He had a hard day of work waiting for him, but it
could probably wait another hour. His daughter was
safe, and that’s what mattered, cradled on Mariah’s
lap, snug in her arms.

Nick climbed to his feet, his chest strangely tight,
Will’s accusation mocking him now. He wasn’t sweet
on Mariah, but he did respect her. With everything in
him. ‘“Thanks for taking care of my little one.”’

“It’s my pleasure.”” Mariah smiled, the real Ma-
riah. Not the cold spinster grown hard with loneliness,
but the woman with a soft heart and a gentle touch.

He couldn’t stop the tug of tenderness in his heart
as he turned his back and walked away. ‘“Want me
to get you anything from the kitchen?”’

“Isn’t that my job?”’

He didn’t answer, disappearing down the hall.

The flame on the wick flickered in tiny beats of the
draft from the window. Rain cuffed the glass and
hammered on the siding, and it felt cozy in the small
room, warmed by the chimney bricks that made up
one wall. The rocker squeaked slightly as Georgie
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slept, as limp as her rag doll, a welcome heat against
Mariah’s chest.

Her stepdaughter. She couldn’t believe it. She felt
as if a light had come on in the dark places of her
heart, a warm glow that changed everything. She
pressed a kiss into Georgie’s angel-soft hair at the
crown of her head, grateful. Completely, thoroughly,
to the reaches of her soul grateful.

She heard the sounds of a home, instead of a house
empty and echoing with loneliness. The bang of the
oven door in the kitchen below. The slam of the out-
side door. Men’s voices rumbled pleasantly down-
stairs, and the sound of Joey’s light, quick step in the
hallway. His door slammed shut. No, she wasn’t alone
anymore.

Nick reappeared in the door, carrying a steaming
cup in one hand. ‘“Thought you might like some tea.”’

“You did?”’

““Sure.”” He was the most thoughtful man she’d
ever seen. He set the cup on the windowsill within
her easy reach, as if he fetched tea for women every
day. “‘I don’t know how you take it. I put in a little
sugar and cream, just in case you like it sweet.”’

““I do. Thank you.”

““It was no trouble. I told you, Mariah. We take
care of each other.”” He leaned close, the heat of his
skin like a whisper against the curve of her face. He
dipped lower to press a chaste kiss on his daughter’s
brow.

Something inside Mariah’s chest squeezed tight
and hard. It was an emotion too complex to name and
too frightening to think about, so she didn’t. She held
her breath, instead, willing it to go away as Nick hes-
itated, a hair’s width away, his gaze dropping to her
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mouth, her lips. His eyes went completely black, as
if he was thinking about kissing her. As if it was what
he wanted more than anything.

A pulse of desire beat low in her abdomen. A curl
of desire that made her mouth tingle. She remembered
the warm commanding caress of his kiss.

Maybe there’s a chance. She couldn’t help the wish
from rising up out of the shadows of her heart. It was
a hope that didn’t dim when Nick left the room. It
was a hope that remained strong as the rain fell and
the wind moaned and the lamplight flickered.



Chapter Eight

Cor i

Mariah prided herself on being a hard worker, but
she’d never been so bone-tired as she felt that evening
after supper had been served and eaten. Nick had
warned her to cook plenty of food, and even then,
she’d run short. Nick and his brothers polished off the
entire roast before the platter made it around the table
once. Tomorrow, she’d know what to expect.

But for tonight, even though twilight had come and
gone leaving the kitchen in shadows, the stacks of
dishes and pots remained. She’d been on her feet
since four that morning, and one glance at the clock
told her it was a few minutes past seven. Best get to
work. Morning would be here before she knew it, and
she would do this all over again.

It wasn’t bad for a first day, she decided as she
drained steaming water from the stove reservoir. The
work overwhelmed her, and Joey had glared at her
over his plate during supper, as if he were hoping that
if he stared hard enough she’d disappear. He wasn’t
the only one. Nick’s father and both his brothers kept
on their best behavior, tensed as if she were waiting
to smite them at the least provocation.
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The men were in the parlor now, the scent of to-
bacco and the rustling of newspapers telling her she
wasn’t alone in the house. Deep, male voices rumbled
in conversation. Mariah filled the washbasin and
grated slivers of soap off the bar of lye into the steam-
ing water.

She felt Nick’s presence before she heard the pad
of his stockinged feet on the polished wood floor.
Before she smelled the scent of tobacco from his eve-
ning smoke still clinging to his gray flannel work
shirt. She shivered from the intimacy in his voice be-
fore he spoke.

““You’re in here alone with the dishes. That’s not
fair.””

““True, but the dishes aren’t complaining about be-
ing alone with me. So I won’t complain about them.”’

““‘Sure, go ahead and joke. Guess you don’t need
my help.”’

““You came in to help me?”’

““Sure. I was sitting in my favorite chair with my
feet up, reading the newspaper when I heard you
drawing water in here. I felt guilty. It ruined my con-
centration, so I thought, What the hell? I’'ll come in
here and help her out.”’

““Oh, you think I need help?’’ She plunked one cup
after the other into the dishwater. ‘‘I’'m not doing a
good enough job?”’

She loved the way trouble gleamed in his dark
eyes. She loved that he took a dish towel from the
stack on the worktable and sidled up to her.

‘I think you’re doing an excellent job.”” His elbow
brushed the side of her arm. ‘“That’s why I was feel-
ing so damn guilty.”’

“You? Guilty? I don’t believe it. I think you’re the
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sort of man who doesn’t have a decent bone in his
body. Too confident, arrogant, bossy.”’

““Humph.”” He shook out the towel with a snap.
“I’'m tough, too. Be careful, or you’ll know the sting
of my whip.”’

““Whip, huh? That’s a dish towel.””

““Yes, but I know how to use it.”’

She blushed all the way from her collar to the roots
of her hair. ““You’re speaking about the towel,
right?”’

““Of course.”” The devil twinkled in his eyes as he
flicked the towel again, snapping it crisply in midair.
““Hurry up with those dishes, or you’re next.”’

‘““You don’t scare me one bit. I am also quite
skilled with a dish towel.”

“‘Sure, at drying dishes with it.”’

‘“Yes, but also at putting overconfident men in their
places with it.”’

He cocked one brow in an unmistakable challenge.
*“‘Oh, so you play rough, do you?”’

“I play to win.”’

““So do I.”’ Nick tossed her a clean dishcloth,
folded so neat and perfect—the way Mariah did ev-
erything. ‘‘Now get to work or know the sting of my
wrath.”’

“Hmm, maybe you’ll know the sting of mine.”
She eyed him mischievously.

In the sheen of golden light, she looked amazing.

Soft wisps of hair had escaped the tight, no-
nonsense knot at the back of her head, framing her
heart-shaped face like small gossamers of sunlight.
On a face made more beautiful by time, he’d swear
to it.

Water splashed as she washed the first cup, thor-
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oughly and quickly, her hands a blur in the sudsy
water. Before he could think of something to say, she
plopped the cup into the rinse water in the basin in
front of him.

““There. Make yourself useful.”” She sounded stern,
but she was only feigning it. He saw the corner of her
mouth curve.

‘“‘Aye, aye, ma’am. [ don’t want to get on your bad
side. You could probably whip me in a towel fight.”’

“I'm glad you finally accept my superiority.”” The
flicker became a beautiful smile as she washed an-
other cup. ‘‘Seriously, Nick, you were up before [ was
this morning. You ought to be sitting in the parlor
with your feet up, not helping me with my work.”’

““Nope. The newspaper had boring articles in it
anyway. | was falling asleep. Helping you is at least
keeping me awake.”’

Mariah heard what he didn’t say. He wanted to ease
her burdens, lighten her load, just as he’d said. Just
as she wanted to do for him. ‘‘Really, go sit and talk
with your brothers. I'm almost done here.”’

““Sure. Look at that pile of dishes. It’s a good
hour’s work, Mariah. I don’t mind one bit. I’d rather
spend the time in here with you.”’

““With me? The bossy, independent-minded wife?’
The convenient wife.

““The truth be told, Will took his boots off and his
feet stink something fierce. I came in here to escape
the odor. You’re doing me a favor by letting me
stay.”’

He was lying, and they both knew it, and he was
trying to make her laugh, too. Her chest ached with
the thoughtfulness of it. Distance stood between them,
but something snapped between them, a closeness or
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a connection, and it felt out of her reach. He wasn’t
ready, and she didn’t know how to bridge the gap
between them. She didn’t know how a woman loved
a man, not just physically, but in all those mysterious
ways, using the right touches and words. Because
she’d never seen that kind of love up close. Her father
had been cruel and her mother brokenhearted.

Stop thinking about the past. She stared hard at the
coffee ring on the cup she held, then dunked it be-
neath the water and scrubbed hard. ‘‘Helping the wife
like this isn’t something my father would ever have
done.”’

““Your father was a hard man.”’

She scrubbed harder. Damn that stubborn stain.
‘‘He was hard to live with.”’

“You stayed with him, Mariah, instead of marry-
ing. I’m not the only man who wanted to come court-
ing, you know.”’

She dropped the cup with a thunk. Startled eyes
met his. ‘“That’s not true. You were the only one who
ever came calling.”’

““Do you think that no one wanted you, is that it?”’
Forget the dishes. He reached into the hot water to
take her hand. Her skin was wet and hot, her hand so
small against his. There were tears in her eyes, shim-
mering like diamonds in the lamp’s soft glow, and it
killed him as surely as a bullet to his chest to see her
in pain. Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything, but
it was too late now. ‘‘Do you think you stayed a
maiden because no man in town wanted to call you
his?”’

She dropped her gaze, those golden wisps of hair
tumbling forward to shield her face from his scrutiny.
Her bottom lip trembled. ‘‘After Pa died, nothing
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changed. No man came to my door to sweep me off
my feet.”’

“I did.”” His thumb brushed her chin, forcing her
gaze to his. The sadness in her eyes shamed him.
He’d disliked her, he’d forgotten her, he’d tried to
avoid her in town for years, and married her for con-
venience’s sake. But the truth was, his heart felt as
new as dawn’s first light whenever he looked upon
her.

“You didn’t sweep me off my feet, Nick. You of-
fered me an arrangement.”’

“‘Sure, I was trying to get my laundry done for free,
so I proposed.”

““And I was trying to get a man to feed and shelter
me.”’

““And don’t forget clothe you. I did include new
dresses in the marriage deal.”

Tenderly. That’s how he spoke to her. Gently,
that’s how he held her hand. The power of it rooted
her to the floor as if her shoes had been nailed into
the boards. The magic of his kindness felt like a balm
to old wounds too numerous to count.

Old wounds that would not be reopened here. She
couldn’t begin to say how much that meant to her. *‘I
know it’s only been one day, but how you treated
me... Is this how it’s going to be?”’

““It will get better, I hope. There’s a lot of work to
do here, and I'm sorry for that.”” Nick’s thumb fit
against the cut of her chin, a warm, rough caress that
made her eyes water.

““I don’t mean the work. I don’t mind that. I mean
you. You were good to me, Nick. What man offers
to dry dishes after a fourteen-hour day in the fields?”’

““‘One who honors his wife.”’
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Tears burned in her eyes. Honor. She didn’t de-
serve that. *‘I didn’t do a very good job today. You
had to fix the noon meal.”” Georgie had cried herself
to sleep after supper, and Joey had disappeared to his
room with a book. The kitchen was a mess and she’d
been far from adequate. ‘‘I know I'm not Lida, I
wish—"’

She didn’t know what she wished, but she wanted
it with her entire being. With all she was. She wanted
to be the wife he didn’t have to help with the dishes.
She wanted to be the woman he needed. He loved.
And it was so far out of her grasp.

Nick’s forehead touched hers and he met her eye-
to-eye, nose to nose, so close his breath was hers. ‘I
thank God that you’re not Lida. Remember that.”’

““‘She was so perfect. So...everything.”” Neat and
slim and petite and every hair in place. Mariah would
see her in town, in the mercantile an aisle away or
walking down the boardwalk to the dressmaker’s. ‘I
know you had to love her very much, and I’m afraid
you look at me and see a woman who could never
measure up.’’

Nick released her and spun away. ‘‘Believe me,
you outshine Lida in every way. I love her still, it’s
true, but not the way you think. She was the mother
of my children, and I will always be grateful to her
for that. But between us...”

“I'm sorry.”” Shock sounded heavy in her voice
and in her step as she came closer.

He winced. He couldn’t stand for her to know the
truth. He couldn’t speak out against his children’s
mother. How else was he going to tell Mariah what
her steadfastness meant to him? He didn’t know.
Maybe it was foolish to say anything. It was in the
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past. What was done was done. He ought to leave it
behind him. Be glad he had a wife who was happy
with a little thoughtfulness. Who believed that his
drying the dishes for her was a great thing.

“I know you still need to grieve Lida. I under-
stand.”” Mariah’s fingers slid over the curve of his
shoulder, holding on, holding firm.

She didn’t understand, and he couldn’t tell her.
Couldn’t bring up the pain again. ‘‘Suppose I ought
to keep my word and help you with those dishes. I'd
hate for you to beat me in a towel fight.”’

““I would win, too.”” She leaned against him, her
cheek to his shoulder blade, her breasts to his back.
Her comfort felt like a warm blanket on a cold win-
ter’s morn.

A seed of affection took root in his heart. He
couldn’t help it. Couldn’t stop it. A tiny seed that hurt
like a burr in his chest. ‘‘Let’s get this straight. No
woman is going to beat me.”’

““Is that so?”’

“You doubt my abilities.”

““You underestimate mine.”” She still clung to him
so sweet, providing comfort in her touch, tender and
caring and all woman.

Her breasts pressed against his back felt as hot as
the center of a flame. He’d been a long time without
a woman, that was all, a man had natural needs. Re-
fusing to let that dominate him, he took a step away
from her comfort, from her soft, pleasing woman’s
form. He was strong enough not to need any comfort
or any woman’s softness in his life.

““Where do you think you’re going?’’ Mariah was
all tenderness, as if she could feel the pain gnawing
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like a hungry dog at his breastbone. ‘‘I thought you
were a man of your word.”’

““Now and then, if the mood strikes me.”’

‘“‘Are you drying the dishes, or will I have to make
you?”’

‘““‘Make me.”” He turned at the threshold, where the
shadows were darkest and the light did not reach. He
was nothing but a black form, as powerful as the dark-
ness itself.

Mariah ached for him. She could feel his sorrow
as if it were hers. Feel his loneliness. Feel his need.
A need that said, ‘“You’re not alone.”’

She snatched the dish towel from the edge of the
worktable. ‘‘Remember, you asked for it.”’

“‘Hey, wait. I'm unarmed.”” He held up both hands.

““Do you think I’'ll give a man like you mercy?”’
She snapped the towel, intentionally falling short of
his big, broad chest, giving him fair warning of what
was to come. ‘‘No mercy, Mr. Gray. You don’t de-
serve it.”’

“‘Fine attitude when you’re holding the weapon.”’
He prowled toward her like a panther, ruthless, fear-
less.

She flicked the towel hard, sending it straight for
the center of his chest. His hand snaked out and tore
the towel from her fingers. ‘‘Hey! Give that back.”

““Now who’s the one with the weapon?’’ Sounding
pleased with himself, he circled the table, stalking her,
towel pulled back and ready to fire. ‘*‘And following
your example, I intend to show you no mercy.”’

““Not very chivalrous of you.”

““‘Do you think I care?’’” His arm shot out, the towel
snapping a foot in front of her.
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She reared back, changing positions. ‘‘You're
keeping me away from the other towels.”

“Very perceptive. At least I married a smart
woman.”’

““And I married a ruthless man.”’

‘“No, a superior one. Admit it.”” He flicked the
towel again, stopping her in her tracks. ‘‘Say it. Nick
Gray is a superior man. Say you will rub my tired
feet every evening after supper.”

“I will not!”’

““Now that’s a shame, because I might do the same
for you.”

‘I have no wish for you to put your hands on any
part of my person.”” She knew he was teasing her,
darn it, with his words and that damnable towel he’d
stolen from her. She made a run toward the worktable
and took a playful snap on the upper arm. ‘‘Hey!”’

““Oh, sorry. Did I get you?’’ He didn’t sound sorry
at all. Not one bit.

““You’re going to pay for that,”” she vowed, grab-
bing two towels, one for each hand. ““You got the
first blow, but I'll get the rest of them.”

““Pretty confident for a woman.”’

““It comes from being around you.”’

She hit him square in the jaw, and he retaliated
with a snap to her forehead. She cracked him twice,
once in the chest and the other in the belly.

“‘Ready to surrender?’’ she challenged, jumping to
the side to avoid the smack of his towel. “‘I’ve got
you backed into the corner with no way out.”’

““That’s what you think, huh?’’ He tossed down his
towel, a big bulky form huddled between the window
and the hutch. ‘‘Let’s see you run, pretty lady.”

He ducked his head and charged like a bull straight



Jillian Hart 141

at her. She felt a wild flutter of panic because he was
twice her size and he could knock her to the ground
in a second flat. Then she saw his arms reach out to
grab her, and she knew she was safe. And at the ad-
vantage.

She hit him twice, the ends of the towels cracking
him in the dead center of his head. It didn’t stop him
and she squealed as his arms came around her. His
head brushed the dip of her waist. In one rush, he
scooped her onto his shoulder, bottom up, her face
looking him in the back, and swirled in a big circle
in the center of the kitchen.

““Who’s the victor now, little woman?’’ His laugh-
ter vibrated through him and into her, a wonderful
life-affirming feeling that chased away the darkness
in the room and the shadows from her heart.

She laughed, deep and loud, wrapped her arms
around his broad waist and held on to his solid, hot,
male body as they went 'round and ’round together.

‘“‘Are you ready to surrender?’’ he demanded.

“No.”

He spun faster. ‘‘Are you sure?”’

““Yes, except I'm getting dizzy.”’

‘“Ha! I thought that would get to you.”” Laughing,
holding her safe, he lifted her off his shoulder, into
his arms, and lowered her to the floor. He held her
steady as she swayed on her feet.

““You broke the rules,”’ she told him as soon as the
room stopped spinning.

““What rules? I didn’t hear you list any.”” He pulled
out a chair and helped her sit. ‘‘Are you all right?”’

‘“‘Absolutely not. I have a cheater for a husband.”

““Hmm, you didn’t say I couldn’t wrestle you.”” He
pushed the tangled hair out of her eyes with a tender



142 High Plains Wife

swipe of his big hand. ‘‘But let’s get this straight. 'm
as faithful as the day is long, and I’ll never cheat on
you. To prove it, I'll be a good sport and help you
dry the dishes. But don’t forget tomorrow night to
find enough time to rub my feet.”’

She opened her mouth to protest, but then his
promise to her sunk in. He was a man she could count
on. Trust. A man faithful only to her.

Surely that meant he wanted her in his bed, to love
her as his real wife. In time, when his grieving for
Lida was through.

Hope flared to life within her, big and full and
glowing.

Spying the narrow line of light shining beneath his
son’s bedroom door, Nick gave a knock before he
walked in. Joey’s room was dark except for the faint
glow of the lamp by his bed, turned to the lowest
notch. It cast a wavering orange glow onto the book
propped on the comforter, concealing the boy behind
it.

‘‘Past your bedtime, son.”’

Joey lowered the book. ‘‘Can I read to the end of
the chapter?”’

“‘How many pages is that?’’ Nick had been tricked
by this one before.

Joey bent his head, diligently counting. *‘Four
whole pages and a part of one.”’

““‘Okay, then.”” Nick took a step back into the hall,
but something kept him from closing the door. A fa-
ther’s instincts, he suspected. Joey had kept by either
him or Pop for most of the day in the fields, but he’d
been unusually quiet. And spent a good deal of time,
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like his father had, casting long silent looks toward
the house.

Maybe there were some things needing to be said.
Nick let the door click behind him and padded across
the darkened room. ‘“We’re both caught in uncharted
waters, aren’t we, son? There’s this woman in the
house cooking for us, and we hardly know her.”’

““I heard you laughing. You know her real good.”
Joey’s brow furrowed and he bowed his head, staring
hard at the open page in front of him.

Nick sat on the bed. ‘‘Scoot over. Make room for
your old man.”’

Joey sighed, put down the book, and schooched
over a few inches. ‘‘I know you’re gonna say I gotta
like her.”

““That’s not what I’m here to say.”’

“‘She told you, didn’t she?’’ Joey’s face scrunched
up, a show of belligerence, but it didn’t take a wise
man to see the pain shining in his eyes. ‘‘She
shouldn’t a done that. She shouldn’t a told.”’

““All right, time to ante up. Tell me what you did.”

““Nothin’.”” Joey bit his lip to keep it from trem-
bling.

““Is it something that upset Mariah?”’

“I don’t know. Maybe.”” That bottom lip trembled
some more, but he was tough, bucking up. He didn’t
so much as sniffle.

Poor kid. This wasn’t easy for him. ‘‘I know you
miss your ma.”’

He nodded, dark locks tumbling forward to hide
his eyes. There was a little-boy sweetness to him, but
a solid strength, too.

Proud of his son, Nick cupped him on the shoulder,
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man to man. ‘‘Mariah isn’t here to replace your
mother. You know that, right?”’

One narrow shoulder lifted in an uncertain shrug.

Ah, the real problem. ‘‘No one can ever do that.”’

‘“Ma wanted to leave us. I know she did.”” Joey
fisted both hands. ‘‘Before she passed on to heaven,
she wanted to leave. I know all about that.”” The be-
trayal still stung deep, and Joey didn’t know the half
of it. Never would, if Nick had any say to it. A boy
needed a mother he could respect. It made a differ-
ence in the man he would become. No good would
come of the boy knowing his mother’s quest for hap-
piness ended up in more than one man’s bed—men
she wasn’t married to.

““This lady, is she gonna leave, too?”’

“Not to my knowledge.”” How could he make
promises to his son that it wasn’t up to him to keep?
Nick would gamble his heart that Mariah would keep
her vows, but his son’s? ‘‘I have faith in her. I think
you can, too.”’

““I heard Pop say that you made a real mistake.”’
Joey let out a pent-up sigh that sounded suspiciously
close to a sob. ‘“That you shouldn’t a done it. That
we’d all come to regret it.”’

““Pop don’t know everything there is to know. And
he doesn’t know Mariah. Not like I do.”” He’d hold
his anger back until he could have a talk with Pop.
Let him know he wasn’t helping matters. “‘I wouldn’t
have married her if I thought she wouldn’t pull
through for us. She took real good care of Georgie
today. Did you see that?”’

““I guess.”” Joey’s knuckles turned white.

“I’'m sure this is gonna work out. Do you know
why?”’
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The boy shook his head.

‘“‘Because Mariah used to live all alone in her
house in town. She didn’t have any family. Not a
mother or a father. No brothers or sisters. And no
children of her own. Don’t you think that’s got to be
pretty lonely?”’

““No.”” Stubbornly he set his chin. His brows crin-
kled together in thought. ‘‘Maybe.”’

“‘I married her because I thought she wanted a fam-
ily more than anything. So that’s why I think she’s
going to stick with us. Because that’s what families
do, right? They stick together.”

““Through thick and thin.”” Joey’s fists relaxed. He
tugged at a thread in the sheet hem, pulling it until it
was a few inches longer than it had been. ‘‘I don’t
care, for me, you know. But Georgie needs a mother.
She keeps runnin’ off.”’

““‘She didn’t try it today. Mariah made sure of it,
just like she’s going to do from now on.”’

Joey didn’t say anything, as if he wasn’t willing to
put too much belief in a woman who could leave.

Nick couldn’t blame him. He had problems with
Mariah, too. ‘“To the end of the chapter and then I
want this light out, partner. Do I have your word on
that?”’

The boy nodded, head bent, already escaping into
his book.

Nick wished he could take on his son’s worries and
hurts, but that wasn’t the way life was. Troubled, he
closed the door tight. Mariah wasn’t going to let them
down, he knew it. And in time, Joey would see it,
too. He’d understand that some women could be
counted on.

He felt Mariah an instant before he heard the pad
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of her step on the hallway carpet. It was an awareness
of her presence, like an awakening of his senses, from
dark to light, from silence to singing. And there she
was, wrapped in a brown housecoat, the white ruffle
of her nightgown showing above her stockinged feet.

““Nick, I should have asked. Did you want a warm
cup of milk?”’

““‘Are you joking? Tough men like me don’t drink
hot milk. We chew on nails when we can’t sleep.”

““Foolish of me to even ask. Next time I offer to
do something nice for you, I'll just spare myself the
display of manly arrogance and kick my own shin. It
would be less painful.”’

Ordinarily, Mariah would have said that insult with
a sharp hook in her voice that was as mean and keen
as barbed wire. But this Mariah—his wife—marched
coyly past him to her bedroom, her hips swaying be-
neath the smooth fall of brown fabric. Her hair was
down, tumbling everywhere in a wild disarray of
golden curls that fell to the small of her back and
swished with the rhythm of her gait.

She spun to face him and the snug bodice of her
housecoat clung to her unbound breasts, snaring his
gaze. Her breasts were full and round and made for
a man to appreciate.

““I have a few errands tomorrow. I have the last of
my laundry deliveries to make and then I'm meeting
a few of my friends in town.”’

He snapped his gaze to hers and kept it there. What
did she say? He had no idea, so he said the safest
thing. ““Yep.”’

““Just so you know, I'll have dinner on the table
before I go, and you’re to leave the dishes where they
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are when you’re finished eating. Your father said he’d
keep Joey with him, and I'll take Georgie with me.”’

““‘Sounds like you thought of everything.”” He had
no notion if that was true. As if she was trying to
distract him, she lifted the cup to her lush lips and
sipped. His pulse thundered in his ears and through
every single inch of his body.

Damn. His trousers were tight, and what did he do?
He had to go and remember how she’d felt like par-
adise in his arms, soft and too good to be true. How
womanly she was, real woman and not simpering girl,
and she made him feel...

Well, in a way he was never going to feel again.
Would never feel again. What’s wrong with you,
Gray? Use some discipline.

““‘I do appreciate this.”” Mariah was all aglow, from
the shimmers in her hair to her pearled complexion
to the dazzle of her smile as she took a step backward
into her room. ‘‘We’ve been getting together like this
since we graduated public school. It won’t interfere
with my duties here and my responsibilities to you.”’

““I trust you, Mariah. I don’t doubt you for a mo-
ment.”’

She glowed even more brightly, as if he’d given
her the highest praise. ““You don’t know what this
means to me. How you treat me. I couldn’t have a
better husband. Thank you.”’

He knew her life had been hard, but he hadn’t re-
alized how much as he watched her walk into her
room and close her door. Close the door that used to
lock Lida away from him every night. And now his
new wife, carefully kept far out of his reach, away
from his heart.

You’re making a mistake getting close to her. She’s
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only going to hurt you. Nick thought of Lida, of how
harmless she’d seemed at first. How frail and pretty
and in need of him, a big, strong man to take care of
her, to love her like no one else. She’d been grateful,
too. She’d been appreciative and complimentary and
laughed in the kitchen when they were alone.

Look where that got you. Closing his mind against
images too painful to recall, Nick stumbled down the
hall to his room, locked the door and sat awake in the
darkness until exhaustion claimed him.



Chapter Nine

Cer o

¢ ‘Mariah, tell us all about how married life is treat-
ing you.”” Rayna set the coffeepot on the end table
next to her sofa in the comfortable parlor of her
house. ‘“You avoided the topic all through the meal,
and I won’t let you get away with it for one minute
longer.”

““That’s right,”” Betsy agreed from the divan. *“You
look happy. Does that mean Nick is a good hus-
band?”’

‘““He’s a good husband.”” Mariah slid two cubes of
sugar into the pretty china cup she held before hand-
ing the matching sugar dish to Rayna. ‘‘He’s a good
man.”’

““Oh, is he now?’ Rayna lifted one brow as she
slid sugar cubes into her coffee. ‘‘A good man, is
he?”’

““‘Stop that, Rayna,’” Betsy scolded. ‘“That’s private
between a wife and her husband. Poor Mariah might
not be comfortable—"’

Realizing what her friend meant, Mariah’s face
burned. She was glad Georgie was at the baby-sitters



150 High Plains Wife

and wasn’t close by to overhear. ‘‘I didn’t mean... |
don’t want you to think—"’

“Don’t worry about it.”” Rayna waggled her brows.
“I'm glad Nick has made you a happy woman.”’

Mariah blushed harder. How did she tell her closest
friends that her marriage wasn’t what it appeared?
She thought of their separate rooms and their separate
beds and it made her sad. She wanted Nick to desire
her, to want her. “‘Nick is still grieving Lida.”

““Of course he is. What man wouldn’t mourn the
passing of his wife?’’” Betsy spoke, compassionate as
always, and a good friend. ‘‘It must be hard for him
to be forced to remarry so soon, but a busy rancher
with two small children, he had to be practical.”

Mariah winced. Practical. There was that word
again. She didn’t want to be practical. She wanted to
be wanted and to belong. She wanted a real marriage
and to know real passion. She wanted to fall in love,
real love, the kind that swept a woman off her feet,
that filled her up and made her complete.

She’d had a glimpse of that last night in the kitchen
with Nick. Please, let him fall in love with me.

‘“‘Shall we, Rayna?’ Betsy asked, sparkling as
bright as the crystal glasses on the small table be-
tween them. At Rayna’s nod, Betsy rose to her feet
with a sweep of skirts and a crinkle of petticoats.
“‘Mariah, you know gifts ought to come with a wed-
ding, and since your wedding was so rushed, we
didn’t have time to celebrate.”

Mariah set the delicate cup into its saucer before
she spilled. Her hands were already shaking and her
chest felt tight. She hadn’t given it a thought because
it wasn’t a real wedding, not yet anyway—

““We thought we’d have a little party, instead of



Jillian Hart 151

our usual hour of sewing and talking.”” Rayna brought
a box of colorfully wrapped gifts out from behind the
divan. ‘‘Betsy’s fetching the cake. We, my friend, are
going to celebrate your marriage. Who knew you
were secretly in love with Nick this whole time? To
think you finally married your true love.”’

Is that what everyone thought? Thinking of Nick,
she surely hoped it would be true. In time. Hope lifted
her up as she stood to help Betsy with the cake.

Already, Nick was opening up to her, moving away
from his grief, and one day he’d be ready to love her
fully. To wrap his arms around her in the kitchen for
a casual, good-morning kiss. To take her into his bed
at night, wanting only her love.

Soon. She could feel it in her bones.

Nick leaned on his shovel and swiped the rainwater
from his face. It was a cold, mean day. The precipi-
tation was wind-driven, blowing at a high angle that
kept his hat brim from doing any good. The rain hit
him right in the face as he blinked, using his sleeve
this time to wipe off some of the wet.

““Where did that wife of yours get off to?”’ Pop
asked from the business end of a shovel.

“Town.”” Nick figured he could say that with some
surety. Mariah had said she wanted to go to town
today.

He hadn’t listened, he’d been too busy noticing the
soft, inviting swell of her breasts to pay attention to
what she was saying. He was a man who hadn’t been
with a woman in over five years, and it was only
natural that his desire for a woman was building, like
damned-up water in a creek. So it was to be expected
he might drift toward sexual thoughts now and then.
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Be honest, Gray. He’d thought about Mariah in that
housecoat cinched tight at her narrow waist and hug-
ging her lush breasts for more than half the morning.
And with the way it was going, the afternoon was
about to wander down the same path.

““Not keepin’ much of a tight rein on her, are ya?”’
Pop commented as he jabbed the shovel into the
muddy earth. ‘‘I guess you don’t need to worry. She’s
a woman past the first blush, and she can be mean-
spirited. Not one folk in town will argue with you
about that.”’

‘“Mariah isn’t mean. I thought we talked about
this.”” His jaw snapped shut into a hard clench. ‘‘Ma-
riah works hard and she deserves respect.”’

“You can’t fool me, son. I know why you married
her. She ain’t gonna cheat on you, that’s why. And
how could she? She’s not the kind of woman a man’s
attracted to—"’

““Pop.”” Nick boomed the warning, but at the same
time the blood kicked in his veins. Who wouldn’t be
attracted to Mariah? The woman he’d seen last night
in the hallway with her hair down and tangled, her
blond curls tumbling everywhere, looking as if she’d
just risen from a bed where she’d been thoroughly
loved. She looked like temptation with her cheeks a
rosy pink. With the sway of her full breasts against
her robe.

His groin pulsed hard, remembering that little de-
tail. He’d been able to see the outline of her nipples,
which meant she wore no corset. Possibly no under-
garments at all. The notion of Mariah naked beneath
that nightgown...soft, creamy skin made for a man’s
touch—

““‘Speak of the she-devil. Here she comes now,”’
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Pop drawled. ‘‘Sorry, son. I’ll do my damnedest not
to call her that again.”’

“‘See that you don’t,”” he growled, already turning
toward the south where a black surrey rolled across
the green prairie.

It’s her. He couldn’t say why he was so danged
relieved to see Mariah sitting straight as a post, the
way she always did, so prim and proper and self-
controlled on the front seat of the surrey. Because of
the distance and the clear plastic rain sheets pulled
into place around the vehicle, he couldn’t see more
than her shape and that of little Georgie seated beside
her, but it was enough.

“I’'m going to go and check on my daughter.”
Nick left the spade where it was and whistled to his
gelding. The animal’s head shot up and he trotted on
over. Nick caught the dangling reins. ‘‘She’s got Ma-
riah now, but I still worry about her.”’

““‘Sure, go on in. Take all the time you need.”” Pop
wasn’t fooled, or it looked that way, as the old man
bowed his head, trying to hide the smirk on his face.

What did Pop think? That he was riding in to see
Mariah? Nick toed up in the stirrup, swabbed off the
seat and eased into the cold, damp saddle. Nick had
a hard time not thinking about her, but that was nat-
ural. A man noticed these things about a woman. It
didn’t mean anything beyond simple male apprecia-
tion of a pretty female. That was all there was to it.

And appreciate her, he did, but nothing more. He
reined the gelding to a stop in the yard just as Mariah
climbed from the covered surrey. His pulse didn’t
surge. His blood didn’t heat. He didn’t so much as
notice the new bonnet, the same blue-gray as her
eyes, serviceable but complimentary. Just as he didn’t
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notice the new cotton dress in a matching shade that
hugged her curves to perfection and brought out the
beauty in her, so powerful he forgot to breathe.

“Pal”’ Georgie squealed from the front seat, arms
out, waiting for him to reach her down. ‘‘Come looky
and see. I got feathers!”’

Mariah, as if self-conscious, dipped her chin as she
swept the rain curtain back on its rod. ‘“You said I
could go shopping, and Georgie and I took good ad-
vantage of that, didn’t we?”’

“I got pink feathers and purple ones!’’ Georgie
stood up on the floorboards, waving the ends of the
magenta colored boa wrapped around her neck and
the other one flowing out behind her on the seat.

““Awful nice feathers you got there. Looks like you
two females set me back a few gold eagles.”” Nick
swept his little girl off the surrey and into his arms,
boas and all. “‘Guess it’s the cost for the privilege of
having such beautiful girls in my life.”’

“I got diamonds, too!”” George tugged a long
strand of paste jewels from beneath her cloak, shining
like the genuine article, so pure and flawless, it made
his heart cinch up tight.

Mariah had found a way to make his daughter for-
get her grief. Momentarily, no doubt, but it was a
step. He owed that woman. He hoped she’d cleaned
out the dress shop; he wouldn’t mind it a bit when
the bill came, no sir. His throat felt tight, making it
hard to find the words, so he carried Georgie through
the rain and mud to the covered back porch and
placed her gently on the top step.

Gratitude. That’s what he felt for Mariah. A pow-
erful, soul-deep gratitude. That’s why it swept him
away so. Why, when he turned to her now, he didn’t
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notice the rain or the wind or the cold. He saw only
her on tiptoe, leaning into the back seat of the surrey,
gathering up fallen packages. He could hear the rustle
of paper and her muttered frustration.

““That’s the trouble with shopping,”’ he began, set-
ting a hand on the small of her back to gently move
her aside. ‘‘Too many packages to keep track of.
That’s where a man comes in handy.”’

“That’s certainly why I married you, since I'm a
weak woman, unable to lift so much as a hatbox.”’
She straightened so the palm of his hand that had been
merely skimming her spine now held the dip of her
waist and hip.

‘I married you so I could carry your hatboxes and
look powerful and masculine.”

““That is one of your more positive attributes.’’

““‘Being powerful and masculine?”’

““No. Carrying things for me.”” She reached up, as
casual as could be, and rubbed a drop of rain off his
chin with her gloved fingertip. ‘‘You make a pretty
good pack mule. Better than my ox, that’s for sure.”’

““Pack mule, huh? Know what I think? I think you
like me for more than my hauling abilities.”’

“Truly? And what would those other abilities be?
Hitching up the surrey?”’

““I am darn good at that.”

““Putting sticks of wood in the stove and setting
fire to them?”’

He pressed closer, so they were eye-to-eye, nose to
nose. ‘‘Darn right. I am man. I make fire. I am pow-
erful.”’

“‘I am woman. I can make fire, too.”’

““Then you’re not impressed by me?”’

““Not one bit.”” Liar. He impressed her, every bit
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of the man he was, strong and protective and tender.
His touch at her waist was possessive, a man claiming
his woman, and her blood sang with exhilaration.

His gaze slid to her mouth. ‘“There’s something
else I can do well.”’

‘“‘Put up the horses?”’

‘“Huh! You’re about to learn I have many talents.”’
His hand at her waist dug in, pulling her across the
scant inch that separated his body from hers.

She bumped into him, off balance, but he held her
steady, full against the breadth of his chest and the
span of his abdomen and the iron-hardness of his
thighs. He was hot and hard and male and, when his
mouth slanted over hers, possessive.

Like fire to iron, she molded her lips to his. His
kiss was like a brand burning into her flesh, unyield-
ing and overwhelming, and she wanted to push away
from him in fear and pull him close in delight. The
stroke of his lips against hers was a demand and a
plea, a question and an answer and the single most
pleasurable sensation she’d ever experienced. It was
as if his kiss made her alive, as if she were sleeping
beauty and he was breathing life right into her.

The tip of his tongue swept the seam of her lips,
pushing his way into her mouth with a hot, wanton
sweep, and she opened to him, melted to him, the way
flame altered steel, changing her, transforming her,
making her new. She clung to him, breathless and
vulnerable and aching for more.

For the first time she could see what it was between
a man and wife. It was a glimpse, a promise of what
was to come. More than a kiss, breathless and con-
suming, it was being entirely alive and wanted.

He broke away, breathing as hard as she was, his
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chest rising and falling beneath her fists. She realized
she had a tight hold of his shirt and let go. Amazing.
She was a little disoriented as she stepped back and
fought for balance. Nick’s hands slid to her elbows
to help her.

““Guess I'd best bring in these boxes,”” he drawled
in that deep baritone that rasped across her nerve end-
ings until she shivered deep. Until desire curled hot
and ardent, low in her abdomen.

““I would appreciate it. After all, I must find as
many uses for you as I can.”” Feeling new, gathering
her courage, she pressed her lips to the side of Nick’s
jaw, damp from the rain, before she grabbed her ret-
icule and headed toward the back steps.

She had every right to kiss him. He was her hus-
band, and look how he’d kissed her. They were mar-
ried, and he was making steps away from his sorrow
over Lida, if that kiss was any indication. Feeling
warm and wanted and wonderful, she practically
skipped up the back steps and into the warm kitchen,
where Georgie twirled in a circle wearing only her
chemise. Her dress was crumpled beside her on the
floor. The purple boa was wrapped around the top of
her head and the other snaked around her waist. *‘I’'m
a dancer!”’

““And a good one, too.”” Contentment warmed her
like soup on a cold day. Look how her life had
changed.

Mariah untied her new bonnet and set her reticule
on the table. For the first time in her twenty-eight
years she felt as if she’d come home. Home. She had
a real home.

“I'm all dressed up for the ball,”” Georgie an-
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nounced, swirling to a stop and laughing as the feath-
ers swung in an arc around her, still caught in motion.

“It’s almost time to serve refreshments.”” Mariah
shrugged out of her shawl. ‘‘I’ve heard that when
you’re at a ball, you get very fancy refreshments.”’

““You do?”’ Georgie’s eyes sparkled.

““First of all, you eat off plates made of gold. Let
me go fetch some.”” Mariah grabbed a pair of tar-
nished copper serving plates from the bottom of the
hutch. ““Is this fancy enough for your ball?’’

““Oh, yes!”’” Georgie danced in place, feathers fly-
ing.

A gift. That’s what this was. Mariah always prided
herself on being an intelligent woman, and despite her
thousand flaws, she was smart enough to know when
she’d found something precious. Something beyond
price. More valuable than all the gold plates in world.

She grabbed a jar of strawberry preserves from the
pantry. She had a few minutes before she had to start
supper, and the dishes stacked on the worktable could
wait. She had plain sugar cookies to fancy up and
ordinary apple juice to transform into champagne. A
little girl to help to dream again.

She no longer had to be sensible, practical Mariah
Scott. She was Mariah Gray. A wife and a mother. A
woman who could be loved.

Why did I do that? Nick had asked for the hun-
dredth time since he’d impulsively pulled Mariah into
his arms and kissed her. Not a peck on the cheek or
a slight brush of the lips kiss. But a full-fledged, baby-
you’re-mine kiss. The kind a man gives a woman
when he wants to take her to his bed and keep her
there for the rest of his life.
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‘‘Let me clear these plates.”” Mariah’s dulcet voice
caressed like silk across his skin and she smiled
sweetly as if she knew exactly what her effect was
on him. ‘“‘Betsy found the most delicious chocolate
cake at the bakery, and she gave me a portion to bring
home to all of you.”

““Cake!”” Georgie clapped her hands in anticipa-
tion. “‘It’s good, too. I already had some, and you
didn’t, Joey.”’

““Huh! As if I care about some crummy old choc-
olate cake.”” Joey refused to be charmed, even by des-
sert.

That’s my boy, Nick silently cheered. I'm on your
side. That woman isn’t what she seems. No, sir. He’d
been dead wrong to think the poor lonely spinster
he’d once been sweet on would be the perfect choice
for a convenient marriage.

‘I have to admit those chicken and dumplings were
the best I’ve ever had.”” Pop pushed back from the
table to rub his stomach. ‘“‘I'm plumb full, but that
ain’t gonna stand in my way of dessert.”’

““‘Good. Would you like me to put on a pot of cof-
fee? I'll make it twice as strong, just for you.”’

Pop nodded grudgingly. ‘“That would be fine, Miss
Mariah.”

Miss Mariah. Nick’s fork tumbled out of his grip
and clattered to a rest on his plate. Miss Mariah?

‘“Make enough for me, too, while you're at it.”’
Will spoke up sheepishly.

What was going on? The minute Mariah left for
the kitchen, Nick turned to his father. ‘‘I thought you
didn’t like her.”

““‘She’s a damn fine cook, I'll grant her that. And
with a little learnin’, she’s makin’ the coffee the way
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I want.”” Pop glanced furtively at the door to the
kitchen. ‘‘She’s lookin’ more pleasant than she used
to, don’t you think?”’

“‘She sure does,”” Dakota, who preferred silence as
a general way of life, chose this moment to speak.
‘“Marriage becomes her.”’

That was a mile short of the truth. Marriage didn’t
become her, it made her. There she was, bustling back
in with plates of sliced chocolate cake balanced along
one slender arm. She set the plates on the table with
the efficiency of a practiced poker dealer.

She was pretty alive, radiant...and so beautiful she
made his teeth ache. She’d done something different
with her hair. It wasn’t pulled back so tight it made
her eyebrows taut. Nope, her hair was everywhere.
Soft, curling coils of it falling into her eyes and
around her face and tumbling over her shoulders.
Rich, glimmering locks of gold that begged for a man
to dig his fingers in and hold tight while he kissed
her.

““And last but not least.”” Mariah shimmered as she
slipped a plate onto the table in front of him, her skirts
rustling and her hair cascading forward to brush
against the side of his face.

Sweet heaven, that felt good. And smelled good,
too. The faint scent of lilacs filled his senses. The
plate clinked on the table as she released it, and he
couldn’t help twisting toward her as she moved away.
Leaving him hot and aching and breathing so hard,
he’d be less winded if he’d run five miles.

She eased into the chair at his side, hardly more
than a few inches away, but it felt like a mile. A
forbidden mile he wasn’t allowed to cross.

Will started up a discussion about the crops and
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old man Dayton’s predictions for a dry summer. He
and Pop went at it, while youngest brother Dakota
added a few stray remarks. Normally that was the
kind of conversation Nick didn’t mind partaking in,
but not tonight. No, all his brain could think about
was the woman at his side.

“I'm glad you didn’t mind that I went to town
today,”’ she said in a voice softer than he’d ever heard
before, more musical. Happy. ‘‘Rayna and Betsy and
I have been getting together since we graduated from
public school. And afterward, I made my last round
of deliveries.”

““Good.”” He took a big bite of cake to keep from
looking at her. With the way he was feeling, that
would bring nothing but trouble down on his head so
fast he wouldn’t have time to get out of the way.

‘“‘Betsy is going to be taking over my business.”’
Mariah began talking and he tried to concentrate on
what she was saying, but he couldn’t.

Was it his fault her voice rose and fell in a way
that kept him spellbound? He was a man. He couldn’t
help it. The same way he couldn’t stop staring at her
mouth. Soft and luscious, with a perfect bow-shaped
upper lip and a full, tempting bottom lip. She talked
on while he watched.

And remembered. How her mouth had felt when
he’d kissed her. Deep and hard and long. She’d tasted
like paradise, soft and gentle and pure pleasure. Hers
had been the sort of kiss that got into a man’s blood,
so it was a part of him. The kind of kiss that became
all he thought about.

“I’ll be helping her for a while, if that’s all right
with you. I won’t shirk my duties here, you have my
word on that.”” Mariah took a small bite of cake, the
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tines of the fork caressing her luscious bottom lip just
as he wanted to do. Slow and easy.

If he kissed her, he figured he could make it last
all night long if he had to. Just twist his fingers into
that wild tangle of her beautiful hair, cradle her jaw
in the palms of his hands and claim her mouth with
tender caresses and nips, gentle suction and the stroke
of his tongue...

“Is that all right with you?”” Her big, gorgeous
blue eyes pinned his.

He read expectation in the slight arch of her brows
and a happy glow on her cheeks. Whatever she’d said,
it was something she wanted. He had no notion what
she’d been saying. ‘‘Sure.”

“I know you’ve got more than enough work to
keep you busy day and night until winter, so this is
great of you.”” Her face softened, becoming so beau-
tiful, she could have been a painting made in brush-
strokes of ivory and cream, too lovely to be real.

What in blazes had he agreed to? With any luck
she’d say it again. The trick was to listen to her this
time, instead of dreaming of her kiss.

“When would be best for you?”” A lock of hair
tumbled against the curve of her face, caressing the
cameo skin he was forbidden to.

The blood in his veins boiled.

“Tomorrow? Sometime next week? If it’s all right
with Will?”’

He blinked, trying to unscramble his brains and
cool down. What he needed was to take a plunge in
the creek and stay submerged in the cold water for
about seven years. ‘‘I’ve got a busted water pipe to
repair. If all goes well, next week.”’

““This means a lot, Nick. Thank you.”’
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““‘Sure.”” Whatever he’d just agreed to, he had an
overpowering suspicion he wouldn’t like it. Not one
bit.

That’s what you deserve, Gray, for thinking down
south, instead of with your brain. No good ever came
from that. Just misery and heartache. He ought to
know, having made that colossal mistake once in his
life. He knew better, damn it.

Then Mariah had to go and say something else with
that fantastic, mesmerizing mouth of hers. ‘‘Rayna’s
neighbor’s daughter baby-sits her school-aged son
when we have our get-togethers. I left Georgie with
her, too. You don’t mind?”’

““Uh...”” He searched his mind trying to figure out
what to say. He’d concentrated really hard and he
heard nothing. Not one word. Just saw the motion of
her mouth shaping words and remembered the way
her lips had shaped to fit his kiss. Pliable and honey-
sweet. ‘‘I trust you, Mariah.”’

She beamed, and her happiness glowed from the
inside out, radiating through her like a sunbeam, one
that always shone, relentlessly beautiful, so bright it
hurt a man’s eyes.

A sensible, practical wife, my foot! This woman
looked mesmerizing and vibrant and full of needs.
Instead of the lonely spinster dressed in widow’s
black, a woman no man had ever courted much less
waltzed with beneath a starry sky, he’d married a si-
ren. A woman so beautiful and alive, she could have
her pick of men.

Just as Lida had.

The truth bore through his chest, leaving him
empty. Leaving him weak. What was he going to do
about that? He’d thought he had Mariah figured out,
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grateful and quiet and shy. But the woman beside him
had needs. Needs he didn’t dare try to meet.

He’d made that mistake, too.

The cake tasted like sand on his tongue. The con-
versation around him was just unrecognizable babble.
Georgie wanted down, and Joey was first to hop up
to help her. He was eager to leave the table and fig-
ured out a way to do it. Smart boy.

Too bad his old man wasn’t as quick on the trigger.

‘I bet your coffee’s done, Jeb.”” Mariah swept out
of the chair in that dress of hers, the new one he was
about to be billed for by the dressmaker, the garment
that hugged her generous bosom and her waist and
draped over her perfectly curved hips.

He watched her walk out of the room, her long hair
swinging and sway with each step. Making his pulse
kick up a notch in reaction.

You’re a fool if you want her. The last thing he
needed was to fall in love with his wife.

Look where that got him last time. He poked his
fork into the cake. Wasn’t hungry. Couldn’t stomach
it. He pushed away from the table, but didn’t bolt out
of his chair fast enough.

Mariah marched into the room carrying the enamel
pot. The same woman with her no-nonsense gait and
her efficient movements and the way she poured cof-
fee like a waitress, the same way she had on the night
of the fund-raiser supper.

She was still the same woman he’d married. She’d
bought a new dress and changed her hair. Those were
superficial changes, and he was not a superficial man.
So why was his blood pulsing wild in his veins? Why
did he want to rip that coffeepot out of her hands,



Jillian Hart 165

wind his fingers through her hair and kiss her until
she was breathless and begging for more?

Because she’d been his first love. He had been
eighteen that May, and the innocence of that attrac-
tion had been all-consuming. Of watching her across
the aisle of the schoolroom when he was supposed to
be working math equations on his slate. Of spying on
her as she chatted beneath the shade of the tall oaks
with her friends Rayna and Betsy while he played
baseball with his buddies. And, when school was out
and they’d been graduated, of seeing her across the
street in town and wanting her with all the foolish,
idealistic love in his heart. Naive, he knew now, to
think love could be like that. But he’d been young.
What did he know of life? Only what he imagined
love to be.

Life had taught him a fateful lesson on the subject
of love. He had a heart irrevocably broken to prove
1t.

““Nick, would you like some coffee?’”’ Mariah’s
shoulder brushed his as she reached past him to fill
the coffee cup. Fiery sensation skidded down his arm,
setting him aflame. This is a bad thing, Gray. A bad
path you’re looking at. A smart man would know
better than to make that choice again. He closed his
eyes for the few seconds it took to get his reaction to
her under control.

When he opened his eyes, the cup on the table in
front of him was full of dark, steaming coffee. Mariah
was moving away to pour coffee for the other men,
her arm caressing his shoulder again. It was such a
light brush it may have only been her sleeve touching
his, yet he felt the impact of it as if it was a sweet
kiss on his soul.
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Oh, Mariah. This reaction to her had nothing to do
with her hair soft as an angel’s around her face. Noth-
ing to do with the dress that hugged her like a lover
and made her eyes so blue it hurt to look at them.
This had everything to do with that tiny seed of love
buried in his heart, a seed that had gone dormant for
so long he’d thought it to be dead, without life, never
to return.

What a fool he’d been.

Pop was talking to Will and Dakota about the
horses, and wanted Nick’s thoughts on the matter.
They could use a new stud—and what did he think
about the auction next week in the neighboring
county? Nick answered without thinking, acting as if
he were a part of the conversation when all he could
think about was Mariah.

The clink of her spoon in her cup as she stirred
sugar into her coffee. The whisper of her breathing.
The faint scent of lilacs that made him remember how
he’d reached out and kissed her. Claimed her as his.
Hauled her close and kissed her until they were both
breathless and he was melting from the inside out.

Time to get out of here. Get some distance between
him and Mariah. Get some breathing room. Cool
down and try to figure this out.

“I’ll be upstairs.”” He didn’t look right or left, up
or down. Figured everyone would know he was going
to check on his children, even though he could hear
the muffled sounds of their voices as he moved closer.
They were playing in their rooms, as they often did
before bedtime. They were fine.

He wasn’t.

Even the hallway reminded him of Mariah. Of how
she’d stood in the threshold dressed for bed, looking
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so soft and vulnerable and desirable. The bedroom
door was wide open, the long, webby light before
sundown painting the large room in a pink glow. The
white curtains shone rose, tinting the white coverlet
on the bed. Those things were Mariah’s—ILida had
preferred dark colors—but the bedstead was the same.
The rich, cherry four-poster that his children had been
born in. The matching bureau and chest of drawers.
Familiar, and yet he hadn’t looked at them much in
years. This had been his bedroom once, and that his
marriage bed.

The soft pad of little feet on the carpet warned him
before Georgie slipped her hand around his first finger
and held tight. ‘‘Pa? Why’s Mariah sleepin’ in
Mama’s room?”’

“‘Because she’s nice, and I don’t want to make her
sleep on the couch.”” He knelt so he could look her
in the eye.

““Where’s Mama gonna sleep when she gets back
from heaven?”’

He coughed, struck by surprise at how deep the
pain went, like a blade twisting through his guts.
““When folks get to heaven, it’s not a place they come
back from. It’s not like going to town.’’

““Not like shopping?’’

““That right. It’s a place where you stay forever.”’
He brushed the curls from her eyes.

Her big eyes filled with tears. ‘“‘An ox and wagon
can’t get there?”’

““That’s right.”” At least she was starting to under-
stand. ‘‘Mariah’s gonna stay and take care of you
from here on out. Is that fine by you?”’

“Y-yeah.”” Georgie dove head-first toward his
chest and he opened his arms, pulling her close.
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So dear and fragile. He cradled her against his
heart, wishing he could right every wrong just for her.
For his little girl.

Later that night, as he lay awake in his lonely bed,
he stared at the ceiling. The house was silent, every-
one tucked safely asleep. Everyone but him. He
couldn’t relax, couldn’t stop remembering that she
was in bed wearing her white nightgown with ruffles
at the hem. And beneath that cotton garment would
be Mariah, and nothing but skin. Creamy and soft
everywhere. He quaked from crown to sole, rocked
by an emotion too powerful to name. Too overwhelm-
ing to feel. Too dangerous to let spark to life in his
heart.

Stop thinking about her. He threw back the covers,
breathing hard, half aroused and getting harder and
hotter. Now that he’d imagined Mariah naked, all soft
curves and ivory skin, he couldn’t think of anything
else.

You’ve got more willpower than this, Gray. He
grabbed his coat at the back door, jammed his feet
into his boots and headed outside. Let the cool night
rain whip across his heated face. He stood in the shad-
ows until he shivered. Until his desire to be loved and
wanted by Mariah slipped away like a leaf in the
wind.

He had to be practical. He had to do what was
right. He had a family to take care of and a ranch to
run. A wife might be a necessity, but loving her
wasn’t. He figured that with Mariah as his wife, he’d
never be in danger of losing his heart. Not again.

But he was wrong. He was as vulnerable to her as
he’d been to Lida. He hated that. Hated it to the far
side of his soul. Bitterness soured in his mouth like
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week-old milk, and he couldn’t spit out the taste of
it. He started walking into the darkness until some-
thing powerful stopped him. The sight of headstones
at the family graveyard, dark and lonely in the driz-
zling rain. His stepmother’s grave alongside Lida’s.
And her baby’s. The poor sickly newborn boy that
hadn’t been his.

The betrayal pierced like a barb through his skin
and rage exploded in his chest. Rage, because it was
a whole lot easier to feel than the hurt that had trou-
bled him day and night through the long years of his
marriage. The knowledge that the man he was and the
love he felt had never been enough to keep Lida faith-
ful. He’d never been enough to keep her heart.

He’d be damned if he let another woman do that
to him.

Mariah. He may have married the wrong woman,
but that didn’t mean he’d let her have that kind of
power over him. That kind of ability to hurt.

““Nick?”” Speak of the she-devil. There she was,
soft as an angel in that pure white nightgown, with
her black shawl draped over her shoulders.

She moved toward him, and it was as if she called
not to him but to his heart. He could feel it lurch in
his chest, like an infant’s first breath, startling him,
warming him, flooding him with feeling, and he knew
how the world felt the day the sun was made to first
rise and give light to the dark.

He tried to speak, but couldn’t say her name. He
couldn’t find the words to say anything, his chest so
full and his heart breaking as she walked through the
rain. His anguish didn’t touch her. Didn’t chill her.
Didn’t diminish her until she was in his arms, warm
and damp all at once, small and powerful. When she
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touched him, she touched the most essential part of
his soul. And if he opened up now to her, accepted
her comfort and her love and everything she had to
offer, then he’d be laid open completely, every part
of him. He’d be more vulnerable than Lida had ever
made him. This was the power Mariah had over him.

He could hold her close or push her away. Open
himself to heartache or stand alone, on his own two
feet, with no comfort and no grace on a night without
stars or moonlight to guide him. Just the colorless rain
in a night so dark it felt without hope.

Knowing the conclusion he had to make, he tore
away from Mariah’s embrace and chose the dark.
Chose the best path for all of them. Rain sluiced down
his face, blinding him, but he kept walking. He didn’t
stop until Mariah was but a brief shadow against the
endless night and his heart was as cold as the wind.



Chapter Ten

Cor i

All night long Mariah held on to the image of Nick
striding away from her in the rain, a solitary figure
with wide shoulders set, as unconquerable as the
darkness. She’d watched him disappear into the night,
becoming one with the distance and shadows. She’d
waited for him in the rain for more than an hour be-
fore she retreated to the kitchen and finally to her bed.
She’d lain awake until it was nearly time to rise for
the day without hearing his return.

But in the morning when she’d come downstairs to
the dark kitchen, a fire crackled merrily in the stove,
newly lit, with the oven lid left ajar to let in air. Nick
had done that—he’d lit the fire. He’d been here. That
meant he was all right. Relief left her dizzy as she
added more wood to the cheerful flames, closed the
oven door and dug in the pantry for biscuit makings.
She’d been worried about him. He’d been in too much
pain last night, staring at the silhouetted gravestones
cast against the stormy sky.

She hurt for him. She had felt his pain last night
the moment she’d touched him. She’d gone to him
like water in a riverbed, pulled by some unseen cur-
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rent, only knowing that there was no other way to go.
He’d accepted her, allowed her to sink against his
chest and wrap her arms around his sides, to hold him
and comfort him. The sorrow inside him felt enor-
mous, and he’d pushed away from her. Moved away.
Didn’t look back.

Why had he turned away from her? Did any act of
comfort hurt him? Was it his grief for Lida that made
him break away?

Or did it mean he didn’t need comfort from her?
She didn’t have the faintest notion. She grabbed a big
wooden spoon and blended the ingredients well.

““Mornin’, Miss Mariah.”” Jeb studied her warily,
as if he still wasn’t quite willing to trust her. He was
a cautious man. ‘‘Mighty good coffee I smell. Sup-
pose I’ll pour me a cup.”

““Is that a compliment you just paid me?”’

““Nope. Why would I go and do somethin’ like that
for? A man appreciates coffee, is all. It’s hot. That’s
all that matters.”” He grabbed the pot off the stove.
“If you’re fishing for praise, then I'd say it’s pass-
able.””

Passable? Mariah almost believed him until he
marched to the lean-to, cursed his stiff back when he
knelt to tug on his boots, then let the door slam shut
behind him. Taking the coffeepot to the barn with
him.

Maybe the coffee was more than passable. That
made her smile, just a little, as she wiped out the
mixing bowl. Would Jeb get all the way to the stable
before he figured out he’d forgotten to take any cups?

Boots drummed up the back steps. There he was.
She left the bowl on the worktable and scooped four
cups from the upper shelf. One for each of the Gray
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men already hard at work. They were her family now,
and she intended to take care of them whether they
liked it or not.

““Nick.”” She skidded to a stop in her tracks, hold-
ing the cups in midair. He was nothing more than a
shadowed form in the dark lean-to, but she would
know the look of him, the shape of him, the feel of
him, anywhere. It was as though their hearts were
connected and she could feel his sorrow like it was
her own. ‘“Were you out all night?”’

“Took a long walk. When I came back, I slept in
the barn.”” He stayed in the shadows, away from the
light. ‘‘How are my kids?”’

“‘Sleeping soundly last time I checked.”” She set
the cups on the edge of the table. With her hands
empty, she didn’t know if she should go to him or
stay where she was. To touch him and try to comfort
him or to leave him alone. ‘‘I’d offer you some coffee
to warm you up, but your father took the coffeepot.”

‘“Yeah, I saw him. I came in to change. My clothes
are wet through.”

““Oh, sure. Do you want me to heat some wash
water?”’

““No. I'll take it cold.”” He prowled in a wide arc
around her, like a panther wary of an adversary, sure
of its dominance but not looking for a fight.

The lamplight caught him, showing his hair dark
with rain and his wet shirt clinging to his chest. He’d
been like this all night? She ached for him and the
pain he was in. If she knew how to take the grief
from him, she would. Only time would dull the pain,
but it would never repair the loss.

How deeply he must have loved Lida to be grieving
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her so completely. What a good heart he had to love
so. It made Mariah love him even more.

““Cold water’ll be fine.”” He grabbed the full pail
beneath the pump and turned his back on her.
Marched away.

He’s hurting, Mariah told herself. That’s why he’s
keeping distance between us. It was perfectly natural.
Completely reasonable. She’d married him knowing
he was newly widowed and he wasn’t ready to love
again. Not yet.

All things came in good time, and this would be
no different. He wasn’t trying to avoid her, she real-
ized. He needed her. He needed to count on her. To
rely on her. To know his children were cared for and
his house was in order.

That’s what he needed from her, for now. And he
needed a thousand other small things, kind words and
gentle touches and understanding. Her love for him
was big enough to wait. Strong enough to shelter him.
Patient enough to love him without condition. Until
he was ready to love her in return.

She’d vowed before God to love and honor Nick.

Love and honor him, she would.

Mariah. Everywhere Nick went, there were re-
minders of her. His freshly laundered clothes in his
bureau, folded with preciseness and care, as Mariah
did with everything.

He slipped into the clean dry shirt. He could hear
the faint clatter of the stove burner; the clump of
wood being placed in the fire. The whistle of the tea-
kettle cutting off as she lifted it from the heat. Those
telltale signs that a woman was in the room below
him...and that woman was his wife. The one woman
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he never should have married. The woman he never
should have kissed.

He regretted that impulsive action more than any-
thing. His groin pulsed from thinking about the warm
velvet heat of her mouth beneath his and how a single
kiss had made him hungry for more. For the sight of
Mariah in her nightgown all spread out on his bed,
her golden hair curling across his pillow, her gazing
up at him with those fathomless blue eyes. Surren-
dering to him as he unbuttoned the tiny round buttons
that marched from neckline to waist right between her
enticing breasts.

He groaned, aroused, hard as wood from thought
and not from the deed of undressing her. He hadn’t
even undressed her in his mind, hadn’t gotten past
those damn buttons to the breasts beneath. Look at
him. Look how he wanted her. He was weak with it
and shaking with it, hurting and confused.

He left his shirt untucked and headed down the
hall. The doors to both Georgie’s and Joey’s rooms
were shut tight, and all was quiet within, judging by
the sound of it. His son, so burdened with responsi-
bility and grief. His daughter still hurting. He’d made
the decision to marry Mariah for their sakes.

Was this all one big mistake? He couldn’t shake
the feeling it was, and it troubled him down deep. He
felt as though he was still up the creek without a
paddle and being swept right for that waterfall. If he
plunged over the edge, it didn’t matter much. But his
children...

No, he had to keep them safe. Do what was best
for them. But what?

He’d thought Mariah was a solution to his troubles,
but now she was another person in his boat, heading
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down the rapids toward disaster. He didn’t know
which way to steer them in. Which way to lead his
family to safety.

It was a damn bad way for a man to feel. Power-
less. Lost. Wishing he’d made smarter decisions.

No, he never should have married Mariah. He
couldn’t fight that thought as he headed downstairs.
As he avoided her in the kitchen by going out the
front door.

And it would have worked, too, but he’d left his
boots and coat at the kitchen door and had to head
back through the parlor.

There she was, looking like sunrise in a new calico
work dress, one she must have purchased ready-made
from the dressmaker’s. Nothing fancy. No, not Ma-
riah. Lida would have charged up a bill large enough
to choke a horse with fancy gowns and ribbons and
gloves and hats to match. But Mariah, she was too
sensible. She’d chosen a light yellow calico with tiny
blue rosebuds scattered all over. The only trim was a
small lace-edged collar.

She’s not Lida, remember that. He stopped to
gather what wits he still possessed before he strolled
into the kitchen.

““Nick.”” Mariah turned from the stove, even
though he’d hardly made a sound. As if she’d been
listening for his approach. ‘‘Joey’s been invited to
Rayna’s son’s birthday party. I thought I'd take him
to town early to pick up a gift at the mercantile.”’

““Fine.”’

“‘Is there anything you need me to pick up for you?
I didn’t think to ask yesterday.”” She turned strips of
bacon efficiently while she talked, and still looked
beautiful doing it.
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He saw the woman and not the wife. Why did he
want her so much? “‘Don’t worry. If I need some-
thing, I'll get it.”’

He sounded too harsh and he knew it. He could
hear his voice boom like thunder.

Mariah stared at him with wide eyes. ‘‘Fine. I'll
remember that.”’

She wasn’t prickly or sharp-tongued or so proud
she set his teeth on edge. She was surprised and
sounded a little hurt. Not so tough-skinned, after all.

That made him feel more than terrible as he stalked
to the door. Didn’t bother to put his boots on first,
just grabbed them and headed out the door. The porch
steps were damp from last night’s downpour and his
socks were damp before he took two steps. He stood
leaning against the rail tugging one boot on and then
the other.

Damn it, what was happening to his life? To the
life he hadn’t liked but had been used to? Lida and
he had gotten so good at their separate lives, there
had been only minor hitches from time to time.

But with Mariah... She wasn’t at all the way she
was supposed to be. She was supposed to be a woman
who didn’t need him. A woman who didn’t make him
need. But look at her. He could see her through the
window standing at the stove, looking desirable and
incredible and sincere. He could feel what she
wanted. What she needed. Limitless love and atten-
tion and promises of forever.

He wasn’t the man to give that to her. To any
woman.

Disliking himself for it, he stomped through the
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mud, turning his thoughts to the work waiting for
him. But the image of Mariah remained burned in
his mind.

Mariah ladled the poached eggs onto the platter, lis-
tening to the clamor of the men shucking off their jack-
ets and boots. Georgie had woken in a teary mood and
Joey still hadn’t come down from his room, although
she’d called him. Maybe now that the men were here,
he’d make an appearance. She considered sending Nick
up to fetch him, since it had to be hard for the boy,
with his grief for his mother so fresh. It was natural
he’d have a hard time seeing another woman at the
stove where his mother had cooked breakfast.

She’d need to think of some way to reassure Joey.
To let him know she understood. She’d put that prob-
lem to the back of her mind and work on it. The right
solution would come to her. In the meantime...

““Where’s Nick?”’

Will glanced up from the table and fidgeted. ‘‘Well,
uh, he’s staying with one of the mares.”’

““‘Oh.”” That probably happened on a ranch. Horses
fell ill and needed care. ‘‘I’ll be sure and set aside a
plate for him, so he can come eat when one of you
goes to spell him.”’

““Uh...”” Will rubbed his head, looking more un-
comfortable. ‘‘Fact is, he won’t be comin’ in at all.
Lots of work this morning.”

“That’s a fact.”” Pop spoke up while the other
brother, the quiet and kind of scary Dakota, lifted one
dark brow and shook his head.

Nick wasn’t avoiding her. That wouldn’t make any
sense. He needed his breakfast. But her stomach
twisted as she reached for a plate and began to fill it
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from the stove. She grabbed a second plate and filled
it, too, working quick since the men were waiting.

He’d been distant last night and more distant this
morning. He hadn’t looked at her when he’d taken
the pail of cold water to wash with, instead of the
warm. Instead of the water she’d offered.

He wasn’t used to her taking care of him, that was
all. It had to remind him of Lida and the love they
shared. That was it. Mariah felt a little better as she
handed Jeb the platter of sausage and ham. Nick
wasn’t rejecting her. He was hurting, and it was her
job to help him.

She rescued the toast and stack of French toast
from the warmer and put on a fresh pot of coffee to
brew since Jeb had clunked the empty pot on the ta-
ble. She grabbed the plate she’d filled for Nick and
grabbed her shawl from the peg by the door.

‘“Hey, where you goin’ with that?’” Will rose from
his chair. ‘‘Uh, you’re not takin’ that to Nick, are
you?”’

““Thought I might. He’s bound to be hungry.”” Ma-
riah slung the length of wool over her shoulders, won-
dering why Will was acting so strange. Then again,
he usually did act uncomfortable around her. ‘‘I’ll be
right back.”

‘“‘Mariah—"" Jeb called her name, but she was al-
ready out the door, moving forward down the porch
stairs when maybe she should have gone back.

She wondered what Jeb had to say with every step
she took toward the horse stable. That bad feeling in
the pit of her stomach cinched up a notch. Maybe she
should have let one of the men bring the plate.

She was too proud to turn around now, so she kept
going. Stepping around the mud puddles and into the
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serene comfort of the stable. The sweet scent of hay
and the comfortable scent of warm horseflesh were a
pleasant greeting. She traipsed down the main aisle,
looking for a sick horse.

She found her husband, instead. Sitting on a grain
barrel gazing out the back double doors, both open to
a view of the rolling plains and the endless horizon.
The way he sat there, elbows on his knees, face in
his hands, there was a sense of defeat. Of something
terribly wrong.

““Nick?”” The horse had died. Maybe with Lida’s
death, that was too much to lose. She hated that he
was hurting and rushed toward him.

Until he turned his weary gaze on her. And felt his
dread when he looked at her, saw his wariness written
on his handsome, haggard face. He didn’t want to see
her. He looked at the plate heaped with food in her
hands and then turned away, staring hard at the distant
horizon. As if that’s where he most wanted to be.

““You might not feel like eating, so I'll leave this.”’
There was a clunk of the plate as she set it on a nearby
molasses barrel. ‘“Will told me about the horse and
I’'m...sorry. That’s a sad loss.”’

He shook his head. ‘‘Thanks, Mariah, but the horse
is fine.”’

““Oh, good.”” She sounded confused.

Why wouldn’t she be? She was doing her best to
be a good wife and all that entailed, and he didn’t
want her to be. Nick raked his face with his hands,
soul-weary and out of excuses. He didn’t know what
to do to right things. But he wasn’t about to lie. *‘I
just said that because I didn’t feel like sitting up to
the table this morning.”

“I see.”
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He was hurting her, damn it, and he hated that.
Wished there was a better way, but he wasn’t going
to pretend. He wasn’t going to let her keep thinking...
Hell, he didn’t really know what she was thinking.
Whatever he said, it was going to hurt her. That was
the last thing he wanted to do. She leaned against the
wall, and if he turned his head a scant inch, he
brought her into his side vision.

Oh, the sight of her. It made his chest wrench so
hard, it was likely to drop him to the ground. She was
a vision in that dress, the same color of a newly risen
sun, soft and gentle and glowing. This was the woman
who’d been hiding beneath the black shapeless
dresses and the stern manner. Not a prickly woman
who would make a better housekeeper than a wife,
but a vibrant woman of wants and needs.

And he wanted her. He needed her. His teeth ached
with it. His bones hurt from it. His soul longed for
her with a power that scared him.

Wanting and needing her would be the biggest mis-
take of his life.

But he wouldn’t hurt her. He wouldn’t say one
word to diminish her.

He had no notion what he was going to do. He
only knew he had to do something. He had to stop
wanting her. Stop craving her. Stop dreaming of hav-
ing the right to hold her close and naked, intimate and
loving.

He wasn’t going to open up the shredded pieces of
his heart. He was never going to give up his power
to a woman, no matter how strong and kind and beau-
tiful.

“I’'m having a tough morning,”” he told her, in-
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stead. ‘‘I appreciate the plate of food. It was thought-
ful of you.”

“I’m taking care of you, the way you take care of
me. I’ve never thanked you for building the morning
fire. It’s good of you, Nick.”” Her hand brushed his
shoulder. A brief connection that he wanted to reach
out and cling to.

But what shelter can there be from the storms of
life? Women disappointed you. All he had to do was
look around. Pop’s marriages had been disasters, the
last one running off with a book salesman.

As for his marriage to Lida...

He could still see the empty bed and how the
moonlight fell through the window, marking the in-
dentation in the feather tick where Lida’s weight had
been. The hollow chill in the center of his gut that
remained while his mind thought up every reason,
every disaster, any other excuse why Lida wasn’t in
her bed. Except the real one.

And that one no one outside the family knew. The
shame tore him apart. Lida’s words haunted him, her
accusations, her belittling, and the angry names she’d
hurled at him when it suited her mood. Barbed weap-
ons that cut deep and made wounds that never healed.
He’d never satisfied her. Not materially and not in
bed when he’d given her his heart... She hadn’t
minded telling him exactly how clumsy he was when
he’d found her in her lover’s bed, a married man who
kept a room above his store in town. You could never
satisfy me, Nick, so I found someone who could....

No, he was never going to let anyone that close.
And with the way he felt about Mariah...the devas-
tation would be worse.



Jillian Hart 183

‘I need to be alone,”” he told her. “‘I’d appreciate
it.”’

She withdrew without a word, and his shoulder
ached where she’d touched him. Ached for the soft
comfort, for that connection that made him feel.

Her step hesitated at the end of the aisle. He
winced, realizing she wasn’t going to leave just yet.
She had to drag this out, and he couldn’t take it. He
wanted her. And looking at her would only make that
want magnify.

““Nick?”’

“Yep.”

“If you ever need to talk about Lida, will you let
me know? I know you loved her.”” Mariah waited in
the silence that followed while her words echoed in
the loft and high rafters above.

Nick didn’t answer, so she tried again. ‘“You said
we needed to have respect for one another. And
friendship. I hope you know you can talk to me. As
a...friend.”’

Another beat of silence seemed to sink her con-
fidence right down to her toes. She was probably
assuming too much from this man who was full of
sorrow, who looked at her and couldn’t help but be
reminded of the woman he’d lost.

Sad for him, she turned to go. Whatever it took,
she’d take care of him. Leave, if that was best for
him. Stay, if it wasn’t.

She took one step. Another. Kept going.

He didn’t call her back.

He didn’t need her. Fine. Then she’d go back to
the house, make sure his family got enough to eat,
his children were cared for and his house kept clean.
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She’d do whatever it took. For Nick. Because she
loved him more every day.

Joey crossed his arms over his chest—a perfect im-
itation of his father, and equally as stubborn—as he
stood in his room and glared at her. But it wasn’t
defiance or hatred in his gaze as he watched her put
a stack of shirts on his bureau to put away. It was
pain.

“Your pa has the horses hitched and waiting.”” She
smoothed the top shirt on the stack. ‘‘Georgie and I
are almost ready. I'll see you downstairs in a few
minutes.’’

Joey nodded, wordless. The ache in him was so big
it felt as tangible as the floor she stood on and the
door she pulled closed. Nick’s son. Joey was so like
him. The shock of dark hair that rose like a cornstalk
out of the center of his head fell forward over his
brow, just like his father’s. Joey had a brow like
Nick’s, a high and wide forehead, a finely shaped
blade of a nose and a dimple in the middle of his
chin.

A strange warmth, like the one she felt for Georgie,
burned in her chest. This was her stepson. Hers,
whether he liked it or not. She was going to take care
of him, too. She was going to take care of all of them.

If they let her. She stopped at the hall window to
gaze out at the lush green prairie below. There was
Nick, his shirt stripped off in the sun, bare-chested
while he worked, his head bent, his Stetson hiding his
face, his muscles straining as he swung a sledgeham-
mer. What a man.

Her blood turned to melted butter, and she grabbed
the windowsill for support. She’d never seen a man
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without his shirt on before. Never. And the sight...
why, Nick was something to behold. He was bronzed
by the sun from his head to the waistband of his
Levi’s. When he lifted the sledgehammer, every mus-
cle in his broad back and in his iron-hewn arms
flexed. Like poetry, he moved with pleasing precision,
a functional beauty that made desire curl hard in her
abdomen.

How would it feel to touch him? Would his skin
be hot as the sun? Slightly rough against her finger-
tips? She longed to find out. He’s your husband. You
can touch him if you want.

If only she could. She closed her eyes. Her need
for him pounded hard as waves on the shore, lifting
her up, letting her down. Please, one day let Nick fall
in love me.

It took all her willpower to tear away from the sight
of Nick at work. Harder still to turn from the only
window in the house that had such a good view of
him. That husband of hers was mighty fine. Mighty
fine, indeed. It was going to be hard not to think of
him all afternoon long.

Georgie’s bedroom door was wide open, giving a
view of the girl seated at her miniature table in a
matching ladder-back chair. There were several items
lined up on the tabletop. A nightgown. A handful of
colorful hair ribbons. A few shiny copper pennies.
Her rag doll. There was a satchel at Georgie’s feet,
open. The girl worked carefully and methodically,
putting each item into the bag so it was just right
before reaching for the next.

Mariah knelt in front of Georgie, the satchel be-
tween them. ‘“Why are you packing?”’

““‘Cuz we’re goin’ to town.”” Georgie bent forward,
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her golden curls tumbling like sunshine everywhere.
With her hand full of pennies, she carefully consid-
ered where to put them.

““Why do you need your satchel in town?”’

“Just ’cuz.”” Georgie moved aside a stuffed bear
and lowered the pennies to the bottom of the bag.
They clinked together, a strange and tinny sound.

That was how Mariah’s heart felt. Georgie still
wanted to run off? Mariah tried not to take it person-
ally. Georgie’s heart had been broken long before
Mariah had come to live here.

The girl grabbed her pile of hair ribbons and
dropped them in her lap. ‘“‘How long is heaven away
from town?”’

“It’s farther than any horse can travel.”’

““How ’bout your ox?’ The satin strips were
twisted and knotted, so she took time to pull a red
ribbon from the tangle and smoothed it over her knee.

“It’s too far for an ox.”” Mariah rubbed a tear from
Georgie’s cheek with the pad of her thumb.

The child said nothing after that. She straightened
each hair ribbon, until all dozen were in a neat pile
on her knee. Satisfied, she laid them gently on the
stuffed bear’s stomach, where they would ride well
on the trip to heaven.

‘““We don’t have much time. We’ve got to be in
town soon.”” Mariah reached with her fingertips to
grab the wool throw from the foot of the girl’s bed.
““Would it be all right if I helped you pack?”’

““You got any cookies?”’ Tears trailed down her
cheeks as she watched Mariah fold the blanket. *‘I’'m
gonna need cookies ’cuz I'll get hungry.”

“We’ll pick up any food you’re going to need in
town. We can stop by the bakery.”’
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Georgie nodded somberly.

““Let’s see what you have.”” Mariah inspected the
contents of the bag. ‘‘Let’s put your nightgown right
here. You’ve got something to sleep in. You’re going
to need fresh underthings and another dress.”’

Mariah tugged open the top drawer of the small
bureau and withdrew the small garments. ‘‘And a
sweater. The nights are still chilly sometimes. You
may need your best shoes.”’

Mariah loaded her arm with every heavy thing she
could think of, including a few books. ‘‘It’s too bad
you’re going to leave. I’'m really going to miss you.”’

Georgie sniffed.

““Your brother is sure going to be sad you’ve gone.
And your pa. I bet he sits down and cries when he
finds out you're gone. We’re going to be awful sad
without you.”’

Georgie sniffled harder.

The satchel was small and was quickly filled, and
Mariah zipped it shut. ‘“There. You're packed. Are
you ready?”’

““Y-yeah.”

““Is there anything else you want to take? Anything
you’ll miss?”’

Georgie’s eyes filled with big silver tears. ‘‘No.”’

““Oh, I know. We forgot your boots. You may need
to cross a few creeks on the way. We’ll remember to
grab those when we’re downstairs.”” Gently, Mariah
took Georgie’s hand. ‘‘C’mon, grab your satchel and
let’s go.”

““‘Okay.”” Tears shone in her eyes as she stood. She
gulped hard, to keep from crying. Her hand curled
around the big strap.
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“C’mon.”” Mariah took a step toward the door,
holding tight to the girl’s other hand.

“I can’t.”” Those tears fell like anguish. “‘It’s too
heavy. It won’t come up!”’ Sobs shook her fragile
shoulders. ‘‘T miss my mama.”’

““I know. I’m sure she misses you, too.”’

Georgie gave another tug on the much too heavy
satchel. ‘‘She left me. She left. She left.”

“‘Poor baby.”” Mariah pulled the girl into her arms
and held her tight.

Frail arms wrapped around Mariah’s neck and
clutched tightly. Georgie’s little fingers bit into the
skin at Mariah’s nape, but she didn’t care. The pain
was nothing compared to the fierce emotion consum-
ing her. The intense need to keep this child safe, to
hold her forever, to never let her go.

“What’s goin’ on in here?’” Nick’s baritone
boomed into the room.

““Pal”’ Georgie leaped out of Mariah’s arms and
ran to her father.

““Guess you packed again. I sure hope you’re
gonna stay with us, princess.”” Nick scooped her up
against his big bare chest and cradled his daughter
tenderly. Protectively. He pressed a fatherly kiss into
the crown of her head.

Georgie’s sobs began to ease.

‘““Maybe that worked. Maybe this will be the last
time she does this. Thanks, Mariah.’’

““I didn’t do anything. Just filled a satchel.”’

‘A satchel she can’t leave with.”” He cradled Geor-
gie’s head in his big hand, holding her as tenderly as
a newborn to his chest.

What would it be like to have Nick’s child? The
single wish surprised her. The longing came to life,
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filling her with a sharp yearning. She had two step-
children she cared about very much. She would be
happy taking care of them for as long as they needed
her, say another ten or twelve years. But the idea of
having another child...

A baby. Her very own baby, hers and Nicks.
Maybe more than one, as the years passed. Who knew
what the future held? Maybe a large family for the
woman who’d never had a real one. The yearning
within her expanded, filling her with dreams of chil-
dren yet to be born, with names yet to be found. The
dream of her and Nick happy and in love, and the
new life that came from that love.

“I'm glad I married you, pretty lady.”” Nick
reached out with his free hand and hauled her against
the side of his bare chest. Bare and hot and brown
from the sun...

Mariah closed her eyes, drinking in the wonder of
coming against his naked chest. Desire coiled tight
deep within her, and she ignored it. Just held him
tight. Breathed in the pleasant scent of his salty male
skin. “‘I'm glad I married you, too. So very glad.”

His arm came around her, holding her against him.
Georgie’s sobs silenced and her tears dried.

Hope. It was all around them.

Hope and love.

More grateful than she could find the words to say,
Mariah kissed Nick’s chest, right over the dependable
beat of his heart.

His fingers curled around her nape, holding her.
Holding on.

Nick. Mariah thought of nothing else all afternoon.
When she chatted with Rayna, shopped and later met
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with Betsy at the house in town, Nick was in the back
of her mind if not in the forefront. The sight of him
working bare-chested in the field, with the sunlight
caressing his brown skin. Or the image of him stand-
ing in Georgie’s bedroom, cradling her in his steely
arms, protecting her, comforting her, a man made
even stronger because of his tenderness.

Nick hadn’t come to supper. Will had some other
excuse, and this time Mariah didn’t rush out to find
her husband and force food on him. If he needed time
and space, she would give that to him. Remembering
how hard he’d hugged her in Georgie’s room, remem-
bering the need she felt inside him, made it easier.
Nick needed her. That was all that mattered.

Clink. The sound of the plate striking the edge of
the basin startled her out of her thoughts. The evening
kitchen was pleasantly quiet around her, steeped in
shadows, the lamp on the counter casting enough light
to work by. The murmur of the children’s voices rose
and fell in an upstairs room, vibrating through the
floorboards, where they played a game of cards with
their uncles.

A feeling of contentment filled her. This married
life was nothing compared to what she’d thought it
would be. Somehow she’d thought it would be easier,
not the work, but the people part of it. Like a well
run Ladies’ Aid meeting.

Fine, she’d been wrong about the depth of marriage
life, of being a wife and a mother. She had only her
own childhood to judge by. The cold distance of her
parents’ marriage shocked her now. Never, under any
circumstance, would her father have held her when
she cried. No, he was more likely to scold her into
silence, if not raise a hand to her. Never would he
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have cradled his wife to his chest, with need in his
heart and in his touch.

The only thing her father had ever cradled was a
whiskey bottle.

What a gift she’d been given with this new life.
The ring on her hand, the vows she’d made and the
pattern of her days taking care of these people. Of
living with them. And coming to love them a little
bit more each day. Her chest ached with the power
of it, her poor heart as cracked as an iced-over pond
facing the spring thaw. Fissures and fractures and
wide broken spaces that let in the sunshine and the
darkness, the warmth and the cold.

The love and the pain. Mariah wasn’t sure she
cared for it, feeling this way wasn’t the most com-
fortable thing, but she was grateful. She could have
lived her entire life in her house that rattled with emp-
tiness, dusting knickknacks and tatting dollies and
never have known what it was like to want to love a
man so much it was in every breath. In every heart-
beat. In every thought.

Jeb’s hitching gait padded down the hall and into
the shadowed corner of the kitchen. Mariah slipped
the plate into the rinse water and plunged her hands
back into the suds. Jeb’s dislike for her was at least
less noticeable since she’d made his coffee the way
he liked it.

She kept her attention on scrubbing every inch of
the plate, getting it nice and clean. She didn’t want
to look up to see the pained look on Jeb’s face. The
look that said he thought Nick had made a mistake in
choosing her. It hurt, but she’d do her best by Jeb
regardless of his opinion of her.
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““Would you like me to put on some coffee? The
water’s hot in the kettle for tea.”

“My sweet tooth’s troublin’ me. Thought I might
want some of those baked goods you picked up in
town.”” Jeb regarded her with caution, as if she were
a poisonous snake coiled to strike and he wasn’t look-
ing to be bit.

““‘Good idea. I should set the box out.”” She flicked
the soap bubbles off her fingertips and dried her hands
on the nearby towel, but Jeb had marched right past
her.

“I’ll take care of it, ma’am.’’

Surely dealing with Nick’s family would get easier.
Right? Her stomach was a tight ball when she turned
back to her work. The children’s voices rose in glee
a few minutes after Jeb ambled upstairs with the
baker’s box full of iced cookies.

Cookies she’d let Georgie pick out. Any kind. Until
the box was full. Mariah had paid for the treat out of
her own money. She and Nick hadn’t even spoken
about the practicalities of money and getting her name
on the store accounts in town. Somehow that hurt,
and she didn’t know why.

She rinsed the last plate and set it on the board to
drain. As she reached for the first pan, she felt a sen-
sation prickle at the top of her spine. A tingle of
awareness a second before the back door opened.

Nick. She could feel him as if he were a part of
her. How could that be? It made no sense. Never, in
all of her women’s clubs and groups she’d attended
over the years, had any one of the members spoken
about this connection between a man and a woman.
Not only sexual, not merely romantic. Something dif-
ferent. Something more.
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The round curve of her left shoulder burned and,
sure enough, when Nick crossed the dark room to her,
that was the exact place where he placed his hand. A
welcome weight that made her shine inside, where
she was dark without him.

““Sorry I missed supper.”” He spoke in her ear and
she shivered. ‘“That probably makes more work for
you.”’

““Sure. I had to dish up a plate and put it in the
warmer. I’'m exhausted from the strain of it.”’

““I appreciate the sacrifice.”” His chuckle lashed
through her and sank deep like a hook, binding her
to him. Her hair caught on his whisker-stubbled jaw
as his arms snaked around her waist from behind.
“You are sure a sight for weary eyes, ma’am, lookin’
mighty fine in that dress.”’

‘“Really?”’

“Yep. You’re the most beautiful woman in the
room.”’

“I’m the only woman in the room.”’

““Who has ever been in this room,”” he corrected,
and the whisper of sensation across her temple had to
be a kiss, just the hint of it. He released her, walking
away casually, as if reaching for her had been the
most natural thing on earth.

““Sit down, let me get that for you.”” The pots
needed to soak, and she wanted to spend time with
her husband. ‘‘I’ve got hot water for tea?’’

““Perfect.”” Nick eased into a chair with a sigh.
““Damn, I’'m tired. Took all day to get that section of
the fence repaired. If you can trust gossip, then the
stud I'd give my eyeteeth to have will be comin’ up
for sale at the next county auction.”

““The one your father mentioned?’’
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““Yup.”” Nick leaned back in his chair, exhausted
to the bone. So sore he wondered if he could get back
on his feet again. ‘“The stud’s as wild as they come,
but he’s got breeding. His daddy was one of the best
cutters in the territory. I'm busting my back trying to
get a corral done in time that’ll hold him. Did Joey
behave better today?”’

Mariah stiffened. ‘‘He tried hard. It’s going to take
him time to accept me.”’

“You didn’t answer my question.”’

She closed the warmer door and swept toward him
through the light and into the shadows, the lamplight
clinging to her like mist in the morning air. ‘‘Joey is
doing fine, considering what’s happened. Losing one
mother and gaining a stepmother almost immediately
can’t be easy.”

She set the plate in front of him, heaped with thick
slices of roast, potatoes seasoned in their skins and
gleaming with melted butter, a half dozen of her bis-
cuits that were so damn fluffy it could make a man
get down on his knees to thank her. A pile of green
beans mixed with onions and bacon, just the way he
liked them.

She returned with a cup of gravy and a plate of
tomatoes sliced and sugared.

All that she’d done for him, and now she was
steeping his tea. As bright as the moonlight, as gentle
as the night air. He wasn’t used to being treated like
this.

“I’ll steep a cup of tea for me, if you want com-
pany.”” She gazed at him through her lashes, the ques-
tion sounding casual, but it was more.

He was no fool. He knew what she was asking.
And truth be told, he was tired, he was sore, he was
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heartsick and she made all of it go away. ‘‘Sure. I've
gotten used to eating a late supper alone. Don’t much
like it.”’

She brought the light with her, the lamp from the
worktable, the flame flickering on the wick as she set
it on the table. Her hands were small and soft and...
Don’t go thinking like that, man. He stared at his
plate, concentrating on cutting the slices of roast beef,
instead of the way the light danced across the soft
shape of her—her hair, her face, her throat, her
breasts...

He stared harder at the potatoes. They possibly
might taste better with gravy. Yep, that’s what he
needed. That rich thick gravy Mariah made....

Her skirts whispered as she took the chair at his
side. So close he could feel her body heat on his skin,
although they were not touching.

““I helped Betsy today. There’s a lot she has to
learn about taking over my business.”’

Mariah started talking with that incredible mouth
of hers. No, he wasn’t thinking about her mouth.
About how incredible those satin-soft lips had tasted.
How the brush of her mouth to his made his blood
heat and stirred to life a need inside of him he wasn’t
sure he could control.

‘...and the house, I think it would be better for her
to live in town. Since she’s been widowed, she’s been
living with her folks...”’

He ate, but he didn’t taste the delicious roast
she’d seasoned and the biscuits that melted on his
tongue. Her voice vibrated through him like a string
on a fiddle plucked hard and left to resonate. Her
mouth was soft and supple and knew just how to fit
against his.
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He wanted her mouth more than any single thing
in this county. He was tired and aching, inside and
out, and he’d done nothing but think about her all
day. With every swing of the hammer. Every beat of
the ax into wood. Mariah. Seeing her in the windows
as she moved through the house. Watching her drive
off in the surrey with his children. Knowing he could
trust her to be where she said and do what she prom-
ised. Mariah might be wearing new dresses and wear-
ing her hair down, but she was still the same inside.
And he wanted her. The way a man wants to love his
wife. Body and soul, complete possession.

No good could come from going down that path.
He knew it. But that didn’t stop him from wanting.
From needing.

Her hand covered his, a touch of understanding. He
didn’t need to say the words. It was as if she could
read his silence. Without a sound, she stood, with-
drawing only to circle around behind him. The brush
of her fingertips skimmed the back of his neck where
tired muscles had kinked into a painful knot.

“You worked hard today.”” There was a smile in
her voice. Her skirts rustled and her mouth brushed
where her fingers had been. The heated velvet of her
kiss made him forget all about his aching muscles.
‘‘Feel better?”’

““Yeah,”” he croaked. His throat had seized up. His
lungs stopped working. He closed his eyes, the meal
in front of him forgotten, waiting, tingling, quivering,
for her next kiss.

There. Soft silk, the outline of her lips on his
flesh. Hot and tender, and he fisted his hands to
keep from leaping off the chair and hauling Mariah
into his arms.
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““‘Did you like that?”’

She sounded so uncertain. Completely unaware of
her power over him. She wasn’t trying to manipulate
him. This was Mariah, straightforward and dependa-
ble and as steady as the sun. She might not be the
wife he’d envisioned, but she was the one he’d always
dreamed of. The one who seemed to know what he
needed before he did. The woman who could make
him feel again after he was certain his heart had died
right along with his faith in women.

Her fingertips waltzed between the vertebra in his
neck. Twirled slow and sensual in the tight muscles
where his shoulders met. Her touch was like magic,
replacing pain with pleasure. Her kiss to his neck, the
curve of his shoulder, the hollow behind his ear, was
like faith newly given.

He wanted her. With everything he was. Every bit
of his being. Every inch of his body. He was hard
and hungry and had been celibate for over five long
years. He bounded out of his seat, blind with need,
kicked the chair aside and hauled Mariah hard against
him. She fell against him with a gasp of surprise and
a smile of delight. He kissed that smile. Kissed her
hot mouth that molded to his as if she were made for
him. Maybe she was.

She melted against him, and he cupped a hand at
her hip, holding her to the part of him that was hard
and growing harder. He wanted her. He knew it
wasn’t wise, wasn’t smart. He was probably making
another huge mistake he was going to regret, but Ma-
riah’s kiss was like a poison in his body, taking over,
making him crazy and weak and shaking with a desire
so strong, there was no logic.

There was only the sweet taste of her tongue as he
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sucked the tip of it into his mouth. He needed the soft
comfort of her love and her body the way the earth
needed the sun. He ran his hand over her throat, along
her collarbone, down her arm and up her side, his
thumb curving over the rise and the peak of her
breast. Her nipple pebbled beneath the pad of his
thumb. He groaned, shaken to the soul by this proof
that she wanted him. The same way he wanted her.

He kissed her deep, cupping both hands at her hips,
rocking her against his arousal, hard and throbbing.
The soft curve of her stomach made him crazy, but
he kissed her slow and deep, fighting for control. He
had to stay in control. Mariah was a maiden, and this
was new to her. He gritted his teeth, holding on, over-
come at the pleasure as they rocked together. He
needed her. Only her.

Those buttons marching from her collar to her
waist were troubling him. If he just released a few of
them, then he could kiss his way down her throat to
the swell of her breasts. When he kissed the sensitive
curve beneath her chin, she moaned in pleasure. Her
fingers curled in his shirt.

““Like that, huh?’’ he murmured against her throat.

““Nope. I hate it. I’'m just submitting like a good
wife.”’

“Teasing me, are you?”’ He blew gently against
the dip at the column of her throat and she shivered.
He laved the spot with his tongue then blew again.

He felt the pleasure shiver through her and into
him.

““Fine. If you don’t want me to kiss you, I'll stop.”’

““No! Don’t you dare.”” She grabbed his head and
held him there, offering him her throat and her
breasts. And more. So much more.
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Tenderness left him dizzy as he popped the top
buttons of her dress with one hand. The fabric fell
away to reveal a lace-edged corset cupping full
creamy breasts that were so beautiful they couldn’t
be real. Just a dream. Just as she was.

‘“‘Mariah,”’ he rasped her name, and he didn’t care
if his voice was raw with his feelings. He felt like a
man who’d been lost in a distant and vast desert for
an entire decade and here was his first sight of home.
This woman was what his scarred heart had been
craving, and she was the only one who could make
the pieces whole.

She tugged down the fabric, loosening stays so he
could free her from the garment. Lush, rose-tipped
breasts filled his hands and he feasted on them, taking
one nipple into his mouth and then the other. He
loved the way she arched up, making little sounds of
pleasure deep in her throat. Her fingers wound
through his hair, holding him to her breasts.

What are you doing, Gray? He tore away,
breathing hard, blind with need.

It took all his willpower to fold the scraps of lace
over her breasts, and every drop of control he had to
fasten the buttons and step away.

Embarrassed by his weakness, he didn’t know what
to say. Was thankful for the shadows that hid his face
from hers.

““Good night.”” He didn’t know what else to say.
How to explain his desire for her.

And why he’d married her.

Mariah was a good woman, and he wasn’t going
to hurt her. He wasn’t going to let her see the man
he truly was.

“You sleep well, all right?”” He kissed her nose,
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tenderness welling up like water in a well, rising
higher and higher, pure and deep. ‘‘I’ll see you in the
morning.”’

““Sure.”’

“I’ll take the plate with me.”” He grabbed the flat-
ware and his food and strode away, steady and strong
as he always did.

Except this time he took her heart with him.

Mariah stood in the shadows a long while, waiting.
Hoping that he’d come back for her.

He didn’t.



Chapter Eleven

Cea T

Mariah stared at the ceiling. She couldn’t sleep. Her
mind kept replaying what happened in the kitchen
over and over again. It wasn’t where he touched or
how he touched her.

It was the way he made her feel, as if by the caress
of his fingertips and the brush of his lips he could call
forth some magic spell that made her feel how he
loved her. And made her heart open like the wild
roses that cover the prairie come summer, from hi-
bernating root to the first tender bud.

She wanted to know that kind of love. The kind
that felt ready to blossom in her heart. It hurt, the
thought of waiting. And what about Nick? He was
hurting. He was still hurting. She knew it. She could
feel it as steady as the night all around her, in every
beat of her pulse through her veins.

He wasn’t all right. He’d reached out to her tonight.
He’d needed her. She wanted to help him take away
the pain like a soothing balm that heals a wound. Not
that she was presumptuous enough to think she could
heal the grief from a ten year marriage, but she could
offer him all he needed to find comfort. To find the
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path back to being able to love again, with a whole
heart.

She listened to the eaves creak in the wind. The
sounds of the night deepened. Nick had reached out
to her with his need tonight. Should she take the risk
of reaching out to him? Would he pull her close, or
send her away? Love her, or reject her?

Fear of his rejection kept her in bed, clutching her
blanket in the dark.

He’d never felt so alone and it hurt like a thousand
blades in his flesh, imbedded deep. Nick didn’t know
how to fix it besides heading downstairs to the liquor
cabinet and drowning his pain with whiskey. A tem-
porary solution, but anything was better than this un-
relenting pain.

And it was stupid, too. The real solution was two
doors down the hall from him—Mariah, lying asleep
and peaceful in the dark. Probably wearing the white
nightgown that flowed around her like a dream. It was
a dream to think he could be with her, have the right
to unfasten the tiny buttons at the collar and help
himself to heaven.

He closed his eyes. He was rock-hard. Blood
thrummed through his groin, making his shaft so en-
gorged there was no way to ignore it. Mariah had
aroused him completely. Unlike he’d ever been be-
fore.

Why did he want her so much? The sensation of
her kiss remained a whisper on his lips. The heat of
her skin, the warm weight of her breasts, the little
sounds of pleasure she made...

Remembering made desire explode through him,
leveling his willpower like a dynamite blast, leaving
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him shaken and shattering any chance he had of fall-
ing asleep.

He tossed the sheet off his restless, aroused body
and marched in his drawers to the window. A quick
shove against the stubborn frame and humid air
breezed over him. Storm clouds nudged at the sickle
moon, casting a half darkness over the land. Over his
life.

It’s a sign, man. A storm was brewing if he went
against every shred of common sense he had, headed
down the hall, flung open Mariah’s door and claimed
her as his wife, his woman, his love. His. Forever and
ever, until the end of time, until not even death could
part them.

That’s how he wanted her, with his entire body, his
broken heart, his wounded soul. Every part of him
ached for the haven only she could give him.

And what good would come of that? His carnal
hunger for Mariah was proof enough that he’d lost
control of his cool detachment, the distant and con-
venient marriage he’d planned on. He’d blown that
plan to bits, and now it was dust. Dead and gone and
buried. And why? Because he didn’t know he’d want
her like this. With a wanting that could make him
weak and strong, incomplete and whole.

He was tired of being alone. Of being broken and
always in charge and always strong. Life was a tough
place, and it wore on a man. Even a brave man. He
did his best, heaven knew, but he felt like a man alone
in the storm with lightning flashing and thunder clap-
ping and rain on its way. With no one to care. No
one to hold close and lose himself in and love the
night through until he was strong enough to meet the
new day. A man changed for the better.
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The wind swept his face and he watched the storm
gather to the west. If the wind held, the storm would
bypass them, hitting a good distance north. A distant
thread of lightning stabbed into the black sky. He felt
as dark as the night. Without hope, as if the light was
being slowly snuffed out of him, the way the clouds
blotted out the stars, leaving only a fathomless void
in their place.

Mariah. He turned toward the door before it
opened. Moved toward her before he saw her standing
in the threshold, her hair down. She was angelic
temptation in her pure white nightgown, the buttons
undone to show the upper swell of her breasts. She
was a vision of beauty, a dream and too good for the
likes of him. He reached for her anyway, pushed the
door shut and pulled her into the room and into his
arms where she belonged.

He wasn’t alone anymore. He hugged her to his
chest, loving how she felt against him, soft and fe-
male. Everything about her, her soft hair catching on
his unshaven jaw, her hands splayed against the
planes of his back, her breasts a pillowed heat against
his chest, the slight curve of her stomach against his
hard shaft. She had to feel it, and didn’t back away.
She tilted her face toward his, and he needed no more
invitation.

His mouth covered hers. She was velvet heat and
untried passion and sweet woman, and she moaned.
Her fingers dug into his back as she held on, surren-
dering to his kiss. His possession. She was so incred-
ible, so tender. He needed her so much. Over-
whelmed, hungry for her and only her, he cupped her
face with his hands. Kissed her hard, taking the com-
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fort she offered. The sweet comfort that burned like
a lone candle in a dark night.

“I'm so glad you came.”” He crushed her to him,
burying his face in her hair.

““I wasn’t sure if you would want me.”’

““Of course I want you, Mariah. There’s never been
a question about that.”” The choice was out of his
hands.

It was as if this moment had been written in stone
long ago. As if fate knew at this moment in time he’d
need her more than air. He couldn’t take the pain, the
sadness or the loneliness one moment longer. He’d
been alone for years, unwanted.

And here Mariah was, come to him, wanting him.

And he was going to have her. It wasn’t because
she was a woman and available and naked beneath
her nightgown that fueled his need. It was Mariah.
Her touch. Her beauty. Her comfort. He needed her
now, before he thought about it, before common sense
showed up and intervened. And if he didn’t, he feared
the loneliness tearing him apart would never end.

The scant starlight painted her in shades of silver
as he took her hand in his and led her to his bed.
Right where he’d always wanted her. From the first
moment he’d cast his gaze on her in the schoolroom
when he’d been sixteen and new to town, he’d
thought she was an angel. And the natural progression
of that attraction could not be stopped. Not by her
father then and not by his discipline now.

He shouldn’t do this. It was wrong and he knew it,
to want her like this. To need her with everything in
him. The bed ropes groaned as she sat on the edge of
the feather tick, angel and woman, seductress and
healer. She knew what he wanted. It was plain to see
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the hard buds of her nipples against the thin cotton
nightgown. And the knowledge in her eyes, dark with
desire, as she pulled her nightgown over her head.
The disappearing starlight saw a woman naked and
perfect and impossible to resist.

He went to her like a cougar on a hunt and kissed
her hard. So she knew she was his. His wife, his
love—and no other man’s. Ever. He crushed her hair
in his fist, holding her mouth to his as he laid her
down on the bed. She stretched out willingly, all soft,
inviting woman. Vulnerable and naked and shivering
with need.

““I want you to love me,”’ she said into his kiss.

‘I already do,”” he whispered against her lips. Then
he hauled off his drawers and tossed them into the
dark.

Unable to turn back, knowing she didn’t want him
to, he fit his knee between hers and opened her gently.
Her soft thighs parted and he stretched out over her,
never breaking their kiss. He settled onto her and
knew he’d come home. Lying with her this way was
exquisite. Like finding heaven and hell all in the same
moment. The woman he needed to heal his soul
would be the one thing that could destroy him.

““Oh, yes,”” she moaned as his hand curved down
the length of her throat, rising into his touch like a
cat being stroked. The starlight on her face showed a
woman lost in sensation, needing his love.

Did she hurt this way, too?

‘“Mariah.”” Her name was a broken sound.

Like whiskey to flame, he ignited and burned.
Touched her and kissed her and loved how her
breathing changed. How her body softened, grew
fuller, more welcoming. How she arched into his

’
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touch, moaned for it, became consumed by it. She
cradled his head as he suckled her breasts and kissed
them. She lifted up to his kisses on her stomach and
along each rib. Sighed when his fingers skidded along
the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. He could feel
her leg muscles tighten, unsure.

“Just trust me,”” he whispered against her belly,
glancing up the length of her stomach and over the
beautiful peaks of her breasts to her lovely face.

“I’ve never...”

“‘I know, but I have.”” He knew that would make
her smile, and it did. He had to reassure her. He had
to make this count. He wouldn’t hurt her for the
world.

“Typical of you, Nick. I should have known you’d
be twice as arrogant when you had me naked in your
bed.”’

““Not arrogant. Lucky. I’'m one fortunate man to
have you for my wife.”’

It was as if he’d torn through her rib cage, plunged
inside and grabbed hold of her heart. Tears burned in
Mariah’s eyes. ‘‘I’'m lucky, too. You’re a good man.”’

“If T were a good man, I wouldn’t be doing this.
Taking advantage of you.”

He looked tortured, his brow furrowed, his eyes
darkened. His heart ached. She could feel it. She
reached out to place her hand there, in the center of
his chest, over the pain.

““You’re not taking, Nick. I'm giving.”’

He closed his eyes. His throat worked. She could
feel the struggle inside him. See it in the sharp way
he breathed. In the tendons cording in his neck. Then,
decision made, he grabbed her jaw, and kissed her
with a tender passion that melted every bone in her
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body. His hands parted her thighs, leaving her open
and exposed and more vulnerable than she’d ever
been. She fell back on the bed, closed her eyes and
gasped.

His thumb traced the crease between her extreme
upper thigh and eased upward. White-hot pleasure
spilled into her where he was touching her. He wasn’t
only caressing her body, but also the center of her,
the core of her, and she opened to him like a spring
flower to the morning sun. Eager. Defenseless. Hun-
gry. This is what the women in her clubs had talked
about. This liquid pleasure. This heartbreaking thrill.

She never wanted it to end. Her eyes drifted shut,
her hips arched, lifting her into the palm of his hand.
His touch warmed her like the midsummer sun.
Stirred to life feelings so dormant she’d thought them
dead. Her chest ached with it, her soul hurt with it.
She clung to Nick’s steely arms as he came to her,
easing his weight onto his elbows, his big, hard, male
body on hers. She opened to him, accepting his open-
mouthed kisses, welcoming the first hard nudge of
him into her body.

She gasped at the intrusion. A push of hot steel that
did not yield. She was going to break apart, not just
her body, but her heart. It was too much, this first
thrust, the amazing presence of him within her. It
hurt, but not the way she thought it would. It hurt in
her heart. She felt as if she were unraveling. It was
too much. Her body twined around his, open and
clinging and craving him like winter dreams of the
sun, and she was afraid. Afraid to let him into her
heart. She was afraid to love him wholly and truly.
What if she wasn’t enough?

“Trust me, sweetheart.”” He pressed his forehead
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to hers, a tender comfort. Kissed the tip of her nose,
a gentle touch. “‘I’ll take good care of you.”’

““You always do.”’

His kiss was a promise, caring and true. He
wouldn’t hurt her. She trusted him. Whatever came
from this, whether she disappointed him or not, she
wanted to know this man’s love. To feel him deep
inside her, to hold him in the greatest intimacy. He
was a steady pressure against her tightness, and she
let go, opening to him, releasing the last shred of her
fear.

“That’s right,”” he murmured against her mouth.
‘‘Are you okay?”’

““Great.”” She choked on the tears in her throat.
Opening more. Letting the hard iron of him sink deep
until he was wedged so completely inside her neither
of them could move.

“‘Still doin’ okay?’’ His gaze searched hers.

“Y-yes.”” She leaned her forehead into the hollow
of his throat so she wouldn’t have to look at him.

This was too much, this joining, being stretched
around him. It was too much pleasure, too much sen-
sation, too much emotion in her heart that felt as if it
was breaking. How could being in love with him shat-
ter her heart?

He pulsed inside her, that hardness thrumming
against her, stretching her more. Amazingly, she
pulsed around him, too, a pleasure so sweet and pain-
ful it brought tears to her eyes.

“‘Let me see you, pretty lady.”

She could no longer hide. He would look upon her
face and see all that she felt for him. Every scrap of
love. Every bit of devotion. He would see her heart.
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How could she let him? He didn’t love her, not yet.
He wasn’t free of his past.

““‘C’mon, beautiful.”” His thumb grazed her cheek,
a tender request.

She could see the dark pool of his eyes in the shad-
owed darkness. She could feel the intense pull as he
studied her. Exposed and wide open, she trembled
deep, from the outside in.

He moved, stroking away and thrusting home. A
purely physical act that wasn’t physical at all. It was
so much more as she held him inside her. They trem-
bled together. A curve of a smile touched his mouth
as their gazes met and locked. He didn’t look away
as he stroked again, harder this time, withdrawing
only to return.

Incredible. She thrummed with it, felt wild and
calm at once. His forehead met hers and he stayed,
holding inside her. She was so full of him, over-
whelmed by him. He filled her senses. His hardness,
his strength, his heat, his breathing, his weight, his
kiss. She couldn’t seem to breathe, so she clung to
him, feeling as if she were ready to shatter apart and
lose herself.

All she felt was him. The man he was, good and
true. He thrust again, driving unbearable pleasure
straight through her. She clung to him, helpless, and
everything within her stilled. She buried her face in
the hollow of his throat, overwhelmed, feeling the
cracks in her heart widen. She was breaking, falling,
afraid. She held on, feeling his kiss to her brow, his
touch at her nape. He cradled her tenderly as he
rocked them beyond pleasure and into something else.

I love you, Nick. She loved him more than any-
thing. More than her life. She could feel his face in
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her hair, kissing her as they came together again and
again, slow and tender and incredible. He tipped her
face to his and kissed her deeply. Tender as his lips
played with hers. So incredibly tender. She could feel
his affection for her, hidden quietly in his heart. Could
he feel hers?

They made love as if they had all the time in the
world. Wanting nothing else but each other. There
was only the two of them, bound together, close...so
very close. Mariah cried out as he set a faster rhythm,
thrusting hard and deep. Surprised how the intense
rush of pleasure moved through her into him and back
to her. Tears filled her eyes as she broke apart inside,
shattering into a thousand pieces, in a huge wave of
sharp pleasure that decimated the wall of ice around
her heart. That left her open completely to him as
he moved inside her, driving so deep their hearts
touched.

““‘Mariah.”” He said her name with a shiver, sighing
hard as his back stiffened and he lost control.

She held him tight and accepted the hot rush of his
seed. Tenderness raged through her, and kissing him
wasn’t enough. Holding him like this didn’t bring her
close enough. She felt broken and whole. Lost and
found.

He collapsed, his face buried in her hair, so vul-
nerable. Mariah kissed his temple, so tender. She ran
her fingertips over his neck to the crown of his head,
gently. Her body thrummed around his thickness still
inside her. She was full of him, her heart aching from
loving so deeply. She hugged him while he rested.
Kissed the shell of his ear and loved how he shivered
in response. He was hers now. Her man. Her love.
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““We’re joined forever, beauty, just forever,”” he
mumbled as he climbed back onto his elbows.

He thrust hard, driving deep, so good. His hand
settled on her hip, showing her how to rock with him.
How to increase their pleasure. So incredible. How
she loved this man. She felt wild with it, calm with
it, accepting his kisses, giving more of her heart. Nick
was amazing, such a man. And she tried to keep her
heart open, to accept all he wanted to give her. It was
more than sex now, a different kind of togetherness,
and Mariah held him inside her body and inside her
heart, letting him in where she was most vulnerable.
She loved him. That much.

He was touching her face, talking to her, gazing
into her eyes to her soul. There was love for him
there, too, that deep down. It hurt too much and felt
too much, and she hid her face in his shoulder and
held on tight. She was overwhelmed by her love for
him. There were his strong arms around her and his
kiss in her hair as he rocked them both, hard and
gentle. They came together and he emptied into her,
more than his body, all he was. She felt the depth of
his love for her. As deep as hers was for him.

His arms came around her, cuddling her close,
holding her to his heart. She held him in hers, grateful
in the contented silence that settled between them.

So, this is what love is. She pressed kisses along
the outer curve of Nick’s neck and along the crest of
his shoulder. His skin was damp with sweat and tasted
salty and wonderful. Her heart ached, strangely full.

She didn’t know love could make you new.

““‘Are you all right, sweetheart?”’ he mumbled into
her hair.

She nodded, too happy to speak.
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He kissed her forehead, infinitely tender. It was a
kiss he meant. She could feel it.

He loved her.

She held him tight. I love you, too.

““Is it all right if I stay here inside you?’’ His palm
stroked over the side of her head, tender and posses-
sive.

Nice. She nodded again, snuggling against him. He
was hers. Hers to love. Hers to touch. Hers to kiss if
she wanted to. Just to prove it, she stroked a kiss
across the underside of his chin.

““Hmm, you don’t want this to end, do you?”’ He
smiled down at her lazily.

““Does it have to?”” Was he going to love her
again? Desire curled strong and hot within her, and
she felt him swell inside her. Tenderly, she kissed him
again.

‘“Mariah, you don’t know what you’re doing.”” He
tensed, his hand freezing on her hip.

““I do now.”” She was sheer seduction, in the way
real love was, as she caressed the curve of his jaw
with her lips.

Desire ripped through him with the fury of a cy-
clone’s leading wind, and Nick fought for control.
Fought to hold on. He didn’t want to. It was wrong,
but he was already hard, already thrusting. Mariah’s
head rolled back and he caught it in his hands. He
cradled her while she moaned in the pleasure they
made together. Moving as one heart, one soul, with
only their love to guide them on this bleak night as
the starlight faded and wind tapped against the siding.

He held on to her and let the darkness take him.

The bed shifted and Mariah drifted awake. For a
second she was disoriented and then she realized she
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was in Nick’s bed. Alone. The rustling she heard was
him as he pulled on his trousers. ‘‘Are you all right?”’

““The storm’s kickin’ up.”” He sounded grim as his
buckle jingled. ‘‘Got to keep an eye out. Looks like
lightning’s heading this way.”’

““Will that be a problem for the livestock?”’

“The cattle can get spooked and stampede. You
stay here warm and snug.”” He leaned toward her in
the pitch dark, his presence a warmth she could feel
before his lips brushed hers. ‘‘Get some sleep for me,
okay?”’

“I’ll even have a good dream for you, too.”’

““Hmm...as long as it involves a sunny afternoon
in my hammock, that’ll satisfy me.”” The rough pads
of his fingers traced the curve of her chin.

She loved how he touched her so tenderly. ‘“You
be safe out there.”’

“I’ll dodge any lightning bolts. Promise.”’

He left her smiling. Nick could feel it even though
she didn’t say a word. What had happened tonight?
He’d give just about anything to have stayed in that
bed, where experience and common sense couldn’t
touch him, and love Mariah one more time.

He’d never be able to go back to her again.

Logic and common sense had been waiting for him
right outside the door, or so it felt like. And with
every step down the hall, the trouble he was in only
got clearer. You messed up, Gray. Wanted to get your-
self in more trouble, didn’t you? Life wasn’t chal-
lenging enough with the problems he had. No, he had
to go and make love to Mariah. Take a step on a path
there was no coming back from.

Dakota’s door opened. ‘‘Heading out?”’
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“Trying to stay ahead of the storm. Doesn’t feel
like twister weather.”’

‘I disagree, big brother.”” Dakota followed sound-
lessly on the stairs, a wraith in the dark.

““You think we’ll have trouble?’’ he asked once
they were outside in the high wind.

Dakota took a minute, standing with his hands on
his hips, scenting the air, feeling the storm. ‘“Yep.
Might not be too bad, though.”

Nick had learned long ago his baby brother was
always right. “‘Let’s get moving. We’ve got work to
do.”

““Will is not lying around in a warm bed if I've got
to be out in this.”” Dakota grabbed a rock and sent it
sailing against the upstairs window with a sharp tap.
““That’ll wake up our lazy brother. We’ll make him
ride point and take the brunt of the wind.”’

‘““He deserves it.”’

The wind changed direction halfway to the stable.
Coming straight from the northwest in a cold, mean
line. The dark twist of clouds in the distance, glowing
with spears of lightning, was heading their way. A
possible twister storm, and the first of the summer.

There were horses to bring in, cattle to herd, and
haystacks to cover before the brunt of the storm hit.
But the work wasn’t enough to drive thoughts of Ma-
riah from Nick’s mind. Battered by hail and wind
strong enough to knock him on his butt, he couldn’t
stop thinking about her. About the way she’d reached
out and touched his heart.

No doubt about it. He’d married the wrong woman,
and it was too late to undo it. Too late to go back, to
reverse the night and erase the love they’d shared.
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There was nothing to do but to step forward on this
path that had no happy ending for any of them.

Mariah listened to the wind turn cruel against the
side of the house, rattling a loose board, and climbed
out of Nick’s bed. She shrugged into her nightgown
and padded down the hall. Only the children’s bed-
room doors were closed tight. She imagined the oth-
ers had wakened with the worsening of the storm and
headed outside. It might be a long night.

A flash of distant lightning lit the window in the
hallway. Thunder rolled like a stampede through the
dark. A distant sound, but not strong enough to rattle
through the house. Yer. Mariah wondered how Geor-
gie fared through lightning storms. She opened the
girl’s door, but Georgie was sound asleep, her
breathing a near silent rise and fall.

Good. Mariah vowed to come check on Georgie
again, just to be sure.

In the kitchen, she lit a lamp and blew the banked
embers to life in the stove. While the kindling caught
with loud popping crackles, she measured coffee
beans into the hand mill and ground them. As the
lightning flashed through the kitchen, Georgie’s
scream filled the air. ‘‘Mama!”’

Mariah turned down the damper so the kitchen
wouldn’t catch fire and raced up the stairs with all
her might. Georgie’s scream had faded, but the sound
of her sobs led Mariah straight to the child’s bed.

““I want my mama,”’” Georgie wept, huddled among
her pillows, hugging her rag doll tight to her chest.
‘“Mama, Mama, Mama,”’ she chanted, crying harder
with each word.

“‘Poor baby.”” Mariah sat on the bed and pulled the
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child into her arms. Georgie put up a struggle, then
just as suddenly stopped, slumping against Mariah’s
shoulder. She smelled of cookies and soap and little-
girl sweetness that tugged at Mariah’s heart. She cra-
dled this child, her stepdaughter, and pressed a kiss
to her brow. ‘“You’re safe. I promise you. The storm
can’t hurt you here.”’

“I want my mama.”’ Georgie’s muffled plea rang
with pure heartache. ‘‘She’s gone. Long gone and far
away.”’

““That’s right, sweetie.”” How could anyone have
left you? Mariah hugged her daughter tight, rocking
her gently. ‘“‘You’re safe here with me. And Joey,
he’s across the hall. And your papa and your uncles
and your grandpop. You’re not alone at all, see?”’

Georgie nodded, sobs shaking her little body. So
frightened and fragile. We all are, Mariah realized.
Maybe it was simply part of being human. Part of
walking through this journey of life. The blessing of
it was that no one had to walk that path alone. She’d
never known what family was before, what it was like
to love a man and his children, to have a house where
she was more than safe. Where she was accepted and
wanted and loved for who she was.

She felt the ghosts of her childhood slip away, the
experiences that became memories and for nearly
three decades shaped who she was. No, who she’d
thought she was. She’d been prickly, sharp-tongued
Spinster Scott, behaving as she did to keep everyone
away. To prove her father was right.

But he was wrong, and tonight had been proof of
that. She was lovable.

She was no longer the little girl too afraid to speak
at night when her father returned from the coal yard
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in a bad mood. She was no longer the girl watching
her mother work long hours cleaning other people’s
homes, only to work long into the night washing their
laundry and cleaning their house. She was no longer
the names her father had called her, worthless, a bur-
den and cold-hearted. Useful only when it came to
doing housework. That part of her slipped away like
a ghost in the night, quietly and irrevocably.

She felt stronger. Brighter. The Mariah she was
meant to be. Mariah Gray, wife and mother.

She smoothed the sleep-tangled locks out of Geor-
gie’s eyes, damp from the tears still brimming her
eyes. ‘‘Don’t you worry. I'm going to stay and take
care of you.”

““Until my mama comes back?”’

Mariah knew Georgie had heard all about heaven
and how no one returned from there, but she didn’t
understand. How could she? “‘I will stay and take care
of you for as long as you need, okay?”’

Georgie nodded, tears still falling, not satisfied, but
better. She snuggled against Mariah’s shoulder, sweet
and precious. ‘“You ain’t goin’ to heaven, too, are
you, Mariah?”’

““No. I'd rather stay here with you.”’

““‘Okay.”” With a shaky sigh, Georgie rubbed away
the last of her tears.

““Why don’t you come downstairs with me, and I'll
make you some cocoa.”’

“Yes, please.”” Georgie wiped her face on Ma-
riah’s shoulder, apparently exhausted.

She cradled Georgie carefully, holding her close
and safe and tight. Now, if she could manage to keep
hold of the child and somehow get them both off the
bed...
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““Let me.”” Nick’s near whisper rumbled with the
same booming note as the thunder rolling in the sky
overhead.

Her love. Mariah’s heart swelled simply from
watching him cross the dark room. She couldn’t see
him, but she could hear the brush of his boots against
the carpet and the rustle of his clothes as he bent
close. The heat of his kiss brushed her lips.

‘“Had to make sure Georgie was doing all right.”’
His hand brushed Mariah’s as he lifted Georgie out
of her arms and into his. ‘‘Come here, princess.”’

‘“‘Papa. The house is rattlin’.”’

““I know. The thunder is mighty fierce, but I don’t
want you to worry—"" Nick’s voice faded as he car-
ried his daughter down the hall.

Mariah climbed to her feet, weary. Lightning flared
nearby, bright enough to throw light into the room,
and a few seconds later thunder drum-rolled across
the top of the house, shaking the windows in their
panes. Downstairs, she heard the rattle of the stove
door.

The fire! It was probably out by now. Mariah hur-
ried through the dark, following the faint glow of light
at the bottom of the stairs and into the kitchen where
the lamp cast a warm puddle over the table where
Georgie sat, her hair tangled and tears drying on her
reddened face. She looked up with watery eyes. ‘‘I
wanna cookie, too.”’

““Just one.”” Mariah ruffled the girl’s hair on her
way past the table.

Nick squatted in front of the stove, balanced on the
balls of his feet, stacking kindling on the fledgling
fire. ‘“Thought I'd help you out before I head back
outside.”’
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‘I appreciate it, but you have work to do.”” She
knelt beside him, her hand falling to the hard curve
of his knee. ‘I can do this.”’

“I know. You're a capable woman, Mariah.”” He
hefted a few sticks of wood in a cross pattern so the
fire could breathe. ‘“You can build a fire, too, but I
want to do this for my wife.”’

““What a thoughtful husband I have.”” She brushed
a kiss to his cheek, a brief caress of heaven against
his face.

““Thanks, beautiful.”” He rose, leaving the door ajar
to give the fire more air. It was hard to sort out all
he was feeling, and there wasn’t much time for that
now. Lightning illuminated the kitchen, followed by
a slap of thunder that shook the house. ‘‘I've got to
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go.

“Don’t go, Papa!’”” Georgie’s cry rose above the
first wave of rain against the side of the house.

He kissed her brow, recalling the image of her safe
in Mariah’s arms. That was one worry gone, one
problem solved. ‘‘Mariah will take care of you. Be
good for her.”’

It wasn’t easy walking out, but responsibility was
riding on his shoulders. Lose this ranch or a portion
of his livestock, and he was in deep trouble. He had
a family to provide for and brothers to keep gainfully
employed. He hesitated on the walkway, with the
straight-out wind beating at him and the hail bruising
his head, to turn toward the kitchen window, glowing
golden and bright, like a lone beacon in the infinite
dark.

Through the glass panes he could plainly see Ma-
riah, her hair tangled from their lovemaking, sweep-
ing across the room toward the window and Georgie.
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The love on her face was unmistakable as she knelt
in front of the girl and brushed the tears from those
cherub’s cheeks.

You can’t mess this up, Gray. He felt as if he were
dying inside as he turned his back on the woman he
loved and the bold glowing light that shone so bravely
in the night.

Mariah set the coffeepot on a trivet to keep warm.
She’d done her work quickly, and there was nothing
more to do. Leftover biscuits from supper were in the
warmer, along with a plate of sausages and scrambled
eggs she’d fried up just in case the men were hungry
when they came in from their work.

Hail rammed into the west side of the house, echo-
ing like a thousand hammer strikes through the still
rooms as she turned the lamp down a notch. It was
enough for the men to see there was food for them.
Satisfied she’d done all she could, she lifted a drowsy
Georgie out of the chair. The girl’s head nodded to a
rest against Mariah’s throat. Lightning flashed and
thunder boomed, jerking Georgie awake. Seeing she
was safe, Georgie gave a vulnerable, rattling sigh and
struggled not to doze.

The scent of sweet chocolate clung to Georgie’s
face and fingers, a pleasant scent that accompanied
them all the way upstairs.

““Don’t wanna go to bed,”” Georgie whined, rub-
bing her face in Mariah’s shoulder.

““Would you like to sleep in my bed?”’

Golden curls bobbed against Mariah’s chin as
Georgie nodded.

“We’ll be snug and safe together,”” Mariah as-
sured her.
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Lightning led the way through the room as she
stepped into it. Thunder cracked a second later, so
loud it made the silence that followed ring.

“Don’t like thunder.”

“Neither do 1. We’ll be safe from it under my
comforter. Go ahead, climb under it.”” Mariah low-
ered the girl to the pillows, trying to lift the coverlet
at the same time.

Georgie crawled under it like a cave dweller, tented
by the fabric.

“‘Like normal, Georgie,”” Mariah instructed, lifting
the top sheet.

A half second of eye-burning lightning caught
Georgie in the act of crawling beneath the sheet, then
the darkness came so quick, it hurt Mariah’s eyes.
Thunder crashed like a runaway train through the
house. Even the floorboards quaked.

““Scary.”” Georgie reached out.

It was. The wind sounded mean, but not dangerous.
Mariah knew that if there looked to be a chance of a
twister, Nick would come fetch them.

They were safe, and Mariah slipped into the bed.
She burrowed beneath the covers, pulling Georgie
close. They cuddled together in the soft pillows as the
next flash of lightning seared through the dark, show-
ing a dark-haired boy standing in the open doorway,
and then the thunder pealed.

““Joey, come in.”’

“I’m not scared of the lightning or anything.”” He
sounded defiant.

“That’s good.”” Mariah wasn’t fooled. The storm
was practically overhead, and it was scaring her.
Lightning was dangerous, and she couldn’t think
about Nick outside on his horse, a perfect target for



Jillian Hart 223

lightning to strike. ‘‘C’mon in and join us. Georgie
would probably feel better if you were here.”’

““Yeah. Because of Georgie.”” As if it pained him
beyond all possible words, Joey crawled into bed on
the other side of Georgie.

Mariah lit the bedside lamp and stole a book from
Georgie’s room. Once back in bed, she read out loud,
while Georgie yawned and Joey pretended not to be
interested in the story. Lightning crackled and hail hit
the roof, sounding like rocks falling from the sky.
They snuggled together, safe and warm, and listened
to the storm rage.

Cold and dog-tired, Nick kicked off his boots. He
was the last man back in the house, and he’d wanted
it that way. He’d needed the space as he rode one last
sweep, assured the livestock had made it through the
storm without trouble. The hail was melting in a
steady sluice off the porch roof, a pleasant sound as
he headed into the kitchen to find his brothers and
father at the table, forks clinking against their plates,
silent as they ate. Coffee, he expected since he’d re-
built the fire for Mariah, but all this...

““That wife of yours ain’t half bad,”” Pop com-
mented around a bite of a flaky biscuit. ‘‘In fact, I’ve
never seen a woman work so hard. And to think she
did this out of her own thoughtfulness.”’

“Must have figured we’d be cold and hungry,”
Will agreed. ‘‘She fried up a lot of food for us.”’

““Don’t look at me, I’ve always liked her.”” Dakota
pushed away from the table, plate in hand. ‘‘I'm
headin’ up. Will, you’ve got first rounds in the morn-
ing.”’

“Me?”” Will eased off the chair, stiff with fatigue,
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and followed Dakota to the worktable, where they left
their empty plates. Their low, rumbling argument
went with them through the house and upstairs.

So, the tide was turning. He was surprised it had
taken this long for his family’s opinion of Mariah to
change. Nick grabbed the platter with the leftover
sausages and eggs and dug in. ‘‘Couldn’t leave a bis-
cuit for me, could you?”’

““Nope.”” Pop didn’t look sorry. ‘‘Figured I’d best
do my duty and eat every last one of them.”’

‘I surely do appreciate that.”” He loved Mariah’s
biscuits. ‘‘Are you likin’ her a little more?”’

““I figure you showed some wisdom in marrying
her.””

That was the closest Pop had come yet to admitting
he’d been wrong. Just Nick’s rotten luck, or a bad
sense of timing, or something. Whatever it was, it
wasn’t right that the moment his father began liking
Mariah, Nick wanted to send her away. Troubled, he
finished the rest of the food, sucked down a cup of
coffee hot enough to scald his guts, and headed up.

What was he going to do about Mariah? Every step
up those stairs took him closer to her. What if she
was waiting for him in his bed? With her hair tangled,
naked between the sheets, the way he’d left her when
the storm had interrupted them. What if she was na-
ked, all smooth warm skin and soft curves, on this
dark night when he needed her most?

He groaned, unable to take the image. He wanted
Mariah as he needed air and sustenance and sleep.
He’d give anything for the right to climb into bed
with her after the long workday was done, to find
comfort and pleasure in her arms, and fulfillment in
her love.



Jillian Hart 225

A thin line of lamplight beckoned him down the
hall. It came from Mariah’s room. She wasn’t in his
bed? He was both disappointed and relieved. He
wanted her. He didn’t have the right to love her.

His steps stilled. He raised one hand to lean against
the threshold and soak in the sight. Beautiful Mariah
had fallen asleep propped up in the pillows with a
book open on her lap and an equally asleep Georgie
snuggled close, using Mariah’s stomach for a pillow.
Joey lay on his side, asleep. The lamp’s gentle glow
framed them like a picture.

Life had never been this way. Lida hadn’t climbed
out of bed and made sure a hot meal was ready for
them at three in the morning. She hadn’t read Georgie
to sleep. She hadn’t brought this sense of peace to
their home. His life was transformed without the re-
sentment and the sadness.

He’d never been happy, not like this. Not this in-
the-guts, to-the-bone, down-deep sense of content-
ment.

But his children’s lives...that was the real change.
Joey wasn’t pale and worried anymore. He was cool
and reserved around Mariah, but a new stepmother
was a lot to get used to. Nick had faith in his son.
The boy would come to love her, when he was ready.
Look at him now. Asleep in bed with his sister, with-
out one worry line on his face. And Georgie, her
small hands fisted into the skirt of Mariah’s night-
dress, holding on for dear life, even in her dreams.

Mariah was the right woman. The best mother for
his children. The finest housekeeper and cook. The
perfect match for his soul. Marrying her was the best
thing he’d ever done.

Making love to her was the worst.
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Torn, he padded to the bedside table and turned
down the light. Tenderness ached in his chest for his
wife. As the flame died on the wick and darkness stole
Mariah’s face from his sight, he grieved for it and for
what he had to do. The night felt as endless as his
loss. He closed the bedroom door the same way he
closed his heart. Final. Certain. His soul was as dark
as the night, as cold as the wind, as spent as the storm.

He locked his bedroom door, stripped to the skin
and fell into the bed where he’d made love to Mariah.
His pillow smelled like lilacs.

He could not sleep.



Chapter Twelve

Cor i

The morning star twinkled like a promise in the clear
predawn sky as Mariah hesitated at the kitchen win-
dow, a stack of plates tucked against the curve of her
arm. It was going to be a beautiful sunrise. Remem-
bering the love she and Nick had made together, it
was sure to be a magnificent day.

She played the night over in her mind as she set
the breakfast table. Savored in memory each tender
kiss and the loving way he’d caressed her. Held close
the pleasure of having him inside her, and the har-
mony of his soul touching hers.

She felt like the dawn, as if the sun were newly
rising within her. A new woman, she flipped the pan-
cakes on the griddle and listened to them sizzle. As
they cooked, she fetched syrup, jam and butter for the
table. It hardly seemed like work to finish up the pan-
cakes, start the ham sizzling and begin sorting the
clothes for tomorrow’s weekly washing. Instead of
doing laundry for hire, this was for her own family.
How her life had changed—and for the better.

Jeb ambled in, unshaven and tousled. Dark circles
bruised his eyes from the interrupted night’s sleep.
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““A cup of your coffee would be heaven right about
now.”’

“It’s brewed and ready.”” Mariah was all too happy
to carry the coffeepot to the table.

““Thank you kindly, Mariah.”” Jeb folded his pow-
erful frame into the chair. ‘‘Sure is something what
you did for us last night. Want you to know I appre-
ciate it. You're a good woman, and trust me, there
ain’t many of those in this world.”’

Mariah glowed more brightly inside. ‘“Thank you,
Jeb. That means a lot coming from you.”’

““That’s right. I’'m a tough old bird and don’t you
forget it.”” He winked, his grisly face wrinkling into
a rare grin.

Feeling like the first beams of sunshine that were
lifting above the far edge of the eastern prairie, Ma-
riah returned to the stove. She flipped the ham slices
on the griddle, squished them closer together to make
room for the bacon strips, and decided she’d fry the
morning’s eggs sunny side up. Nick’s favorite.

Nick. Joy surged inside her. He’d be here soon,
striding through the threshold with his wind-swept
hair and the confident swagger she loved so much.
She couldn’t wait to see him, her husband. Her love.

As dawn chased away the long shadows from the
night, Mariah felt it all the way to her soul. It was
going to be an incredible day.

All it took was one look, and Nick knew he
couldn’t do it. He’d planned to fill his plate and head
out to the fields. He had the excuse of needing the
corral finished by the end of the workday all ready to
use.

One look at her, and he couldn’t move.
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““Nick.”” Mariah, spatula in hand, shone like a new
diamond. So bright, it was a pleasure to his eyes.
““‘Good morning, handsome.”’

““Morning.”” He wasn’t used to that kind of greet-
ing or that shine of affection on a woman’s face. Lida
had never treated him like this. But Mariah... She was
an entirely different problem.

‘““You’re just in time. I’'m ready to put the eggs on
the table.””

His favorite kind. He didn’t miss that piece of in-
formation. Or the smirk from Will already at the table
drinking coffee that said it all. You’re in trouble now,
big brother.

Yep, he surely was. Last night was proof enough.
He couldn’t get it out of his mind. The magic of mak-
ing love with her, of thrusting gentle and deep. It had
been real love, not sex, but bigger, deeper, more
tender and intimate. Looking at her this morning,
changed into someone new, he saw himself in her
eyes. He felt changed, too. Her love was a blanket
surrounding him and on the inside, too, warming his
heart and soul.

She reached out to him. Her hands settled on his
shoulders. Her kiss played against his mouth. Incred-
ible tenderness swelled inside him like a soap bubble
expanding in the air, lifting above the ground, higher
and higher...

He squeezed his eyes shut and stepped away from
the woman he loved. It took all his strength, but he
did it.

““The food smells good.”’

““Thanks.”” She beamed at his compliment, and it
was easy to see her heart. The love he’d felt when
they were together last night shone in her now, as
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bright and steadfast as the sun. She was lovelier today
than he’d ever seen her.

Love threatened to overtake his good senses and he
walked away. The wise thing to do. The smart thing.
But he ached, suddenly lonely. He wanted her in his
arms where he could hold on to her forever.

This had gone too far, and he didn’t know how to
stop it. He sat in misery at the table, passing platters
of meat, fried potatoes, eggs and pancakes as he did
every morning. He wanted to make love to Mariah
again. He wanted to reach out and simply hold her
hand. To bask in this rare gift of love and make the
most of it.

But he couldn’t. This was never going to work out.
Love never did. And he didn’t have enough heart left
for another woman to shatter. He feared that, when
Mariah fell out of love with him, she’d destroy him
irrevocably. Not only his heart, but rip him clean
down to the soul. He loved her that much.

He had that much to lose.

“l wanna ’nother apple.”” Georgie clasped her
hands together, standing in the waist-high bunch
grass, the wind stirring her blond curls and snapping
the hem of her pink calico dress. The sun worshiped
her like an angel. ‘‘Please?”’

‘““You can have the last one.”” Mariah tugged the
remaining apple from her apron pocket and handed it
to her little girl. ‘‘Careful with your fingers.”’

‘‘Bad Boy tickles.”” Georgie giggled as the big ox
nosed the sunbonnet brim, trying to decide if the hat
was good to eat. Georgie jabbed the apple at him.
““Stop it! Here.”

Mariah patted the gentle steer’s neck as he deftly
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lifted the treat from those small fingers and crunched
into the fruit. He was much happier with the other
oxen. Nick had a matched set for breaking sod and
hauling that was too heavy for the horses. Bad Boy
rubbed his poll on Mariah’s hand, begging for affec-
tion.

““We may have to start calling him Good Boy.”’

Georgie laughed. ‘“That’s not a real name.”’

After apologizing for running out of apples, and to
escape the other oxen coming to see if they could get
apples, too, Mariah grabbed her basket, took Geor-
gie’s hand and led her toward the split-rail fence. The
oxen followed like puppies waiting for a treat.

““Tomorrow,”” Mariah promised. Nick would be
out of town at the livestock auction, and he’d be gone
for a few days. She’d have plenty of time to fill.
“‘Georgie, go ahead and climb through.”’

‘“’Bye, Bad Boy! O-oh, he kissed me.”” Georgie
wiped her cheek thoroughly before crawling between
the ground and the lowest fence rail.

““More roses!”” Georgie scampered through the tall
grass, nearly head-high on her. She was only a bob-
bing crown of blond curls topped by a pink calico
sunbonnet. She disappeared, kneeling into the grasses.

Mariah went on tiptoe, watching as the little girl
found a fistful of wild roses from the low spreading
bushes sprinkled across the prairie.

““There’s more, Mariah! Come pick ’em! They’re
stickery.”’

Mariah was already cutting through the thick
grasses. Grasshoppers sprang out of her way. Mead-
owlarks scolded. A hawk circled lazily overhead, as
if keeping an eye on them. Mariah knelt beside Geor-
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gie, took out the clippers weighing down her apron
pocket and carefully snipped the stems.

““They’ll make our supper table smell nice, won’t
they?’” Mariah asked as she held the blossoms up for
Georgie.

She buried her face in the soft fragrant blooms.
“‘Pretty. Like my dress.”’

The colors were the same. Mariah slipped the roses,
the first of summer, into her basket. The hawk over-
head glided away. The birds had quieted. Remem-
bering the incident with the coyotes, Mariah scanned
the tall, rustling grasses. She couldn’t see any danger,
and they were close enough to the house.

Still, she took Georgie’s hand. ‘‘Let’s go find your
papa, okay?”’

They skipped together through the flowering pas-
ture, the prairie daisies, bluebells, asters and sunflow-
ers waved in the warm breezes. The vibrant white and
purple and yellow blooms scattered color across the
grassy plains for as far as she could see. She felt like
those wildflowers, newly open to the warm sun, danc-
ing for the first time in the wind.

She’d never been so happy.

““Papa!’”’ Georgie ran, arms outstretched, toward
the shirtless man hard at work in the afternoon sun,
face shaded by the dark brim of his Stetson.

As he turned toward them, pivoting from his boots,
turning his lean hips, setting his broad shoulders, the
sight of him hit her deep in the chest. Like a blow
from a boxer’s glove, she reeled. This man was hers.
Hers to love with her entire heart. Forever and ever.

It was as if he felt it, too. As Georgie raced across
the last ten yards separating them, an invisible con-
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nection looped from Nick to Mariah. A connection
that lifted her up in a way nothing ever had.

““Papa!’”’ Georgie flew into her father’s arms.

‘““Howdy, princess.”” His drawl was gentle with af-
fection. ‘‘Did you come all this way to see your old
pa?”’

“Yep. Know what me and Mariah did?”’

Mariah noticed Joey in the background, lowering
his hammer into the tool bucket. He sauntered over
to his father, so like Nick in the cut of his profile and
the stance of his young body. It was easy to see the
good in the boy as he checked to make sure his sister
was cared for.

Her family. She took a step toward them, and then
back, unsure.

Nick held out his hand. ‘‘Come over here, pretty
lady. Whoever your husband is, he’s daft for letting
you wander all by yourself. Someone might get the
notion to steal you away.”’

“‘Oh, and who would want me?”’

““Any man would call himself lucky to have you,
but I, for one, would be the first to fight for you.”

“That would make me the lucky one.”” She slid
her hand on his, palm to palm. The gold of her wed-
ding band flashed in the sun, as if the angels above
were granting their approval.

“With Joey’s help, I've got the corral ready. We
did a good job, too. It’1l hold that stallion I intend to
bring home.”” Nick released her, stepping away.

It was a small thing, but she felt distance, instead
of intimacy. Her palm felt cool where he’d touched
her, even in the steady sunshine.

Maybe it was nothing. He was tired. He’d worked
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hard since before sunup, and had little sleep last night.
What the storm hadn’t interrupted, she had.

Remembering made her blush. Made her want to
feel the power of being joined with him. Tonight.

““Do you two lovely young ladies want to come to
the creek with Joey and me?’’ Nick’s invitation was
spoken to Georgie, who chanted, ‘‘Yes! Yes! Yes!”’
But over the top of Georgie’s sunbonnet, Nick’s gaze
lassoed hers. Need shone in the tired depths of his
eyes.

Need and fear. Mariah could feel both emotions.
She needed him, too. She feared this love that sizzled
between them, a connection more binding than mar-
riage vows and shared goals and one night of physical
intimacy. So much more.

When the four of them headed toward the stable,
Nick casually kept the children between them.

She was killing him, and more completely than
Lida ever could. Nick splashed through the ankle-
deep water, the shallow end, where minnows and wa-
ter bugs skidded out of his way. Mariah had her skirts
tied above her knees, wading barefoot alongside
Georgie. Heads bowed, woman and child gazed into
the sparkling water.

““There’s one!”” Georgie’s call startled waterfowl
from the trees and small trout from their shady resting
places beneath rocks and the jagged bank. Water
splashed as she plunged one fist into the water. She
came up empty-handed.

““‘Let me try.”” Mariah reached down into the spar-
kling creek and pulled up the desired pebble. She held
it, dripping, on her palm.

““Oh, pretty!”” Georgie added it to her skirt pocket,
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which made the left side of her dress scoop down-
ward, dangerously close to the water. ‘‘Oh, get that
one.”’

“This one?”” Mariah moved into the deeper cur-
rent, reached down without concern for her new dress.
She had a streak of mud on her cheek, and her sun-
bonnet was slightly askew. Her dress bore wet patches
in several places.

“That one.”” Georgie confirmed, studying Mariah
carefully, then changing her stance so she stood ex-
actly as straight, with exactly the tilt of her head as
Mariah did.

Nick stopped in midstride, letting the creek’s cur-
rent caress the tops of his feet and his ankles, cool
against the hot Montana sun. Look at what you stand
to lose. It was right here in front of him. He’d been
playing newlywed last night, not thinking with his
brain, instead of sticking to his guns.

Look at Georgie, beginning to recover from Lida’s
loss. There was Joey, sitting on a fallen tree over the
creek, fishing in the shade. There was no burden
weighing down his shoulders. No worry stark on his
face. He was a boy again. He’d spent all morning
riding his pony. Half the afternoon helping to finish
the corral. Playing and riding and hanging out with
his pa. Just like he used to do. Seeing his son like
this, was everything.

His children were going to be all right, and he
knew who to thank. It was Mariah’s doing. Selflessly,
and without condition or complaint, she’d walked into
their lives and their house and healed everyone she
touched. She was a hundred times the woman Lida
was.

““Look! I gotta trout!”” Joey stood on the tree trunk,



236 High Plains Wife

holding the struggling fish up for all to see. ‘‘He’s
pretty big, too!”’

““Good job, son.”” Nick hopped onto the bank.
‘‘Let me help you clean that.”’

““It’s big enough for me to fry up for your supper,”’
Mariah offered in that soft voice of hers.

“If T catch more, will you fry ’em up, too?”’ Joey
asked, fidgeting with excitement.

““Of course.”

““I could feed our whole family!”’

“I got it! Look.”” Georgie held a pebble on her
palm, water dripping off her chin.

““Good job,”” Mariah praised, the honest, hard-
working, sincere woman Nick had always loved,
beautiful because of all the ways he loved her.

From the sixteen-year-old schoolgirl he’d first been
enamored with, to the spinster whose loneliness
matched his own, to the beautiful wife and lover
who’d eased the lonesomeness from his heart.

His chest ached, and he couldn’t stop the pain of
it. The scent of her lilac water was still on his shirt.
Faint, but noticeable, calling back the sensation of
holding her in his arms. Soft and sweet and sensual.
Of loving her last night as if there could be no yes-
terday and no tomorrow, just that one moment frozen
in time.

His trousers were tight again, because seeing her
was wanting her, craving the absolute bliss he’d
found in her arms. Mariah was all woman, no sim-
pering girl, no petulant child, but a woman grown and
all the more beautiful for it, and she made him feel...

She made him feel. There was no blissful indiffer-
ence around Mariah. No simple, heart-frozen, indif-
ferent, one-foot-in-front-of-the-other life that he’d
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been living. Last night she’d opened him up, like an
ax splitting a stubborn piece of wood. He felt the
resulting fissure from outside in. His heart suffering
from it. That’s what love did to a man, what a woman
did to a man, and he would not allow it.

‘“‘Pa, I’'m gonna catch more of these.”” Joey hopped
to the bank, proud of his catch. ‘‘Are you gonna come
fish with me?”’

‘““You bet, cowboy.”’

Love was many things, and the kind that came with
responsibility came first. Over the sparkling creek and
the afternoon so beautiful it hurt to look at, Nick
turned his back to Mariah and made his choice.

She’d felt Nick’s distance all afternoon, growing
stronger as the hours passed. Because he and his
brother were leaving for the auction tomorrow, Nick
spent time with the children. After he tucked them
into bed, he disappeared into his room to pack.

Mariah dried the last of the pots and pans, putting
them away on the shelves of the shadowed kitchen.
She could hear the tap of Nick’s gait on the boards
overhead as he moved from the closet to the bed and
back.

She’d finish up here and go to him. Offer any help
he might need. Maybe even offer herself naked on his
bed. She burned inside, remembering how he’d be-
haved when she’d come to his room last night. The
way he’d led her to his bed, steady and silent, as if
he were perfectly calm. But the shiver of his breathing
and the tight grip he held on her hand said everything.
This was no casual meeting. No convenient marriage.
No, it was a union based on love. She shivered, want-
ing him so much. Nick, her love.
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She tossed out the wash water and tipped the basins
up to dry, all the while buzzing with excitement. Nick
was still in his room. She was definitely going to go
up to him. Only Jeb was in the parlor to say good-
night to as she whipped by and flew up the stairs.
Breathless and eager, she headed down the hall to-
ward the splash of light from Nick’s room.

It was amazing to think he was her husband. That
she had the right to walk through his house to his
bedroom. To reach out and pull him close. All the
years she’d longed for him, and now he was hers.
Hers to love and cherish for all time.

His back was to her as he gazed out the window.
His shoulders were straight and his arms were lifted,
braced on either side of the frame. He was a big,
powerful man that made desire curl through every
inch of her. Love filled her in a quick swoop, like a
hawk racing straight up into the sky.

She closed the door behind her. ‘‘All packed?”’

He glanced over his shoulder at her. He didn’t
smile as he turned. ‘‘Yep. I’'m all ready to go. Dakota
and I will be gone before first light.”’

““I packed breakfast and lunch for you both. It’s
down cellar keeping cool.”’

““That was mighty fine of you, Mariah.”” Nick
winced, looked troubled, a man resolute and rigid at
the window. He didn’t take a step toward her.

So she went to him. ‘‘Just taking care of you, like
I promised.”” And she wasn’t finished yet. Nope. She
wanted to honor and cherish him for the rest of the
night. She splayed her hands on his wonderful chest,
so iron-hard and perfect.

The muscles beneath her fingertips went rigid. Nick
stiffened. His jaw clamped shut. Ridges furrowed his
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brow. He didn’t want her? She didn’t understand as
his fingers clamped over her wrists, stopping her. Sec-
onds beat between them, stretching out as if each
were an eternity. In those few precious moments she
saw the depth of him, the dark broken places in his
soul, the wounds he covered up like a door closing
and locking. His heart shuttered, as if he’d shut a
window and pulled the shade.

He broke the connection between them.

Mariah stood in front of him, separated, isolated,
her heart beating alone. His grip on her wrists became
impersonal and distant, like a stranger’s touch. What
was happening? ‘‘You’re tired. I understand. Come
to bed and I’ll give you a back rub. Your shoulders
look tense.”’

““No.”” He released his hold on her, pivoting hard.
“I've got to get some sleep while I can. I've got to
be up at three. It’s a five-hour ride, and I want to be
there before the auction starts.”

How should she interpret that? His words were
harsh and sharp. What was troubling him? She laid
her hand on his shoulder. ‘“What can I do to help?”’

““You can sleep in your own bed tonight.”” Hard
words.

She could hear the pain beneath. He’d needed her
last night and reached for her in the dark, where it
was easier to hide vulnerabilities. How hard was it for
a man as strong as Nick to take down the steel walls
around his heart? Lamplight filled the room, showing
the shadows beneath his eyes and the pain on his face.

He was still grieving. She had to remember that.
He needed her; she’d felt it in his soul last night. He’d
clung to her, needing her love. She would give him
no less now, in the light that worshiped him like the
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great man he was. She closed the curtains and turned
down the wick until darkness swept through the room,
hiding him from her sight. But not her senses. He
smelled like sunshine and prairie wind and horses and
leather. The faint scent of his evening cigar clung to
his shirt as she swept her hands over the back of his
shoulders, feeling his muscles turn to iron.

“I can’t do this, Mariah.”” He sounded choked,
torn, ashamed as he twisted away, storming through
the darkness and out the door. His steps rang loud
and then faded away, leaving her alone in the silence.

He didn’t want her? Did he regret their lovemak-
ing? His rejection struck like a sledgehammer to her
unprotected heart, the one she’d opened wide to love
him. Tears pooled in her eyes, and she breathed
slowly. Cold, stinging pain filled her chest.

Surely he wanted her. He was exhausted and man-
aging his grief. It had to be hard for him, losing the
mother of his children and the wife he loved. Harder
still to recover from that catastrophic loss and love
another woman, as if the heart and the love that blos-
somed there could be turned on and off like a water
pump on demand.

She ought to know. Nick could walk away from
her, reject her, and the love in her heart kept going.
Like the tough prairie roses, not even the brutal Mon-
tana winters could stop them from blooming each
summer.

She waited for him to return, and when he didn’t,
she retreated to her own room. Lying beneath the
sheets, with the warm night air fluttering the curtains,
she listened for his footstep in the hall.

He never came.
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At ten minutes to three, she couldn’t take it any
longer. She went downstairs to kiss him goodbye.
He was already gone.

With every rocking step of the gelding down the
road in the dark, Nick thought of the woman he’d left
behind. He’d rejected her. She had to be hurt. Maybe
even crying. It took every ounce of discipline he pos-
sessed to keep his horse facing east and his bottom
planted firmly in the saddle.

It killed him a little with each passing minute. He’d
treated her badly. Acted as if her touch was the one
thing he didn’t want. When her love was the one thing
he craved more than his life.

He rode on, with his brother at his side, as the
world awakened. Birds gathered to herald the sacred
coming of the new day, the chirping became a din
that hurt the ears and silenced the moment the sun
began to rise, a reverent light that brought color and
warmth to the earth.

Like Mariah to his life.

He grimaced as the pain set deep. He had to stop
thinking about her. Had to cut the woman from his
soul and keep her where she belonged, as his house-
keeper and cook and the woman that shared his name.
Nothing more.

His children needed stability. They needed a step-
mother they could count on. One who would love
them and care for them. They couldn’t have her fall-
ing out of love with their father and thereby thinking
she could love them less. As Lida had done.

Georgie was too young to understand, but Joey was
old enough to have felt some of it. A mother more
interested in daydreaming about her latest lover, and
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more in love with the lover’s child she carried than
with the two beautiful children she had. Nick was a
grown man, he could handle her rejection. It hurt, no
lie about that, but he was tough. He could survive.
But children were vulnerable and needed care. He
would not walk down that path again with another
woman, always wondering if she was holding up her
obligations, hating that she did the bare minimum
with the kids and the house, just doing enough. Never
more.

Love wasn’t dosed out like helpings at a supper
table. One scoop of compassion, a half scoop of con-
cern, a spoonful of sympathy. His kids deserved more
than that. A mother who stood by them. One who
was sensible and practical...

““Missing your wife?”” Dakota broke the hour-long
silence.

““Not overly much.”’

“Liar. If I were you, I'd never have left her bed.
She’s a fine wife. Takes care of those she loves. Un-
like some people.”’

Lida. That was true enough. Mariah was steadfast
and loyal and committed, just as he knew she’d be.

She was also angelic and sensual and wanted a part
of him that he could not afford to give.

Every mile that passed took him farther away from
her. That was torment.

And a blessing.



Chapter Thirteen

Cor i

¢ ‘Mariah!” Ellie McKey called from the busy
boardwalk. ‘“We missed you at the last book club
meeting. [ heard you married and quite well, too!”’

Mariah held the bakery boxes stacked in her arms
upright as she closed the bakery’s heavy glass door.
‘‘Hello, Ellie. How are you?”’

““The real question is, how are you?’’ The woman
swept up in her tailored dress and matching bonnet,
with a parasol raised to protect her complexion from
the hot sun. ‘‘A practical marriage like yours must be
a hardship.”’

Digging for gossip, are you? Mariah’s pride went
up along with her chin. ‘‘Nick and I are quite happy,
thank you. That’s a lovely dress you’re wearing. I’'m
running late and can’t stop to visit.”’

“‘Fine. I hope to see you at the next Ladies’ Aid
meeting. Hope you’re not too busy to come.”

Ellie seemed pleasant enough, but she and Ellie had
never been friends. It seemed even less likely now
that she could feel the sharp prongs of Ellie’s stare
boring into her back. Ellie was one of those women
who rarely spoke of her husband with whispered joy.
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For the first time in her life, Mariah understood why.
There was a difference between a happy marriage and
an unhappy one.

That made her think of her own marriage. What if
her love wasn’t enough? What if, when Nick came
home today, he turned his back again and rejected
her?

She had felt his heart that night when they were
intimate and as close as a man and woman could be.
His love for her was true and as wide as the horizon.
Why did he turn away?

It troubled her all the way home. She realized she
was running late when she spied Rayna’s buggy
parked in the shaded yard. She checked her pocket
watch—she was only a few minutes late. Rayna came
outside as Mariah was tethering the gelding.

“Sorry I got here a bit early. Jeb said to make
myself at home, so I did.”’

“I’'m glad. I’m the one who’s sorry. I got held up
at the shoemaker’s. I had Nick’s work boots patched
for him.”” Mariah grabbed the baker’s boxes, turning
to look over her shoulder at the squeak of Betsy’s
buggy wheel. ‘“Why, look who’s driving up late. It’s
the most notorious member of our group.”

““That’s right. ’'m wanted in five counties.”” Teas-
ing, looking happy, Betsy pulled her mare to a stop.
“I've put my life of crime behind me to take over
your laundry business and to embroider in my spare
time.”’

““Did you start a new project?’” Mariah waited for
Betsy to climb down from the seat.

‘“Pillowcases. The pattern is violets and nosegays,
and I think it’s going to go perfect with my quilt.”’

The three of them retreated from the hot sun into
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the cool, shaded kitchen. Rayna had already set the
pitcher of cool tea and glasses on the table.

Mariah lowered her packages onto the edge of the
table. “‘I got us some treats.”’

““So did 1.”’ Betsy pulled a small box of confec-
tions from her sewing basket. ‘‘And truffles to have
with our tea. I thought we ought to have something
extra, since this is our first get together at Mariah’s
new home.”’

Home. Mariah stilled, considering the word, as she
tucked away her reticule and untied her bonnet. It
made her think of security, like a welcome hug, like
a crackling fire to settle down by. Home was the
steadiness of a man’s love that did not fade.

That’s what she wanted with a desperation that
scared her. In time. Nick was coming home today
with his new stallion, if all went well. Perhaps time
away was what he needed. Time alone to think, with-
out the demands of the ranch and the family. Time to
sort out his grief.

Maybe he missed me. She hoped so, because she
missed him. Nick Gray was wonderful and strong and
kind, and the tenderness he showed her was unlike
anything she’d ever known. Longing filled her. She
wanted to be in his arms. Love brimmed her heart,
full and patient, just for him.

‘““Have you given any more thought to running for
president of the Ladies’ Aid?’’ Rayna asked with a
knowing wink as she poured the tea. ‘‘Or will you be
too busy with your new obligations to your hus-
band?”’

“It’s true I have a lot of work between the house
and the children, but I have time for the meetings.”
Mariah was glad that unlike some husbands, Nick
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didn’t mind if she took a few hours to herself a week
to visit with friends or serve on the Ladies’ Aid. *‘I
might not stay with the book club—"’

““I wasn’t talking about those obligations.”” Rayna
waggled her brows.

““Marital obligations,”” Betsy hinted.

Mariah’s face burned. ‘“Why, I don’t know what
you mean.”’

‘“He’s that wonderful, huh?’’ Rayna’s grin broad-
ened. “‘I'm glad to know you and Nick are getting
along just dandy.”’

‘“Yes, that’s always a good sign of a happy mar-
riage,”” Betsy added as she circled around the table
and chose a chair to slip into. ‘“When the husband
and wife are committed enough to meet one another’s
needs.”’

Mariah felt even hotter, but pleased. She fetched
the sugar bowl from the pantry. Luckily, Betsy and
Rayna turned to discussing the latest town news and
saved her from further embarrassment.

As Mariah was returning to the table, she caught
sight of a bay horse through the kitchen window. A
horse she didn’t recognize. Nick’s new stallion? Was
Nick home?

Excitement exploded through her like a lightning
bolt. Before she could take a single step, Nick strode
into view. His gaze fastened on hers through the open
window. Time froze like eternity when their eyes
locked. Was he glad to see her? Did he need her? She
couldn’t tell.

He broke away, turned his back and went to help
hold another lead on the unhappy stallion.

““‘Goodness, is that the wild horse everyone’s been
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talking about?’” Rayna spoke with alarm. ‘‘He does
look wild. I hope no one gets hurt handling him.”’
““Nick’s a fine horseman,”” Mariah commented,
feeling rooted to the floorboards. She couldn’t pick
up her feet and her pulse was booming in her ears.
Nick had turned away from her. He hadn’t smiled.
He didn’t wave. He didn’t lift a brow in ac-
knowledgment. He’d turned his back, coldly and ef-
ficiently, as if he had better things to do than say hello
to his wife. To the woman who was no longer a nec-
essary wife, but the woman he’d made real love to.
He’s busy. She tried to excuse him. He’d had a long
journey, and he was probably worried about getting
the new animal settled. He would probably come in
shortly and show her just how much he missed her.
Right?
A part of her wasn’t sure as she settled down at
the table to chat with her friends.

He couldn’t avoid her forever. Nick knew she’d be
coming out with a plate of food about now. If he
leaned to the left, he could just see the house and the
corner window, and it looked as if everyone had just
sat down to supper. There was Joey talking away to
Pop, and Mariah in the background, setting platters
of food on the table.

Mariah. Her name could rock the earth from be-
neath his feet. That’s how vulnerable he was to her.
That’s how much power she had. Making love to her
had laid him open entirely. Every part of him.

She could use that against him—and, as a woman,
probably would one day. To manipulate him. To get
every little thing she wanted. Even to break him.
Like Lida.
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His chest ached in the place where his heart used
to be. Hurt for all the times he’d tried to love Lida
and she’d pushed him away. And not just physically.
It wasn’t only his heart that had died, but a piece of
his soul. He’d paid a high price for trying to love a
woman. He’d never do it again. Ever.

The trouble was, he already loved Mariah. With all
he was. With every bit of him. How was he going to
keep his pride and his heart intact? She was so far
inside him, it terrified him. To be so exposed. Vul-
nerable. Open and aching.

If he was like this now, how much worse would it
be when the blush of love wore away? When love
wore down to the quick, because life had a way of
testing a person. He didn’t want to live like that again.
Miserable, always keeping his guard up, keeping con-
trol, keeping her where she belonged—away from his
heart.

Mariah was headstrong. She was a woman with her
own strength and force. Would their future be a con-
stant battle? Or would it, in time, end up as it had
between him and Lida, separate beds, separate lives,
separate hearts?

No, he couldn’t stand that again. He didn’t want an
unhappy wife looking for love in another man’s arms.

And what about his children? What about their hap-
piness? Their stability? What happened if Mariah
stopped loving them, too?

It was too late to go back, but if he could, he would
undo their night of passion. He would have turned his
back on her instead, and turned her away. He would
have said anything to send her scurrying back to her
bed, so every one of them would stay safe.

“‘Nick?”’



Jillian Hart 249

He loved the sound of her voice. The whisper soft-
ness of her step. The way the marrow in his bones
shivered when she came near.

He couldn’t look at her. He watched the stallion
scent her approach, head up, ears back, nostrils flar-
ing.

‘““He’s a beauty.”” Her admiration shone like a
gem—no, she did, rare and flawless and true.

How his heart ached for her. He wanted to reach
out and pull her close, seek comfort in her arms,
breathe her in like the evening air and cherish her as
if their love would never end.

‘I brought you some supper. Your favorite.”’

He could smell it. He didn’t have to look at the
plate she thrust at him, heaped with delicious food.
Everything there was what he especially liked, from
her buttermilk biscuits to the baked potatoes in butter
and green beans with onions and bacon. ‘‘Chicken
potpie. This was a lot of work.”’

‘I picked up dessert in town, since I was running
errands. I’ll make you come into the kitchen later for
that, so I can ply you with chocolate and then tempt
you upstairs to your bed.”’

He choked. He couldn’t look at her as he balanced
the plate on the thick fence rail. How was he ever
going to get that suggestion out of his head? Suddenly
all he could think about was pushing the chocolate
cake aside, lying her on the table and helping himself.

Good job, Gray. Now that’s all you're going to
think about for the rest of the night.

It took discipline to clutch the fork, instead of to
reach for Mariah and bury his face in her silken hair.
It took a mountain of fortitude to pierce the tines of
the steel fork into the soft center of the buttery potato
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when what he wanted to taste was the passion he and
Mariah could make together.

“‘Dakota said your trip went well.”” She leaned her
slim arms on the rail beside him and let the wind play
with her hair.

The way he wanted to. To feel the silk between his
fingers, the soft scent of lilacs and woman as he held
her close. The softness like paradise against his jaw
and cheek. He recalled holding her like that in his bed
after they’d made love, her naked warmth against
him. They’d rested together, intimate and still joined.

Nothing in his life had felt as good as holding her
at that moment, not even the love they made, and why
that was, he couldn’t say. Maybe it was because he’d
felt complete. As if no matter what happened from
that moment on, he would have the sheltering comfort
of Mariah’s love and the sweetness of being in her
arms. His heart no longer ached where it was broken.
His soul no longer hurt where it was scarred.

‘““He said the stallion was a handful to bring
home.”” Mariah kept talking as if the silence between
them was companionable, as if he hadn’t been avoid-
ing her.

That made it worse. He felt guilty enough leaving
the way he did without saying goodbye. Guilty again
for returning home without kissing her hello. She
didn’t know how fiercely he’d missed her at night
when he lay awake on the lumpy mattress in the hotel
longing for her. She didn’t know how many times he
wished to see her—just see her. Through the window
at work in the house or walking in the sunny fields
with Georgie. Splashing in the creek with her skirt
hiked to her knees.

Love twisted his chest like a belt drawn too tight.
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His eyes blurred with the intensity of it. The broken
places inside him felt endlessly dark.

What was he going to do? He wanted Mariah. He
couldn’t let himself want her.

““The stallion kept me and Dakota on our toes, I'll
admit it,”” he said around a mouthful of biscuit. ‘‘But
his bad temper benefited me. I got him at a mighty
fine price, and that’s something right there. Look at
the wide barrel. He’s strong. He’s got good compo-
sition and he’s going to sire some mighty fine foals,
once I break him.”’

““You sound determined. About as determined as
he looks to break you.”’

‘““He can try, but I'm pretty damn tough.”

“I’ve noticed.”

How warm her voice, like the first soft fall of
moonlight coming over the eastern prairie, and how
it lured him.

He cleared his throat, popped a bite of succulent
chicken into his mouth and chewed. If he concen-
trated on the food and not on her, he might make it
through the evening without hauling her down into
that grass and letting her love him, his flaws and all,
and damn the consequences.

She touched him, soft as starlight on a lonely night,
and the connection was more than flesh and bone; it
went beyond the physical. It was as if she’d touched
the deepest part of him. He gritted his teeth, torn. He
wanted her solace. He wanted her love. He felt her in
his soul, and he didn’t understand it, only knew that
he stopped hurting when he was with her, when she
touched him, when she came to him with this love as
amazing as starlight and as steady as eternity and as
familiar as his own soul.
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How could he let her any closer? He shook with
the fear of it. The uncertainty. If he gave in and loved
her, then how long would it last? If how things had
gone with Lida were any indication of how marriages
went, then in a couple of years the bitterness and dis-
appointment would accumulate like snow on a roof.
One day it would be too heavy and the wood holding
it up would break and the roof would collapse.

No, he’d walked down that path and had the broken
pieces to prove it. His love for Lida had been nothing
like this remarkable, infinite love for Mariah. What
would it do to him when she turned away? When she
realized he was simply a man, nothing more. He tried
to be strong but he was human. Tarnished and with
broken places, no different from anyone else walking
this earth.

Behind her in the falling twilight shone the win-
dows of his house. His home. Pop would be in the
parlor about now, enjoying an evening smoke, read-
ing the paper and probably keeping an eye on the
kids.

His children. He had to remember what was im-
portant. He’d married Mariah for their sakes. Not for
his.

Mariah’s hand slid up his arm and swept over the
curve of his shoulder. She was sweet heaven, and
what good was heaven to a man like him?

He closed his eyes. He wanted to run. He wanted
to stay.

Her fingertips were sheer bliss on his poor, tired
muscles. ‘I hate that you’ve been avoiding me.”’

He squeezed his eyes shut, no longer hungry, no
longer anything. ‘‘I’m truly sorry about that.”’

“It’s all right. I want you to know I understand.”’



Jillian Hart 253

Gentle, her words. Soothing, her touch. ‘“You loved
Lida with your whole heart. I know what that’s like
now, and to think of losing someone you love so
much... I can’t imagine the pain.”’

She thought he loved Lida? He shook his head,
truly lost.

She kept on going, in that dulcet voice of hers that
swept through him like a hymn. *‘I don’t want you
to hurt any more than you already do. If you’re not
ready to make love with me again, I can wait. I’ll
give you anything you need, Nick. Please, just don’t
think you have to avoid me. That’s not good for you
or me.”’

““What would you have me do?”’ He didn’t know
if she was sincere or if she was playing him the way
Lida always had. Then again, how could she be so
forgiving? He’d hauled her into his bed, taken her
virginity and every bit of comfort and pleasure he
could because he needed it. Because he could no
longer stand being alone and hurting. Because the
aching void in his soul filled whenever she touched
him.

As she was doing now. Touching him, soothing
him.

“lI want you to take your time,”” she said, and
pressed a kiss to the corner of his jaw. ‘‘Be good to
yourself. I want you to ask me for what you need,
and I’'ll do my very best to give it to you.”’

‘“What do you mean by that?’’ Surely this was go-
ing to be leading in the direction that women took
things—what did Mariah really want?

He rubbed his brow, overcome, disappointed; he
couldn’t stop feeling as if here it came, what he was
afraid of. He’d made love to her, loved her with his
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whole being, and she was going to start using it
against him. Trying to herd him like a runaway into
a corral of her choice.

And, like the stallion in front of him, he’d fight.
And if he gave in, he’d be miserable.

‘I mean, if you need a friend to talk to, I’1l listen.
If you need someone to hold you, I'm here with open
arms.”” Her fingers stilled, and so did the reverent
twilight. *‘If you need to be loved, then I will do that,
too. Without condition. Without end. Just like I
vowed to do. To honor and cherish you.”’

She was too good to be true. It was as simple as
that. “‘I didn’t love Lida. Not the way you think.”’

““Of course you did. You married her and were
raising a family with her.”” She felt as sincere as
nightfall, gentle but certain. ‘‘She was the mother of
your children.”’

‘I married her because she was pregnant and I was
responsible. Not because I loved her.”’

““‘But you did.”” She sounded as if she had endless
faith in him.

Not for long. She might as well know the truth.
““You think I’m pining away for the woman I loved.
Sure, I loved her, but the passion we shared was dead
long ago. The truth is, we could barely speak civilly
to one another the last couple of years she was alive.
I’'m sorry for her passing, and, sure, I loved her in a
way. But that isn’t the reason I’'m out here with the
horse, instead of inside the house with you.”’

“It isn’t?”’

He heard the vulnerability in her words but kept
right on going. It was the only way he could right the
boat and keep them on the correct course, safe and
out of danger. ‘‘I married you out of necessity, Ma-
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riah. I needed someone to keep the house and care
for my kids and cook the meals. That was our bar-
gain.”’

““It sounds so harsh when you say it like that. A
bargain. But marriage is more than that. We vowed
to love, honor and cherish each other. I know you’re
torn apart inside, I can feel it. Somehow I can feel
what’s inside you, and I will do anything to heal your
pain.”” Her hand splayed across his chest, over his
beating heart. ‘‘I'm your wife, Nick. When we made
love—"’

‘“You’re my housekeeper.”” He tore away from her,
unable to take it, breaking apart from the inside out
because she wanted the impossible from him. The one
thing he couldn’t afford to give, because she was as
dangerous as a tornado roaring across those plains,
coming straight at him, destroying everything in her
path.

She wasn’t like Lida. Not in the least. Mariah
meant every word she said. He could feel it. The truth
of it. In his heart, and in hers.

She wanted his love, that was all.

It was too much.

““Just your housekeeper? You can’t mean that.”
She sounded so sure.

He squeezed his eyes shut, fought with everything
in him, and kept walking.

““Nick?”’

His hands fisted as the last vestiges of twilight
faded and night fell and he melted into the shadows.
Mariah could not distinguish him from the darkness
of the vast plains.

Yet she could feel him like the wind on her face—
nothing that could be touched or seen or measured,
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but it was there just the same, a force that was endless
and had a power of its own. A force that came quietly
or fiercely, and she could feel his heart in hers and
feel his hopelessness.

He’s not ready to love me. Mariah took solace in
that. He was still grieving, that was all.

He’s hurting, he’s confused, he needs time. She
wrapped her arms around her waist. There was a tight
knot of pain in the center of her chest. What had he
said? He’d admitted he didn’t love Lida. That he was
not grieving her. That wasn’t the reason he walked
away into the night. His hurtful words echoed inside
her.

He wasn’t grieving Lida. The truth of it sunk in,
hitting her hard, and the tight ball of pain inside her
began to unwind. I needed someone to keep the house
and care for my kids and cook the meals.

Sure, he needed help. She understood that. She’d
married him knowing he’d married her for practical
reasons, but he’d chosen her. Out of all the women
at the dance who were younger and prettier. Out of
all the women in town who were softer and sweeter
and more accommodating.

You’re my housekeeper, he’d said. But there was
no way that was true. Never. She’d felt the way he
loved her. With every touch, every kiss, she’d felt his
love. And it was like a slow, steady lightening of a
predawn sky, glowing with the promise of the day to
come.

Then why had he said that? She hugged herself
more tightly, alone. She had never realized how dark
a night could be.

She stood a long while, waiting. But Nick did not
return to her. In time. She wished it with her entire
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being. She could not let go of the hope he would
come to her.

But the doubts began to feel as wide as the horizon
as she trudged through the grass. The house was lit
up like a beacon, the windows glowing warm and
bright, as if unafraid of the night.

You’re my housekeeper, kept echoing in her mind.

As Papa had always told her, What man would
want you, Mariah? You're as cold-hearted as your
mother, and there’s only one thing a woman like
you’s any good for and that’s hard work.

She died a little, but kept on walking.

It was late, past time to put the children to bed.
And, as always, there was more work to be done be-
fore she could sleep.

The wind rushed through the open window to snap
the curtains hard enough to wake her. Mariah rolled
over in her bed, alone, wearing nothing but her night
rail. She’d kicked the sheet off her in her sleep. The
wind billowing into the room was humid.

The distant roll of thunder told her another storm
could be on its way. Had Nick come in while she was
asleep? Or was he out there somewhere in the endless
dark? She yanked the window closed and the curtains
fell silent. Lightning snaked across the sky to the
northwest. The sky was glowing strangely with an
eerie light.

She pulled on her housecoat and padded down the
hall. Nick’s door was open, his room empty. His bed
unmade. The bed where they’d made love, where
they’d come together as one, and the impact of it still
ached inside her. Wasn’t that what marriage was sup-
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posed to be? That special bond, physical and emo-
tional? Why had Nick pulled away?

The wind was blowing harder by the time she
stepped outside. Whipping up dust and snapping
through trees. There was a sense of expectation in the
air as Mariah picked her way down the path, the land-
scape made translucent by the glowing sky. A strange
color twisted in the clouds to the north.

She found Nick on the rise, sitting in the waving
sea of grass, arms around his knees, watching the
storm. The wind was too loud for him to hear her,
but his shoulders stiffened. His spine straightened. He
cocked his head, listening for the sound of her gait
on the crackling, dry grass.

Would he send her away? Or ask her to stay? There
was only one way to find out. She gathered her cour-
age and slipped to the ground beside him. ‘I figured
you’d be out here watching the storm.”’

“Twister weather, but tonight’s storm ought to
miss us.”’

““As long as the wind doesn’t change direction.”’

“That’s why I’m sitting up here, to be sure.”’

He sounded so distant. How did she reach across
and pull him close? She didn’t know.

He seemed to lean away from her. When he spoke,
he could have been a stranger. ‘‘Thanks for tucking
in the kids tonight. I didn’t get in to tell them good-
night.”

““Joey read himself to sleep. I took the book out of
his hands and turned off the lamp.”” Mariah remem-
bered how the boy had awakened when she’d lifted
the Mark Twain novel out of his grip. Joey had pre-
tended to go back to sleep, but she knew he hadn’t.
What was it about the men in this family? Why were
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they so obstinate? So hard to win over? ‘‘I read to
Georgie and she went right to sleep.”

“My children are doing better. You care about
them.”’

He sounded like her employer, not her husband, not
her true love. ““Yes, I care about them. They’re my
children now, too.’’

““You always surprise me, Mariah.”’

““Is that good or bad?”’

““I sure as shootin’ don’t know.”” He raked his fin-
gers through his hair. Did she always have to be this
difficult? Why wasn’t she the convenient, practical
wife he’d bargained on? ‘“You’d best get back in the
house.””

“I’d rather be with you.”

Don’t hurt me like this, Mariah. Nick rubbed his
face, wishing he could wipe the scars from his soul
as easily. ‘“No, go in. It’ll be hailing in a few
minutes.’’

““I don’t mind a little hail.”

It would be wrong to use her again. Wrong to make
her think he loved her—when he couldn’t. It took a
big part of him to turn away. ‘‘No, I'll keep an eye
on things. If it looks like trouble, I'll come wake
you.”’

‘““You’re eager to get rid of me.”’

‘“Nope. Just to be alone.”

Mariah grimaced, feeling the pain down deep. So,
he’d answered her question. He didn’t want her.

She couldn’t go. Not until she knew for certain.
““You didn’t mean what you said, did you? You mar-
ried me because...”” You wanted to love me.

He covered his face with his hands. He was shadow
and darkness, silhouetted by the oncoming storm, his
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dark hair lashed by the wind. Defeat gusted over her
like the cruel storm. ‘‘I told you, Mariah. I knew
you’d do your best with my children. And I was right.
Look how well they’re doing.”’

She couldn’t speak. Her hands trembled. Then her
arms. Then her shoulders. A cold, bone-rattling kind
of shaking spread through her.

““My children are all that matters to me,”” he con-
tinued, honest and as resolute as the prairie surround-
ing them. ‘‘I meant what I said when I married you.
I’ll treat you with respect. I’ll take care of you. In
return, you care for my house and my children. That
was our bargain.”’

‘“‘But we made love.”’

““No.”” He choked, rubbing his face again. ‘‘That
was a mistake, and it isn’t going to happen again. |
don’t need a wife.”’

I need a housekeeper. She could hear his thoughts
like her own.

Thoughts he meant.

At least you’re useful, girl. You work hard. There’s
no other reason to keep you around. Papa’s voice
flashed through her head as a bolt of lightning forked
across the clouds where a dark funnel began to de-
scend from the sky to a far corner of the sleeping
prairie.

The twister wasn’t a threat to her, but Nick was.
Heart breaking, Mariah climbed to her feet, brushed
the grass from her housecoat and ran to the house. A
piece of their conversation played in her head. We
made love, she’d told him.

That was a mistake, he’d said.

A mistake? He couldn’t have hurt her more if he’d
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taken a whip to her and lashed her until he broke
through the flesh and muscle to the bone beneath.

He didn’t want her? All this time she’d thought...

It didn’t matter what she thought. It was over. Nick
was never going to want her. He’d tried to love her
and it was impossible. A mistake, he’d called it. Try-
ing to love her was a mistake.

She refused to let that hurt. Refused to feel the
pain. She wiped the wetness from her eyes, because
she was not crying, and pushed through the back
door. The kitchen echoed with the pad of her feet and
the rustling of her clothes.

Empty. Alone. That’s how she felt. When she
climbed into her bed, that’s what she was. Not Nick’s
wife, but the woman he did not want.

Her heart shattered, like a glass window struck by
hammer, cracking into a thousand tiny shards. De-
stroyed. Never to be made whole again.

She listened to the sounds of the storm swell and
fade until there was only silence. Then Nick’s step
rang in the hall. He didn’t hesitate by her door as he
ambled past.

He continued on as if she wasn’t there.



Chapter Fourteen

Cor i

The fire was lit and crackling cheerfully in the
cookstove as it had every morning since she’d be-
come Nick’s wife. Mariah knew it was out of courtesy
that he lit that fire and nothing more, the same way
he took his work boots off at the back door or brought
wood in from the shed or mucked out the barn. He
considered it his duty.

As she looked around the lonely kitchen, she re-
alized she had her duties, too. Not as Nick’s true love
and not as the woman he’d always wished he’d mar-
ried over the years, but as someone to take care of
his house and his children.

You’re not good for anything else, girl. Papa’s
voice still crept into her thoughts, the low rumble of
it and the drunken slur. Why are you starin’ out the
window like that? Think someone is gonna wanna
marry the likes of you?

It didn’t matter what Papa had said years ago. She
didn’t need to think of him ever again. He was dead
and buried and gone from her life. Then why did it
feel as if he were here, making all the old wounds in
her heart fresh and new?
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Because he’d been right. She’d thought that Nick
loved her because of their night together, but now she
wasn’t sure. She loved Nick. There had been so much
love, an incredible tenderness, but maybe it had all
been hers. Not his.

Maybe Nick had needed comfort from his loneliness,
that was all, and she’d been there, coming to him in her
nightgown, naked underneath. He’d needed comfort.
She’d wanted true love.

A mistake. No wonder he felt it necessary to let her
know how he felt. You’re my housekeeper, Mariah.

Nothing more.

She closed her eyes against the pain.

‘“Mariah?’’ Jeb’s gruff baritone boomed sharply,
like a general barking orders in the heat of battle, and
it echoed around the kitchen like a gunshot.

She could only stare at him, the present and past
oddly blending together, seeing the image of her fa-
ther in the kitchen doorway over the top of Jeb Gray
striding toward her, his brow furrowed, his mouth a
grim, uncompromising line.

““I’m sorry, Jeb. I don’t have your coffee ready. I'll
make it right now.”” Her fingers didn’t work right.
She was upset, was all, but she dropped the measuring
spoon and cringed when it clinked against the
counter. Clumsy, her pa would have said.

She grabbed the coffee mill and, in her hurry, the
drawer slid out and fell in a perfect arch from shelf
to floor, clattering to a stop in front of Jeb’s left toe.
Her heart stopped as he knelt to retrieve it.

Tears of shame burned behind her eyes. She
grabbed the coffee bag, determined not to spill that,
when Jeb’s big gnarled hand closed over hers.
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““You look mighty exhausted, girl.”” Kind words,
gently spoken. ‘‘I can make the morning’s coffee.”’

““‘But it’s my job.”’

‘I thought my son had gone plumb loco marrying
you, and I’m not too proud to admit when I’m wrong.
But you are a fine woman, Mariah, and I don’t come
to admire too many women. Give me the coffee
beans.”’

Foolish tears blurred her vision as she handed over
the coffee bag. ‘‘I’'ll do better tomorrow.”’

“You’re doin’ fine today.”” His hand lighted on
hers, just for a moment, but the connection was un-
mistakable, like a father to a child, not a bond that
hurt but one that healed.

Blinking hard, she set about her work. Putting the
ham and sausage on to fry. Whipping up biscuits. The
kitchen didn’t feel lonely and neither did she, sharing
her workspace with Jeb.

““What kind of eggs would you like for breakfast?”’
she asked.

““I love how you scramble ’em,”’ Jeb replied.

There was a harmony she’d never known, working
side by side as she flipped the sausages and he ground
the coffee. She dolloped spoonfuls of biscuit batter
onto a baking sheet as Jeb set the grounds to boiling.

“I’ll be back for that,”” he said, gruff as always,
but with a sparkle in his eye. ““When I do, will you
let me steal one of them biscuits hot off the rack?”’

““Chances are good.”” She felt warm inside, as if
she belonged.

Was it a sign? If Jeb could learn to accept her, even
maybe like her, then could Nick? A small hope flick-
ered to life inside her chest. While she worked, she
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nurtured that hope for a true love, a real marriage
and—maybe—a baby one day.

It was such a tiny hope, but she held on to it with
a fragile need. A mistake, Nick had said. Exactly how
much did he mean that? And was she wrong, maybe
too desperate, to hope the love of her life might one
day love her back?

As she scooped the last of the scrambled eggs from
the pan, she heard the fall of Nick’s step on the porch.
Felt his sure, steady presence like the heat from the
stove on her skin a moment before he opened the
screen door.

The Stetson’s dark brim shaded his face, hiding the
deep-set eyes she loved so well, the strong line of his
nose and the hard curve of his mouth. The stony cut
of his jaw looked rigid, as if he was tensed for battle
as he stalked into the sunny kitchen like a hungry
predator. The power in his lean, well-honed limbs, the
strength in his trim body and the magnetism of him,
of his character, filled her with longing.

Such a man. She wanted him with the depths of
her being, and she felt alive as he strode straight to-
ward her, cutting through the lemony rays of the new
sun streaming into the kitchen.

““Can I have a plate?’” he said. Not ‘‘Good morn-
ing, Mariah.”” Not “‘I'm sorry for what I said last
night. I didn’t mean it.”” Not ‘I love you.”’

He held out his hand, palm up, waiting.

The tiny seed of hope died within her. Since she
was just the housekeeper, she fetched a clean plate
for him and dished his food right from the stove.

““Thank you.”” As if she were a stranger, he tipped
his hat and strode right out of her kitchen and into
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the new day. The sunlight didn’t touch him as he
disappeared from her sight.

One brief look, a few spoken words to her, and she
was all Nick could think about with every step he
took toward the corral. Mariah. He ached with a long-
ing for her he couldn’t explain. Maybe it defied all
logical explanation. It just was, and that made it dan-
gerous.

‘“Hey, son. Wait up. Thought I might join you.”’

Nick took one look at the old man carrying his
heaped plate of food in one hand and a steaming cup
in the other. What was Pop up to? ‘“You never eat
outside.”’

““That ain’t entirely true. I've been known to take
my meals in the field a time or two.”’

““When you had a wife you wanted to avoid. I re-
member, long ago when I was a boy. Just never
thought I’d be doing it.”’

““Life will surprise you, that’s for sure.”” Pop
caught up. “‘Are you heading to the new corral?”’

“Yep. I want to spend some time with my new
stallion. Get him used to me hanging around.”’

““‘Good. Get him used to your scent and your voice.
Let him see you’re not gonna hurt him.”” Pop nodded
his agreement. ‘‘Say, that’s a fine woman you’ve got
in your kitchen. Thought you should know.”’

‘I thought you were the one who said I shouldn’t
have married Mariah.”

‘I spoke out of turn, and I apologize.”” The older
man settled his plate on the flat joint of the split rail
fence. ‘‘But I’'m not the one doin’ her wrong now.”’

““‘So that’s why you came out here.”” Nick balanced
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his plate on the rail, staring hard at the delicious food
piled high. He wasn’t hungry. Again.

What was happening to his life? He wanted peace,
not chaos. He wanted a predictable, orderly life that
wasn’t going to rip his soul to shreds. He didn’t want
his days filled with angry silences and glares, or his
evenings torn apart by accusations and lingering un-
happiness. He didn’t want nights spent alone in his
bed, knowing his wife wasn’t in hers.

He wasn’t going to let any woman make him feel
that worthless. He wasn’t going to let any woman
climb her way past the steel walls protecting his heart.

Especially Mariah.

Pop finished his first sip of coffee, taking his time,
as if considering his words. ‘‘Keep in mind, you’re
not nine years old anymore, but you’ll listen to what
I have to say. You hear?”’

““Don’t think you can lecture me. I don’t need ad-
vice on how to handle my wife.”’

‘I think you need more than advice, son. Keep in
mind this woman can cook. She can bake. She can
take care of those children with a mother’s kindness.”’

““You’re makin’ my head hurt.”” Nick rubbed his
forehead, irritable. He should have grabbed a cup of
coffee while he was in the kitchen. It’s just that Ma-
riah unsettled him, stirred him up so that he was in-
side out, upside down and longing for her kiss, crav-
ing her touch, wanting to love her so hard and so
much, he couldn’t tell where he ended and she began.

““‘Son, I know Lida wasn’t a good wife to you, and
I sure am sorry about that.”” Pop stopped slurping his
coffee and set down the cup. ‘‘It breaks my heart to
see you like this. She made you unhappy, and now
you think misery is all a woman is gonna bring you.
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But your mother, before she died in childbed, God
rest her soul, was a fine woman. Sweet, soft, gentle.
Loving. You remember her.”’

““I was three.”” All Nick recalled was the scent of
vanilla as he’d clung to his mother’s skirts and a soft
voice that was like singing. A woman’s memory
grown indistinct with time. ‘“You just recall the good,
because my mother’s gone and you loved her. You
of all men should know how hard a marriage is.”

Pop hung his head. ‘“There’s no denying my sec-
ond marriage wasn’t so good.”’

““You were miserable.”’

““I was no different from you, with a ranch to run
and a child needing a mother’s care. I married out of
desperation.”’

‘“Maybe misery is the state of marriage.”’

““No, son, I'm sorry if that’s what you think. If you
grew up watching me unhappy with my wife, and
then you went and found unhappiness with yours, but
you’re wrong. If your mother had lived, you would
have seen what love can be.”’

“Love doesn’t last.”’

“Love is the only thing that lasts. Nothing, not
even death, can stop it.”’

““That’s a funny philosophy coming from you, Pop.
The man who told me to marry someone who can
cook because that’s what mattered.”

““I didn’t know you would be given a rare chance.”’
He raked his fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair,
looking troubled, looking weary. ‘I had that chance
once, and it was taken from me. But the love I had
for your mother never died. It lives to this day in my
heart and, somewhere, in hers.”’



Jillian Hart 269

““What are you, a poet?”’ Nick thought his father
was tougher than that. Tougher than anything.

He pushed away from the fence, startling the stal-
lion, who was approaching with nostrils flared, and
cursed. His temper felt on the edge. His senses full-
loaded and his control ready to crumble into a thou-
sand pieces. He felt as if he was back in the boat
again, caught in a river without a way to haul them
in to shore and the rapids were approaching. ‘I don’t
need any help, Pop.”’

‘I think you need more than that. A swift kick in
the britches, so you’d best listen to your old man, and
listen good.”’

““I can manage my own wife.”’

““‘She’s more than a wife. She’s a damn fine woman
who works without complaint and does everything
she can for everyone in this family. She keeps the
house clean and the children cared for, and have you
noticed how she looks at you?”’

‘“Yeah, Pop, I’ve noticed. That’s why I’m out here
with my food getting cold, instead of eating inside at
the kitchen table.”” How could he say it? Whenever
he looked at Mariah he felt as if he were breaking
inside. The hard walls and defenses and shields he’d
built to cover up the truth that Lida figured out and
Mariah would in time—he was just a man, with flaws,
with broken places. He made mistakes, said things he
regretted, and fell short of the man he wished he could
be.

Now was one of those occasions. What he wanted
to do was to open his heart to Mariah and love her,
as if he’d never been hurt, as if he knew beyond doubt
that love never ended and that he’d never fail her.
They’d never fail one another. They’d grow old to-
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gether, happy and complete, as husband and wife,
friends and lovers.

But if he let her in, he let in the rest of it. ‘“The
truth is, Pop, love ends. People disappoint one an-
other, and those disappointments build into resent-
ment and bitterness and even hatred.”’

““‘Sometimes that’s true. We both know it. I'm not
gonna deny it.”” Pop sounded so wise, looked so sure.
‘‘But sometimes, love is even stronger.”’

““Than bitterness? Than a wife who’s tired of hard
work and being trapped by her children?’’ It tore at
him, the uncertainties that lingered down inside.

With Mariah, he’d chosen a woman who didn’t
mind hard work. Who had a few social clubs to keep
her happy and friends to visit. But she was also prac-
tical and didn’t look to fancy things to keep her
happy. He’d chosen Mariah because she was so
lonely, she would be happy to care for children not
her own.

And that made him remember something. What
was it that Mariah had said? It troubled him now, and
with the rising sun in his eyes, burning away the dark-
ness, stinging so that his vision blurred, he struggled
to remember. He’d been over there on the rise. He’d
been watching the storm for twisters, and they’d been
talking about his kids. They’re my children now, too.

““Trust me, son. Mariah’s a rare woman with an
unbreakable heart.”’

““That’s not possible. Hearts break. You know that.
I know that. And then you figure out it’s better not
to get close to anyone and go on with your life. Or
marriage.”” Nick had heard enough. He turned his
back on his father and walked away. He’d do any-
thing to escape the pain crackling to life inside him.
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““I don’t mean her heart can’t break.”” Pop’s wise
words lifted on the wind, inescapable. ‘‘I mean no
matter what, Mariah will keep on loving with the bro-
ken pieces of her heart, and in the broken places, and
that kind of love will never end. If you can find a
woman like that, then the least you can do is love her
the same way in return.”’

How can anyone love with the broken pieces? Nick
had the image of Humpty-Dumpty, the children’s
nursery rhyme, and all the king’s men couldn’t put
him back together again. That’s what life did to a
man. Testing him day by day, leaving scars here and
bruises there, in his soul. Every flaw felt as huge as
a mountain. Those flaws were what drove Lida away.
And they’d drive Mariah away, too. He felt her in his
soul every time she smiled at him, every time their
gazes met. It was too much. Too damn much to hand
over. He didn’t need his soul shredded and torn at his
feet, too.

He kept walking, his conscience biting, his anguish
large enough to choke on. This was killing him, tear-
ing at him deep inside, and as much as he was hurt-
ing, he longed for Mariah with his heart and his body
and his soul.

He couldn’t live like this. That was all he knew as
he kept on walking through the shimmering prairie
grasses with the hot sunshine all around him.

He felt dark and cold.

““I bet you win the most votes,”” Betsy predicted
as she poured a cup of coffee in the church basement
where the Ladies’ Aid gathered. ‘‘I voted for you and
so did Rayna.”

“That’s right.”” Rayna appeared through the small
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crowd at the refreshment table, balancing three plates
of sliced chocolate cake. ‘“You put in so much extra
effort, I'm sure most of the members respect that.
You’ll make a great president.”’

““Thanks, but either way, my friends are more im-
portant to me.”” And my family, she added. Fine,
she’d love to be president, but she’d be fine if she
wasn’t. For the first time in her life, she could say
that. For the first time in her life, she wasn’t alone.

But she was lonely. And it was odd, because she
was with her closest friends at her favorite social club,
basking in the glow of success from their last fund-
raising event and already making plans for the next
one. She had a wedding ring on her hand and step-
children waiting for her at home. Her life had been
transformed. She had transformed.

Where her life had been empty, it was now full.
But inside her soul, that’s where she was lonely. In a
place she hadn’t known existed until Nick had taken
her to his bed and awakened it.

She ached for him the way the earth craved the
dawn, the way winter wanted for spring. Nick didn’t
love her. He didn’t want her. He’d driven his rejection
to the point inside her where it would hurt the most.
She was furious with him. She wanted to hate him.
She ought to throw things at his head and cry and
shout and give him a piece of her mind.

It would be so much easier if she could. If she
could rage at him for hurting her. But the truth was
harder. The feelings more deep and complicated. She
loved him truly, down deep in those places he’d
breathed to life inside her heart and her soul. In the
places where love could not die.

Even when she wanted it to.
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“‘Gather around.’’ The elections chairwoman, Ellie
McKey, clapped her hands, silencing the din of nearly
three dozen women talking in a small, enclosed room.
““I have the results.”’

““O-oh, I hope we both win.”” Betsy fidgeted with
excitement.

““For treasurer...”” Ellie’s voice rang out.

So, what did she do about her marriage? Mariah’s
thoughts took her away from the applause to earlier
this morning when Nick wanted a clean plate and not
her. All he did was walk away. From her questions,
her uncertainty and her pain. When she was hurting
and when she needed him to hold her, to come to her,
instead of turning away, where was he? Turning his
back to her. Every time she needed him.

But he certainly had no problem reaching for her
when he was in need. He was the one who’d taken
her to his bed. He wasn’t distant and uninterested
then, oh, no, he was—

‘“‘Betsy Hunter, vice president,”” Ellie announced,
jerking Mariah from her anger, but the argument still
continued in her head.

Nick wanted what he wanted. To be left alone, to
be loved, to be served his breakfast, to have his house
clean and his children cared for so he didn’t have a
single worry, and all his needs seemed to be met—

““‘Mariah Gray.”’

Applause roared, bringing her back to the room.
Betsy had grabbed Mariah’s hand and was jumping
up and down. Looks of approval were beaming her
way from her friends in the group. She was president?

‘“And those are our new officers for this coming
year,”” Ellie continued. ‘‘About the upcoming Fourth
of July church breakfast. We’re going to need...”’
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Mariah took plenty of congratulations as the meet-
ing finally adjourned and she, Rayna and Betsy made
their way outside. Mariah couldn’t believe it. She’d
finally been elected president. She’d worked long and
hard putting in extra hours over the past year, with
her eye on that lofty position. She was happy, yes.
She’d do her best for the club, as she did with every-
thing, but being president of the Ladies’ Aid wasn’t
her greatest wish.

Being loved by Nick was.

After saying goodbye to her friends, Mariah ran a
few quick errands to the mercantile and the grocery.
She mulled over her situation all the while. Standing
in line at the mercantile, the clerk finished tallying
her purchases.

““‘Shall I put this on Nick Gray’s account?’’

““Yes.”” That was the final blow. Nick still hadn’t
added her name to his store account. And why should
he? She was merely his convenient wife.

Rage blinded her. She felt cold with it, hot with it,
and so powerful she felt as if she could take on a
charging bull and win. Gathering up her parcels, she
marched to the door with such speed, everyone darted
out of her way.

Good. Because this was the beginning of her anger.
How dare Nick treat her like this? He knew how she’d
been raised. He knew how lonely she was. He knew
how she felt about him. And he’d had the nerve to
call their beautiful lovemaking a mistake.

Well, then, she was a mistake, too. And that hurt
enough to level her. Her heart was broken into sharp
and jagged pieces, and broke even more. He’d done
that to her. Knowing she loved him, he’d given her a
taste of paradise—of what their marriage could be—
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and then yanked it away from her as if he were in
charge.

Well, he wasn’t. She had some say, too. She shook
with fury. The road ahead of her was a brown strip
between fields of green. Good thing the road was easy
to make out because her vision was blurry. Her eyes
burned. Tears pooled there, collecting but not falling.

Mariah pulled the surrey to a halt in Rayna’s neigh-
bor’s driveway. Before she could set the brake proper,
the bang! of a screen door slamming open resounded
in the pleasant afternoon air. Feet pounded on the
hard-packed earth.

‘“Mariah!”’ Georgie came running, arms out-
stretched. ‘““You came!”’

“I'll always come for you, princess.”” Mariah
knelt, holding out her arms as Georgie rammed into
her. Reed-thin arms cinched around Mariah’s neck
and held on tight.

So tight. ‘“We gotta make mud pies.”’

““Is that why you have mud all over you?”’

“Yep. We had fun, but we have to wait for the pies
to bake.”’

““Can you leave them? I bet Molly will make sure
the pies bake up properly.”” Mariah smiled at the thir-
teen-year-old girl who was ambling down the dirt
pathway. She slipped the gold eagle into the girl’s
palm, thanked her for taking such great care of Geor-
gie, and lifted her stepdaughter into the surrey.

““Do you know how to make mud pies?’’ Georgie
asked, once they were under way. ‘‘I could show
you.”’

“I’d like that. I bet you’re pretty good at it.”’

“Yep.”” Georgie started chattering on about her
stay with Molly and how she and Rayna’s son had
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climbed trees and pretended to be birds and played in
the mud by the well.

Mariah listened, as always, filling up with more
love for this child, so dear and precious. Then it hit
her like a rock to the forehead, and she nearly tum-
bled from the seat.

She’d never have Nick’s baby. There would be no
more children, with him sleeping down the hall from
her in his separate bed. There would be no baby to
hold. No baby of her own.

““...an’ then I tole Molly...”” Georgie scooted over
on the seat, right up against Mariah’s side.

Mariah slipped her arm around the little girl, tug-
ging her close and keeping her there. How she loved
Georgie. How she loved Joey. They were wonderful
children.

But there would be no more. The rage in her chest
broke apart, because she couldn’t stay angry with
Nick forever. He’d tried to love her. Maybe he’d
given it everything he had. He’d tried hard and still,
when the lovemaking was over, he’d gazed upon her
face and couldn’t feel love.

He couldn’t love her because she was unlovable.
What man is gonna want you, Mariah? Pa’s hard
words mocked her. He was right, and she hated it,
and she hated Nicholas Adam Gray for proving it to
her. She hated him with a passion for choosing her
out of all the women to marry. He chose her, and,
instead of living alone insulated in her lonely life
where being a spinster was her choice, he had to go
and make her a wife and a stepmother and show her
what she couldn’t have. What she wasn’t good
enough for. He had to take her to his bed and love
her as if she were priceless, the piece of his soul lost
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and now found, and his one true love for all eternity.
When she wasn’t.

He made her feel this way, damn him. It was all
his fault—

It wasn’t his fault at all. The horses turned onto the
long driveway toward home, as if sensing she was too
preoccupied to drive. At the first rise of the prairie,
the ranch house came into view, a neat, tidy, two-
story house with friendly dormers marching across the
roof and a wide front porch inviting visitors to come
on up and stay a spell. An ideal home. She’d thought
she’d find an ideal life in it, in time. She’d been ar-
rogant to think that one day Nick might fall in love
with her.

The truth was, no one could. Her father was right.
Every cruel word he’d said to her bit like the edge of
a razor into her soul. No, it would have been better—
safer—to have stayed a spinster. To never have
known this pain.

She was unlovable. She was only good for hard
work.

““Mariah.”” Georgie held out her arms expectantly.

Mariah blinked. Somehow they were home. The
horses had stopped and were waiting politely, their
tails twitching in the heat. The brisk wind ruffled their
coats.

“Let’s get you inside. It’s past your nap time,
young lady.”” Mariah’s feet touched the ground.

Georgie was already climbing into her arms. Ma-
riah accepted the sweet weight, settled Georgie on her
hip and carried her toward the back steps. The maple
leaves rustled hard, as if in protest, at her approach.
The sun faded in intensity. When she looked up,
she saw a thin web of clouds over the sun and the
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giant white cliffs of thunderheads building along the
horizon.

There would be another storm. Would Nick use
that as an excuse to stay out of the house? He prob-
ably was saying his thanks right now to those thun-
derheads, because they were his allies. He’d spend
his night watching them, not lying in bed worrying if
she was going to come open his door and impose
herself on him.

Shame ached in her, in those broken places of her
heart. Nick had been pretty dang kind, considering.
Turning away from her, instead of using cruel words,
as her father had.

Fine, she understood it now.

After lying Georgie down on her bed and tucking
her rag doll beneath the blanket, too, Mariah hesitated
in the hallway where the window gazed down over
the fields. A rise of smoke pinpointed his location—
he was bent over, wrestling a calf to the ground while
Jeb lifted an iron brand from the hot flames of the
fire.

She squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to look a sec-
ond longer. Love beat in her heart and stirred in her
soul. Love for this man she hated, this man who
couldn’t love her even when he’d tried. True, un-
breakable love that she wanted to turn off like the
kitchen pump and couldn’t.

She wiped at the tears in her eyes. Marrying Nick
had been a hard lesson. She didn’t need to make it
worse by wasting time on foolish wishes. What she
had was a convenient marriage to a man who didn’t
love her. Just as Nick had told her from the moment
he’d proposed.

She had no one to blame but herself.
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““Joey?”” She rapped her knuckles on his door. His
room was empty. He was without a doubt outside
helping his father and uncles brand the cattle. So she
tugged the book from her skirt pocket—the latest by
Mark Twain—and set it on the foot of his bed, where
he was sure to find it.

That’s when she saw it, when she was coming out
of Joey’s room. Nick’s door was open, directly across
the hall, giving her a plain view of his room. His
empty room.

He’d taken out every stick of furniture. Every bit
of clothing. Emptiness echoed around her the moment
she stepped into the room.

He’d moved out.

Nick had found a way to tell her that he wanted
nothing to do with her. This was no longer a conve-
nient marriage.

She was just the housekeeper.



Chapter Fifteen

Cea T

““Hey, big brother.”” Will skidded his horse to a
fast stop, swinging down with the grace of a born
rider, looking about as mean as a thunderstorm.
““You’d best get up to the house. There’s trouble.”’

“Trouble?’’ Whatever it was, he didn’t want to
deal with it. He was tired and hot and dirty. Grit stuck
to his face as he wrestled the calf to the ground, poked
his knee in the animal’s ribs. He used his body weight
and every bit of his muscle power to keep the thrash-
ing animal still.

Pop came in with the red-hot iron. Nick prepared
for the animal’s reaction to pain, holding the powerful
steer steady as the brand hissed and burned.

““‘Okay.”” Pop stepped back, swinging the iron
safely away.

Nick released the animal, bounding out of the way
of striking hooves and sharp horns. The steer sprang
onto his feet and shot out into the field, bawling. Were
they done yet? Nick took one look over his shoulder
and started cursing. He’d been doing this since sunrise
and the pen was still half full. His battered body was
protesting up a storm.
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‘‘Mariah can handle it,”’ he told Will. Whatever it
was—fire, flood or a collapse of the roof. He’d mar-
ried the most capable woman in three counties.

““The problem is Mariah.”’

““Now don’t go lecturing me on how I shouldn’t
have married her. I'm gettin’ tired of—"’

““‘She’s packing up her wagon,”” Will interrupted.

““Does she need help?’” She probably had some-
thing to do in town, something to do with one of those
clubs she belonged to. ‘“Why don’t you carry any-
thing she needs carried? I’m busy here.”’

““Nick, Mariah’s leaving you.”’

The lasso slipped from his hands, hissing to the
ground, coiling like a snake in the grass in front of
him. ‘‘She’s not leaving me. Mariah wouldn’t leave.”’

“Then I don’t know what you’d call putting her
things in her trunks and dragging them through the
house and into the yard, but right now she’s trying to
get those trunks into her old wagon. She even hitched
up her ox.”

“No.”” He didn’t believe it. ““You go down and
help her with what she’s really doing. Maybe she’s
giving her trunks away. She won’t be needing them.”’

Because she was staying right here with him. End
of story. Forever. Until death parted them. That was
their bargain. For better or worse, a convenient mar-
riage.

““Go look for yourself.”” Will swung into the sad-
dle.

Mariah wasn’t the kind of woman to leave. Nick
refused to believe it. His feet started moving, despite
his belief in her, taking him to his mare. He rode over
the rise and down the draw and up to the knoll where
an ox stood in the shade of the maple, hitched to
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Mariah’s old wagon. Mariah wiped sweat from her
brow with her sleeve, then bent over and began shov-
ing one of her trunks onto its side.

One trunk was already in the wagon bed.

His blood iced. ‘‘Hey, you takin’ those into town?’’

““Yes.”” She didn’t sound happy. She didn’t look
happy. She hefted the trunk, got it off the ground, but
it was too awkward. She dropped it, cursing.

‘‘Here, let me help.”” Those were empty, he knew
it. Until the moment he knelt and heaved the trunk
off the dirt and realized it was packed full.

She was leaving? Mariah? The one woman he’d
thought would stand by him no matter what? That
couldn’t be right....

Fury blinded him. Like a lightning strike, it seared
from the top of his head to the bottom of his soles,
making his purpose clear. He balanced the trunk on
his shoulder. He wasn’t going to make this easy for
her. They had a bargain, sealed by vows and a wed-
ding ring. She wasn’t getting out of this. He was
stuck, and so was she.

““‘Hey! Where are you going?’’ Her gait pounded
behind him all the way to the house, angry, too. ‘I
want that in the wagon, not in the house.”’

““Too bad, because you aren’t going anywhere,
lady.”

““‘Oh, and who are you to tell me what to do?”’

“I’'m your husband.”

““No, you’re not. You're not living in this house
anymore.”” She leaped up the steps, circling him to
block the back door. ‘I saw your room.”’

““I figured things would be better between us if I
moved into the barn.”” He hated this. She might look
as mad as hell, but tears stood in her eyes, unshed
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and genuine. He knew it had to hurt. He was respon-
sible for that. ‘‘Look, I can’t be what you want. You
keep looking at me with those moon eyes of yours,
so bright and shining and hopeful, and that’s not what
we have here, Mariah. We had a deal, and we blew
it.”’

Every time I look at you, he wanted to say, [ re-
member being in your arms. More vulnerable and
more exposed than he’d ever been. Every time he
looked at her, he wanted her with a fiery yearning
that started in the bottom of his soul and pulled up-
ward through every part of him.

And look how right he’d been to hold back. Mariah
already wanted to leave. She was packed. She was
out the door. She stood in the threshold, blocking his
way.

““Nick, I don’t understan