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She'd found the perfect "stud"

But then she'd known she would. After all, Rachahtiond was a
thorough and competent businesswoman. And she'd jusé as
thorough in choosing a father for her baby. Placamyad for a
"strong, healthy male," having her doctor screendandidates--all
her hard work had led Charlie Mathers to her daorwilling
participant in this "hazardous short-term experimient

Or so she'd thought. But Charlie had come to sebd&dor different
reasons. Before he could explain that she had tbagvman, they
were on their way to her secluded ranch to "géintmw each other
better.” And that idea intrigued Charlie. So didnigethe father to
Rachel's baby ... as long as she agreed to "dw ibkd-fashioned
way."



CHAPTER ONE

'‘Look, Charlie," his forty-year-old lawyer and boyhooderfid
cautioned him as they idled along the pavementsacfoom the
pyramid-shaped building which housed the magaZiiengs aren't
the way they were in your uncle's day.'

Charlie Mathers looked across the street and chdck¥You didn't
have to say that, Frank. Who's responsible forBfgptian rococo
monstrosity over there? The city was never liks,thvas it?'

Frank Losen winced, and looked around cautiouslynake sure
nobody was listening.She's responsible,’ he murmured. 'YoL
wouldn't believe! Way out here in the boondocks;th Hammond
Is publisher and editor of one of the nation's esldscandal sheets.
Of course, Libertyville is only a few miles from peka, which is the
print capital of the Middle West." Said with a sensf pride that
Charlie acknowledged by a tip of his hat. 'Her éatiwas a tough
cookie, if you might remember. His daughter makies lbok like a
Franciscan friar!'

''d believe almost anything after spending a yedhe Near East. It
hardly matters, does it? Don't they make up allrthews out of
whole cloth? And didn't the old man have a somherit?’

‘A boy,' Frank told him. 'Little Jimmy. Learneddadnk the hard stuff
at fifteen, and wrapped his motorcycle around aplamst when he
was twenty-one. And that left-'

'Yes, | know.' Charlie chuckled again. 'Jitr.' He could almost
hear the capital letters ider. 'His daughter? Little Rachel? | can"
believe that. She was just a kid when my uncle evatsiout her. Sent a
picture, too. Too bad Uncle Roger died before ld@ome and find
out what he wanted. What is she—twenty—twenty-7ive



'You forget a lot of years,' Frank said. 'And daali her Rachel. She
prefers to be called Hammond. | would guess shentrbg all of
twenty-nine or thirty by now.'

'I'd like to see this harridan. Why don't we walleothere and drop in
on her?'

'‘Not me.' Frank stepped a pace or two away alm®st he were
trying to put real distance between himself andridh®&athers. "You
must be crazy or something.'

'‘Or something,' Charlie agreed as he came to ahdlsurveyed the
yellow-brick monstrosity across the street. His lawgtared at him
as intently as he stared at the building. Charlehdrs had spent five
years after college in the stock market. Then loepud all his money
In trusts, turned its management over to his lawged dropped out
of sight. Now here he was, back but two days fronhengver.
Charlie Mathers. Just barely clearing five feewvete but built like
some barbarian conqueror, his hair down to his neckinruly
disarray. The neck itself a short, thick steelgpilaced with muscles.

The hair had once been yellow-blond. Now it wasbtheed almost
white by a tropical sun. In the warmth of the Kansgringtime he
was wearing a loose, well- worn sports shirt, fraimich his arm

muscles bulged, and a sloppy pair of trousers. Faodnstance he
appeared to be an ordinary but solid man; not oni& came closer
did his actual size meet the eye. Everything neteoed by hair or
clothing was a deep sun-brown. Except for thosencanding deep
blue eyes.

'‘And you won't just walk across with me,' Charéaded again. 'After
all, the Hammonds and the Mathers were once geghbours.’

'‘Sure. About a century ago,' Frank said. 'Yes, guinherit from
your uncle Roger, and included was forty per céthh@shares in the



Hammond-Borgen Corporation, which includes the BareNanch,
and that damn magazine. TNational Gossipenvould you believe?
And no, you don't get me into that—that bitch's!'lai

‘She must be something,’ Charlie laughed. 'Bitch@ you a staunch
Methodist!'

'Listen to me, Charlie. You've got more money thean count. Even
the bank president tips his hat when you walk byu don'tneedto
know the Hammonds. Leave the sleeping dogs aloae.nYight get
yourself cut off somewhere south of your hip posk&ind that's my
last word on the subject!

'‘Amen. Well, you go on back to your office, Fraiaou've done a
good job managing my money. | think I'll just leaten your hands
while | sniff around the town and edge my way bt civilisation.'

‘That makes a lot of sense, old buddy. And | thilkk-run along.’

‘Yeah, why don't you?' Charlie encouraged. 'l dicetse somebody
important is coming out over there.' He turned atbto offer some
other comment, but by that time his lawyer, ladéh Yorty years of
worry and a heavy briefcase, had already disapgeare

That's what | need, Charlie told himself. Somethirigguing to do.
Something with a lot of—gentle ad-venture. Someaghimere | can
have some fun without being shot at! | don't intémdet foot in an
F-15 cockpit for the rest of my natural life.

Women, that's the proper subject for a middle-agad these days.
Isn't thirty-four middle-aged? Women. But then | gage the lady's
as ugly as they come. Isn't that what sours a w@ntdgliness? Or
lack of love?

A grey stretch limousine pulled up at the oppokégd. The double
doors of the building swung open and two very larggn came out



cautiously on to the pavement. One looked like aphaced
basketball player; the other like King Kong in asimgss suit. The
pair of them turned in a semicircle, searching @gpoends of the
street. Unconsciously Charlie Mathers did the sarhere was not
another soul in sight—except for himself.

The men held a very short conversation, and theteradbee-line for
Charlie. You've been a long time away, Charlie gidu as he
watched the pair move in his direction. Thingslyehlvechanged.

'Hey, you," the Kong-type said. '‘Doin' somethiné@pl here, are
you?'

'‘Nope. Just hanging around.' Charlie Mathers hag been noted as
a violent man, but this pair certainly wouldn't knbis reputation.
Sometimes his patience lasted for as long as nsegtgnds. On his
good days, of course.

‘Something | can do for you?'

‘Yeah. How about moving down the block a ways?' bhanpole
spoke politely, but he kept pounding one big fdbithe palm of the
other with monotonous precision.

'Why is that?"

'‘Because Hammond's coming out, and she don't dkekegrs. Move
along.'

‘Well, I'll be damned.' Charlie shook his head amiled. 'Just what |
need. I've been aching to see this Hammond. And sbening out
right now?'

‘Achin’ you'll get,' the gorilla said. 'Seein’' yaon't.'



'She's been shot at a time or two,' the taller sad. He sounded
conciliatory, but his fist was still pounding infee palm of his hand,
and making heavy popping noises as it did.

‘Just move,' the other growled, and reached onehaigl out for
Charlie's shoulder. A genial smile flashed acrdsar{iz's face.

'‘Why, you two aren't being friendly at all,' he wexd. In one friendly
little swoop he lifted the hand off his shouldeddhe gorilla off his
feet and threw him about six feet, where he canthamte his partner
and left both of them sprawling in the gutter.

Rachel Hammond, twenty-nine years old and countoaged her
office one more time. The idiot who had designesl igramid had

long since been fired. Having your office at the o such a structure
gave you four windows, four slanting walls, and match room for

pacing. Rachel was a woman who needed pacing robenelderly

man sitting on the stiff-backed chair followed keth his eyes.

'‘Look, Elmer. | said dig up a little scandal, butitin't mean in
Libertyville, for heaven's sake. Who in the worlglegs a damn that
someone on the town council is selling favours?tkig damn thing.
| want something juicy!

Elmer Chatmas had been with Rachel's father, antatieer's father,
and was not about to run for cover. 'There dosse'in to be anything
to meet the requirement,' he said quietly. 'We tndgh something
with this thing over in Topeka in the city soliagi®office, but it's a
little staid. Just an ordinary embezzlement.'

'So jazz it up,' she told him. 'Add a couple of émlGet a couple of
leg pictures. You know the routine— M@ OFFICIAL STEALS TO
SUPPORTSEX HABITS"— or something like that. Come on, Elmer, I've
got an important appointment in fifteen minutes.'



‘Just make up a blatant lie?"'

‘Not a lie, EImer. That's what we call creativerjmlism. You know

what to do. We print the real news on page two,sawe page one to
make money enough to keep this old scow afloat. Somve on. Put
the issue to bed!

'l don't know how you do it,' he said as he gotand gathered his
papers together. '"Whatever happened to that suteegirl | used to
dandle on my knee?'

The sweet little girlsmiled at him. 'Rachel Hammond?' she aske
'‘She grew up, Elmer, and found out that the wasltttiround, it's
crooked.’

'‘What you need is a good man,' the editor tolcalsdre walked out of
the room.

'Sure | do,' she called after him. 'But God isretking any more of
that model.' The door swung shut, locking her irshdver ran up and
down her spine. Of course it wasn't locked, onbgetl. Am | coming
down with claustrophobia? Or chicken-pox? She chdrter route,
and opened the door of the tiny lavatory adjaceriter office. The
mirror lied to her.

She felt fifty years old; the mirror said twentyzai Her hand brushed
through her mop of curls; blonde beautiful cutth& mirror said. And
blue eyes, with rose- red cheeks to go with herlpe&amplexion.
Fine white teeth, a sharp little nose, a determiokeith, medium
height, and a figure that would have sent Michetdm@nto shock!

And soon I'll be thirty, she told herself ruefullyhe woman who had
appeared on the late-night talk show two monthstagbhit it just
right. Rachel Hammond could hear her biologicatklocking!



It was the sort of problem a woman might possikécuass with her
friends—if she had any. Or with her pastor—if shénd think he

was such a wimp. And that was the trouble. She ‘Wwadarested in
finding a '‘good man', someone who could dictateeioas her father
had. What she wanted was a baby. Somebody youicttedto? her
conscience asked. 'No, not that," Rachel mutteréuetempty office.
‘Someone | could love and cherish. Someone who tnioyle me

back! Which immediately ruled out any adult shalddhink of.

She hadn't been a success at loving during herabwidhood. Her
mother gave up the cocktail circuit just long enotg bear her, and
then had died. Her father, once he discovered sisewt a boy, had
treated her like a misdirected parcel, come imtlad with no return
address.

But not all of Rachel's education had been wa$tednatter how she
squirmed around it, to have a baby you had to lsavan. And that
was the idea around which she had built her camp&ge trusted
her doctor. A woman, of course. They had put thends together,
and finally had come up with a newspaper adver&sgm

Wanted: strong, healthy male, willing to accepthigaying,
short-term job.

'‘And that," Rachel had said, 'will bring in a flootistrong, healthy,
lazy males, willing to take my money for almost tmyg.'

'So we'll say "willing to participate in hazardowhort- term
experiment at high pay."

‘That sounds more like it," Rachel had agreed. Ymdl screen them
out?’

'‘Dr Greenlaugh first. She's a psychiatrist. Whenfsids the ten best
she'll send them over to me for a physical.'



‘A damn thorough physical,' Rachel had added.rltdwant to get to
the end of the search and find the guy can't—wsell, know.'

'l know,' Dr Saunders had agreed with a chucklet tgve it more

thought, Rachel. There's a lot to be said aboutehand hearth and
husband and baby. And the child really ought toeh@v¥ather when
he's grown a little.'

‘Great,' Rachel had returned. 'When the time colitidsyy him one.’
Another shudder raced up her spine. I'm doing whattold me to,
Dad, she whispered. Only her lips moved. I'm gdomgontinue the
Hammond line. Isn't that what you wanted? [I'll sela man all
carefully designed, and if the baby looks like artd@ond it'll be a
surprise. This child will be perfect. Isn't that attyou wanted from
your worthless daughter?

'‘Crying?' her doctor had asked.

Hammonds didn't cry. But all the rest of them hadrbhard-driven
men.

'‘Me? Crying? Hammonds don't cry.' Rachel had brdishéer eyelid.
Therewasa tear there. 'All the rest of that talk is shgeibage, Sue.
Listen, when you get it down to one, send him adeeme for an
interview.

But make damn sure he hasn't a clue about whatly ngant!

And that, Rachel told herself now as she splashéteacold water
on her nervous wrists, had all been accomplishadi t@day was the
day the winner came!

She went back to her desk, sat, stood up agairedpte room,
craned her neck trying to see something— anythimgmfthe
window, and then jumped when the buzzer rang. @ldl, @hat am |
doing? she almost screamed at herself. Am | doihgtwny father



wanted so badly? He wanted a son. And since | oislyodidn't

qualify, it's up to me to make up the shortage. &hered her ears,
trembling. She could still hear her father's hoarxsee plaguing her.
'l need a boy, Rachel. And quickly! A girl isn'tadenough!" She
moved over to the desk and sat down. Her fathdegr,cthat. A

comfortable, over-stuffed swivel chair mounted osixa inch-high

platform, so that all of her visitors would haveltmk up at her.

Lesson sixteen in her father's lexicon. 'Catch tlarthe door and
make them sweat!" To complete the scene she sedvallound so
that her back was to the door.

The door opened with a squeak; there was the solintbvement
behind her, and then a rush of feet. 'We got himns, Hhmmond,’
somebody yelled. Rachel whirled her chair arourings were very
much out of control. A chunky, husky man with whstieeaked hair
was standing in the doorway, one of his big handshe throat of
each of her two remaining security men. 'We got,'home of the two
repeated weakly.

'Yes, | can see you've got him." Sarcasm drippkedvalr the floor.
‘Cut itout!

All three of them quit the ruckus on cue. 'Now, ®égoing on?'
'I'm-' the very big stranger started to say, butistesrupted.
'l knowwho you are. What | don't know is what's goind on.

‘This is the guy,' Leo Gurstner insisted. 'l selemdut the front door.
Fritz and Habblemeyer walked over across the stoesée what he
was doin', and he dumped them both. Both at thes danme, mind

you! You want | should call the cops?’

'l want,' she said, sighing, 'that you both wouwlday away and let me
talk to this—gentleman. He has an appointment wi¢h



| have? Charlie Mathers shrugged his shouldersreadanged his
torn shirt. Well, perhaps | do. Uncle's letter whert on specifics but
long on 'wants'.

| want you to get your butt up here and help maigiiten out
this girl. Do anything necessary. | can see th&uves circling
around her head already.

Only his uncle was more old-fashioned than thatt #at the polite
word, which the old man would never use.

The two guards hesitated for a moment, then duokedf the office
and closed the door gently behind them. The womas laoking at
him as if he were a side of beef. 'And how didladit happen?’

Charlie shrugged his shoulders again. She hadeavnice. Deep for
a woman, and marvellous control. 'l was standingsscthe street
waiting to meet you when these two yahoos cameimgrat me. And
then they both tripped over each other. One of theahbed my shirt
to keep from falling. Never saw such a thing inwhole life. | knew
they came out of this building, so | thought it iitpe neighbourly to
come and tell you all about it.’

‘Very appropriate,’ Rachel said as she pursedipeahd went back
to her executive chair. He was coming to see hbe dame had
started. Her control was instantly renewed. Pertegrsfatherwas

still haunting that chair. Damn. She shifted hesipon nervously.
The big man sauntered across the room, moved thestsaight-

backed chairs off to one side, and pulled the cdumm under the
window over to take their place. Then, without ayloyr-leave, he
slumped into it, with one foot dangling over thelen

And now, Rachel told herself, | take control of gheiation by—by
how? Rack her brain as she might, she couldn'ktbfra sensible
thing to say. So she stared. As he did.



‘And what do | call you?' she finally blurted out.

‘Charlie,' he said softly. 'Leastwise that's whatpa called me. Don't
tell me that you're-'

'I'm Hammond. Now, what did the doctor tell you abme or this
job?'

'‘Not a blessed thing,' Charlie told her in all hetyge'Not a thing.'
'‘But you can't help wondering, | suppose?’
‘You could say that.'

‘Well, I'll tell you all about it,' she said. 'Bfitst you and | have to get
to know each other a great deal better than weosha 80 for that
purpose we'll go out to my ranch and spend a marghmaking
ourselves acquainted. You are free to travel, pegp?’

The big man waved a casual hand.
‘And you have better clothing?'

He looked down at himself, and then up at her egeim. "This stuff
looked pretty good when | left the hotel this maml he said mildly.
'l never expected a bunch of goons to try to teaclothes off.'

‘Don't worry about that,’ she told him as she gobuskly, reached
for the briefcase she normally took home with laed then rejected
it. No extra work, she told herself as she preskedoutton on her
intercom.

'‘Beth. I'm going out to the ranch. I'll be gone &minimum of four
weeks, and | want no interruptions while I'm outréh Absolutely
none!'



'Yes, ma'am,' the intercom burped. 'But theres iitn in the outer
office who keeps trying to tell me he has an apypaamt with you.'

‘Well, call Security and have them bounce him,'Hehsnapped. 'l
don't have any other appointments!" Rachel thumbedwitch off.

For the first time in four years, Hammond Entemsig/ould function
with nobody at the helm. 'Come on—er—Charlie." $leekoned
with her imperial little finger. It wasn't until nneents later, locked
into her private lift with him, that she recalledvirgracefully he had
come to his feet and followed. It was a good begmnshe told

herself. A big, healthy man, smoothly functional-danannerly, she
added as he helped her into the limousine.

‘It will take some time to drive out to the Bar Mjhshe told him.

'‘Don't mind me.' He was already at the windowik& ko look at the
scenery.'

‘That's not exactly what | had in mind," she corgde ' Thef© are a
million things | want to know about you. This dasswas compiled
in a hurry, so naturally there are a few things smig. Now
then—you were born in... ?1

'‘Waco, Texas,' he replied. 'Thirty-four years agathiat the kind of
thing you want to know?"'

'‘Approximately. Any communicable diseases?'

'‘Not now.' He gave her another one of those quatlyigentle looks.
'Oh, you mean childhood diseases? | guess | hagitauey most kids
have.'

'l see. And none of them—er—impaired any of yourtygical
functions?'



'Only one | know of is when the bull stepped on fogt," he said,
nodding sagely. 'On occasion when it rains the ddrmyg aches a
little. But the Air Force doctors said there washno wrong with the
foot. Psycho something, they said.'

'‘Psychosomatic?’

‘The very word," he acknowledged. 'Besides, it doesin all that
much up here in Kansas, | hear. If you're worriedus experience, |
ran a good-sized spread by the time | was fourtddorses,
cattle—even-' a little tinge of contempt slipped-sheep.’

‘Yes, that relieves my mind,’ Rachel said and,tfar life of her,

despite all the lists she had made beforehandca@hdn't think of a

single other question to ask. For the rest of ttle she alternated,
staring out of the window, and, when he did theesashifting to stare
at him.

What in the world am | doing? Rachel pondered.ul@aet all this
information from behind a desk, on a personnel fokmd that's not
what | want to know. So how do you go about askinghan a
guestion like the one | want to ask, when | cavénephrase it to
myself?

Besides, he's not exactly what | expected. Theostsething free and
easy behind all that—muscle. When he smiled heddaownright

handsome. When he had something to say he seerttf@ditat over

before wagging his tongue. But of course, as hiefahad warned
her a time or two in her young life, "There's mbendsome men
sittin' on death row over in Leavenworth than ydirld singing in

any church choir!" So she leaned back againstusieians, shut down
her mind and, because she seldom got more tharhdwues sleep a
night, promptly dropped off.



Charlie Mathers watched out of the corner of his ag the girl
swayed slightly, slumped, and snapped herself bpagain. He was
without a night or two of sleep himself, but lomgihing had made it
easier for him to adjust. He slid over carefullyhiar direction, and
the next time she slumped her head landed on bidddr and stayed
there.

He shrugged himself into the most comfortable pmwsihe could
find, and slipped one arm around her shoulderseepkher from
bouncing away from him. Her mind might be toughdid himself,
but her shoulder is a tender morsel indeed. 'HamtidVho said that,
me? It just goes to prove something or other. Aelpwreature, no
doubt about it, living on nerves and coffee, | sag®g | wonder what
she'd be like totally relaxed? And | wonder whatckof a game I've
fallen in to? Soft shoulders under his hand, sofinded hip pressed
against his own, a narrow waist, and pert, proeasis that bounced,
unfettered, under that silk blouse. The car mov#dtle paved
highway on to an unpaved ranch road. Charlie lickesl lips
appreciatively, and settled back to see what thadumight bring.
‘Do anything you can,’ Uncle Roger had written, audidenly
doing-just that had pleasant overtones. He lickisddny lips and
settled back against the upholstery.

The famous Flat Plains of Kansas were not all tlaét Along the

eastern border of the state, where the MissouiRihhased itself in
yellow flood, there were more than enough hills nake a
decent-sized mountain. A few miles to the west, time

neighbourhood of Manhattan, Topeka, Cottonwoodskdfe land
looked like a child's landscape puzzle, piled up imelf. The

limousine was taking them on a south-westerly linayafrom the
town of Libertyville, up on to the rolling hills drprairie land known
as the Flint Hills.

But the road went on—and on. Until finally the liogne broke out
of the bottoms, across a line of sheltering tre¢s a little watered



valley on the other side of the ridge, and rattiedr a cattle-guard.
The weathered sign said 'Bar Nine'. A few head ell-fed cattle

lifted their eyes briefly as the car plugged ortloym. Herefords, he
judged, and, penned in the far corral, what lodkdok a few head of
Texas Longhorns. And then they were at the ranalsdyoa native
stone building that seemed as old as the Oregah Wieere they had
started. The car came to a halt, the girl wokenupis arms, startled,
and a pair of hound dogs came baying down the fomd around the
corner of the barn.

'‘Excuse me,' she said hesitantly as she moved awéy from him as
she could get.

'‘No excuse necessary.' He grinned. It was histhAgttcal mistake.

Her jaw hardened. 'Let's be sure there's no furtbed for such,’ she
shapped.

His deep blue eyes assessed her, and decided. Mé&am," he
acknowledged.

'‘And don't call me ma'am,’ she snapped. 'My nariarmmond.'

'l see," he said gravely. 'It's just, where | cdrom, it isn't considered
polite to call a woman by her last name withouteana or title to go
with it.'

The first sign of rebellion, Rachel told herseffl vere in my right
mind I'd fire him here and now and let him walk kaBut | want
more than a day's work from this man; it would paybe a little
conciliatory, just this once.

‘All right,’ she conceded. 'You may call me Rachelw, what's your
last name?’



He seemed about to answer. At least, his mouthnegarm words,
but by that time the chauffeur had opened the bk of the
limousine, and the hounds were on them. One of theam a
middle-aged bitch who sat quietly beside the doat wiggled and
whined. The other was a dog, barely a year oldberant, anxious.
‘Get down, Blue,' Rachel commanded as the dog gqdesto the car
and began to slobber over her. But she said it afiéction.

And that, Charlie told himself, is the first tinfed heard her sounding
pleased about something. He squeezed out of thaataain easy feat
for a man his size. The elderly bitch looked up argpected him
carefully, then offered a triple tail-wag.

'Henrietta approves of you," Rachel said. 'That'gaur favour. A
good judge of people, is Henrietta.'

'I'm glad somebody likes me," he replied as hepsddao pat the
animal. Henrietta growled. 'l see,' he said, langhiWag, but not
touch, Henrietta? Don't you think that's a halfrtechcommitment?’
The woman behind him was startled for a momenty ttantrolled
her face.

'‘We'll go up to the house,' she said, indicatirglttoad wooden steps
that led up to the porch.

‘The place looks empty," he commented as he walkethe stairs
behind her.

'It is, Charlie-' she said, leaving a space for tormolunteer his last
name. He ignored her offer. Rachel was caughtudfdyagain, and a
tiny blush swept over her cheeks. She brushed kideaand led the
way into the house.

The front door opened directly into the small Iiroom. She felt
the need to defend herself and her possessiogstsitold in Kansas
in the wintertime. That's why we have small roomd Bw ceilings.



If you would sit down on the couch, Charles?' Itsmaexactly a

request, but rather the polite expression of aeraiftht she intended
he should obey. He paused to look around the r&ba.stood there,
fuming, as he did so.

An old fireplace was blocked up, and a Ben Frargtiave stood in its
recess. The wallpaper was clean, but oh, so vdtyThe furniture
was in good shape, but old. Grand Rapids, turrhefcentury, his
roving eye told him. And the carpet on the floodls®en too many
boots stalk across it for its own good. It mighv&@ance been burnt
amber. On the wall across from the stove hung atipgi of a fierce
old man. 'Your father, Rachel?’

‘Grandfather,’ she replied. '‘My father thought tbaintings were a
waste of time and money. Please sit." She indictiteccouch. He
chose the adjacent Morris chair and sank into tib & comfortable
sigh.

‘There's never been a more comfortable chair th&ogis," he

commented as his big hands patted the worn wooxdas. &nd all

the while his eyes had been studying her. Therenwadoubt in his
mind that tension was building within her, that shad kept
something of extreme importance to herself thatwgheted to tell

him, and that she was not the type of woman taldiamdelays. So he
changed his tactics—for the moment. 'l take it yant to tell me

something?'

The air came out of her lungs in an explosive gasghe collapsed on
to the couch and tucked her skirts in.'Yes. Thistiman front of us is
to be a sort of test run, an opportunity for yod ame to get to know
each other better. There are other people on ti@hydut they will
stay out of our way. Mrs Colchester will come oegery afternoon
and fix us supper. There are a few head of catbleral the area, and
perhaps enough outside work on the spread to kebpsay, but that's



not terribly important to the test. Except for Meslchester, we will
have to make do for ourselves.’

‘This is a test? Which one of us, do you suppaseeing tested?'

Her fleeting blush was back again, for longer thwefore. "That
remains to be seen, doesn't it?'

'And that's all I'm to be told about it?’

'Oh, no,"' Rachel said coolly. 'There is one moeenitlf the test is
successful, and you comply with all the terms, yall be paid a
thousand dollars a week. | imagine that a month lvalenough to
complete the— er—tests."

And that, Charlie Mathers told himself, is enougdlalb this stalling

around. He pushed himself up out of the Morris ichaid strolled
over in front of her. 'l think | could save you two three weeks of
your valuable time, and maybe a couple of thousdwithrs,' he

offered as he pulled her up off the sofa.

'‘What-?'

'l have this theory," he told her. "'When two peapdat to get close to
each other, they really have to géise.No amount of talking will
help. Close—like this.' Her hands were restingisdas she glared at
him. He offered her another one of those vacuoulesnthen tugged
her closer. Her breasts served as a capable burSper.almost
bounced off his chest, but his hands were on rarldbrs before she
could slip away from him. 'And then, like this," sa&id softly.

Rachel whimpered as his head bent over her, blgagun the light
from the windows. One of his hands moved to thellsohder back,
bringing her tightly into his web. His mouth movgently down on
hers, brushed against her lips, and then fled upweethe lobe of her
ear. She managed a breath, and a phrase. 'Dbr'tstarted to say,



and then his lips were back on hers, sealing affhieuth in a heady
attack that registered shock, amazement, fear.

Charlie could feel her fear, read the shock. Hetéged the pressure
against her mouth. 'It's all right,' he murmuredten ear. 'It's all right;
relax, you could get to like it." And then he sdaer mouth again
with his own. Rachel felt the first returning shodut from then
onwards shexperiencedhe wild, roiling flashes of excitement thal
shot up and down her spine, blinded her to evargtleise, left her
hanging in his arms because her own knees refosehd¢tion.

He moved her slightly away from his steel framee Sbbbed for
breath. Only his arms supported her. 'See,' he omeghagain. 'That's
all there is to it.' Gently, as if she were a chilodl, he deposited her
back on the couch, where she slipped sideways sstilggling for
breath.

'Now I'm sure we've saved at least a thousandrddllae observed
gently. 'Care to make it two?"

'‘No,' she whispered, and then shouted, 'No! Danu yo!'

'OK, OK.' He spread his placating hands out in tfr@inher. 'Don't
take it too hard, Rachel. It was only an experimeathing more. If
you liked it we could try it again some day. If ppist say the word
and I'll be off back to the city.’

'l—no,' she stammered.
'‘No what? No city? No more kisses?'

‘Just no,' she said, and then staggered to herArether one of her
father's platitudes: To dominate people you haveetstanding toe to
toe with them!



But when she came that close she was trembling.b&Hed her
fingers up into fists, but left them hanging at Bele. It was only a
kiss, she told herself fiercely. Plenty of women kjssed in all sorts
of ways. All | have to do is settle down. Counttem. Get the
breathing settled, and then tell him off. Or doantvto do that? If this
Is the best man to be winnowed out of the fieldipi't really want to
lose him. After all, it certainly can't take longrfme to get what |
want from this— giant—and then | can write him wffexpenses and
forget about him! Two more breaths. She was scedluat her breasts
were rubbing gently across that steel chest of3fis.blushed and put
more space between them.

'l realise, Charlie, that you are—sort of—in thekdabout what's
going on. And | won't be surprised to learn thaffe@xas your sort
of—enticement—might work very well.’

He had both hands in his pockets, his head sligioitked to the left,
and a wide grin on his face. But there's more-tihan, Rachel told
herself. Look at those eyes. Deep, dark blue. Behia face there
was a calculation going on, as if his mind were@manjguter. How in
the world didthis man get by her screening process? She coughe
couple of times to hide her embarrassment.

‘But up here in Kansas we don't go on like thdt¢ sontinued
quickly.

'‘Well, you could have fooled me,' he said, chuakliifhere seem to
be plenty of kids all over this part of Kansas.'

'Stop that!" She tried to stamp her foot, but tng was too thick to
make a practical noise.

'l understand—Hammond.' He reached over and wipey ¢he tiny
bit of tear-drop that was working at the cornehef left eye. 'l really
understand. It isn't that sort of test, huh?'



And that left Rachel Hammond far up the creek witha paddle.
Lying was not her usual cup of tea, but how coulé sinswer
truthfully? Because that was exactly the kind «ft ¢ was to be.

'‘Excuse me,' she said, all in a rush. 'l forgot ¢cbfee. Please sit
down, Mr—Charles.’



CHAPTER TWO

RACHEL HAMMOND staggered out on to the porch the next mornin
rubbing her eyes. She did not normally require nioa@ a few hours
sleep, but her machinery wasn't working well thierming. She
stretched, seeming to reach higher than she eadodfare in all her
life. There was an itch right in the small of heack. She tried vainly
to scratch it away against the porch post, witlsunecess.

'If you was to scratch it there any more you'd ginters." She
whirled around. Charlie Mathers looked bigger arsitdy and
more—dangerous—than he had on the previous dayhamfoved
the point by reaching around behind her and sdragclt almost the
perfect place.

‘A little lower," Rachel murmured, and wiggled &lity to match the
occasion. He complied. She groaned with a sortstbsy. Naturally,
with the two of them facing each other, and hischaround behind
her, pushing against her, they could not help terclose together.
And, Rachel realised, | haven't dressed and thistgown is too-But
it felt so damnably comfortable that she took oneramtiny
guarter-step in his direction.

Life was measured in millimetres, not centimetrething else
would have happened except that she felt a sudteddsring
sensation run up and down her spinel*Her breastsllesy her
nipples stiffened, and the millimetre that sepatrdteem was gone.
'Oh, God,' Rachel muttered.

He made some comment, but its meaning passed ceiypbeer her
head. Her nerves tingled from scalp to toenail.sMayed slightly
from side to side, adding massage to contact. thigh,' she
muttered, convinced that a storm had struck.



'‘What?' His hands landed on her shoulders, trymgnbve her
another millimetre forward. But this time the casitavas too much.
Or too soonshe told herself as she backed away.

'‘No more itch?' She looked up at him. That silljpgrvas on his face
as he looked down at her.

'I—no," she said. 'No more itch. I—thank you fouyelp.'

‘No trouble at all,' he said, chuckling. '‘Anythiggu need, you just
call on me. Anything. | thought I'd go look oveetktables. Like to
come along?'

Her heart said yes', but her mind knew better. 'Nmean to get
breakfast and get dressed. Why don't you go aheadht join you
after a while. We could go for a ride—ydo ride?'

'‘Anything with four feet,’ he replied. 'Born andsed in a saddle, |
was.'

‘That must have been some feat,' she murmuredssasedly. "Your
mother must have had considerable discomfort. Excowe,
Mr—er—Charlie.'

He tipped a salute with two fingers and grinnedraga she whirled
away from him and disappeared behind the screen ¥es, Charlie,
he chided himselfDo excuse me. 'The lady doth protest too muct
He shrugged his shoulders and started towardsattme b

Inside, Rachel watched him through the interstiockshe muslin
curtains. Big, powerful, assured. His walk tolalit Ordinarily she
wouldn't have a man of his type within five milésher. Here at the
centre of her dream, the ranch house was almdsisier. Herself,
Mrs Colchester, and the ranch-hands. And now thishWhat was it
about him that had caused Sue to nominate him?akt#yhmatched
any two of the ten requirements she had laid déwmd. so? Declare



him unusable and send him packing? Or give hinmg taal—if that
can be done without burning my fingers. She cldsedyes for just a
moment, and memory crowded her. 'l vote to keep,'lshe said,
chuckling, as she sat down to a bigger breakfast ttormal.

‘You've got a couple of fine quarter-horses in trag," Charlie told

her as he led the mare out of her stall and walleeah a circle. 'Good
form, nice fetlocks—her left shoe's a mite worrooe side. Want me
to saddle up for you?'

Rachel Hammond had had enough time to restore agrefal

grouch. She was wearing a pair of blue jeans ehe fucked into her
boots, and a loose red blouse, open at the netlcdmtiained by a
blue and red bandana. And a white ten-gallon latering all her

maghnificent curls. Besides, he was so damnablyllmgd knew what

he might do if angered. 'Oh, so now you're a blaxikstoo?'

He grinned at her, that amiable grin that irritabed even more than
normal. 'Like to keep my hand in most anything,5hel, and then he
had the colossal nerve to look her up and dowhsdeeiwere a prime
heifer. '‘Saddle up?'

Rachel would have loved to reject his offer. Uniosdtely, her
working Western saddle was heavy. There was alwaysrderline
between getting revenge and getting a hernia,atidérself. One of
her dad's old sayings. God, how | worshipped traat,;and for what?

‘Saddle up,' she mumbled, and turned away so éhebhld not read
her face.

He was a quick worker. He hummed as he worked. gooe item,
one bad. Having no ear for music herself, she haidaear other
people enjoying themselves with song. She tuckedenghair under
her riding-cap, brushed by him, and mounted, ahwan economy of



motion that he could not help but admire. 'Welh'tlpust stand there,
cowboy.'

He grinned up at her again, and swung into his @addle as
gracefully as anyone might. Another tip to the bafrhis hat. 'Yes,
ma'am.’

'l told you not to call me ma'am,' she snappednaids she turned her
mare out into the farmyard.

‘Yes, ma'am,' he acknowledged. Fuming, Rachel éehiniter defeat
by refusing to repeat herself. Instead she clappetieels against her
mount's sides, and went cantering off up the bilitk of the house.

The area around the house was hard-packed disitlagnost ranch
houses. But just a few yards away from that empdp,athey were
riding stirrup-deep in the yellow and green and fieavers that
constituted true prairie grass. 'Never seen angthike this back in
Texas,' he admitted. He pulled his high-steppiridige to a halt and
pushed his hat to the back of his head. 'Oooeét thet something?'

She nodded in agreement. From horizon to horizerahd sparkled
with colour, and she loved it. And if this simpleus feels the same,
we havesomethingn common, she decided.

‘There aren't many places like this left in therdoy' she told him.
'Flint Hills here is about the biggest stretch adipe in the West.
When the first settlers came to this land it wapdirie. Mile after

mile in all directions. For a time it was all ramutp. Nothing could
tame that tough soil. My grandfather could stilheamber when the
prairie grass was as tall as a horse's saddle.\8oene around 1836,
somebody brought in the steel plough. It brokeuglothe crust and
Kansas became farm land. Well, not everywhere. Nays you'll

see wheat and corn and oil-wells and factory zoveg.occasionally
one little space of the prairie left. The name heiletell you why.



Flint Hills. Even the steel plough couldn't bre&kough this rocky
land. But the prairie grasses can—and do.’

'‘And here | rode all this distance expecting tadfitme tall corn
growing,' he said mournfully. 'And look, there's adree in sight.'

How it's possible for a big man to look so downtted I'll never
know, Rachel told herself. He has such a mobile.f&ometimes |
wonder if it's all a put-on?

‘More likely wheat and manufacturing—and the Arnshe said.
'‘And tornadoes and prairie grass. Trees spell éa¢ghdof a prairie. It
destroys the ambience of the soil. Ride out wedtené. You'll see
trees phasing in, and the gradual ending of thei@rdt's a delicate
balance.'

He reined his mount in and stepped down from trdtdlsa She
watched as he kicked at the dirt. His horse pawed,there was a
little spark of fire where the iron-shod foot saedpver the hard flint.

'‘And that," she told him, 'is why this little patohground was never
ploughed under. About as scrawny and scratchyae @itland as you
ever did see. But the prairie grass grows herenlgnéecause the
roots go straight down for a considerable distaAcel as long as we
don't over-graze the area, all this will surviven@ on, Mr Texan,
let's see what you can do.’

She rode without spurs. As soon as her heels tduttfeemare, the
beast was off like a shot of lightning. His owndjeg pranced for a
moment, adding another second or two of delay ledfercould tuck
his boot into the stirrup and swing aboard. Anchtite make things
worse, his mount began to move out after the maferé Charlie
could get himself fully settled.

‘Maybe it isn't the woman I'd better watch out'fbe muttered as he
fumbled for his other stirrup. But once in the dadds much bigger



animal proved its worth. Within five minutes theyer@ neck and
neck, close enough to touch, until an ancient mlenaf flint
separated them. He came around the far side gfitimacle, racing
for all he was worth. Just out of the corner ofdye he noticed that
Rachel had reined in her mount, and her mare dumgeirheels and
wheeled to a stop.

He was still racing and whooping, feeling like alf@s her mare
performed in the old tradition, "Turn on a dime gnck you five cents
change.' By the time he could wrestle the geldmng stop and turn
him around, the woman had dismounted. When he ecgnte her,
Rachel Hammond was thin-lipped as she tried to kesp laughing.

He drew up beside her, solemn-faced. She let degaggape. Still no
reaction. 'Isn't there anything that'll make youdfiashe asked.

'‘Nothing recently,' he drawled as he swung downgmdnd-reined
his mount. 'Of course, there's no telling. Whiuzt bld saying? "You
fool me once, shame on you. You fool me twice, shamme!"

Although he was still smiling, Rachel could feeétbold radiating
from him. Cold steel, she told herself.

Watch out, girl. This is not a man to be crossddl, She could not
hold back.

‘Now, | think we'll go down to the corral,’ she annced, ‘and you
can show me how good you are at roping one of thteses.'

He walked over and confronted her, barely an ingaya'You mean
one of those longhorns?’

'‘Why, of course.' She slapped the dust off hergeasing her hat as a
fan. The mare snorted, and did a stutter-step,Haugirl controlled
her with ease, and swung aboard.



'You want me to rope one of them steers, singled&an Inside that
tiny corral?'

'Why, yes. And hogtie it. You aren't scared, are¥o

'I'm not a rodeo rider,' he told her softly. 'Anayre darn well right
I'm scared,' he told her as he swung back up distmount. 'Only a
fool would take a chance like that. And my pappyeraaised any
fools—ma'am. Out in the open with a lot of runnmogm, where the
other cattle could spread, that would be a diffetieimg. But penned
up in there with all those longhorns? No, thankegam.'

He was off before Rachel could muster up anothedw&nd when
shedid find the word, it was the sort that her mother ldooave
paddled her for! So she said it again, and traikeck to the ranch.

They-met for dinner that night. She was pacing liieg- room.
Take her miles away from Libertyville, he told heifs and she's
beginning to change a bit. Her hair was up in asitachignon, her
body masked by the masculine double-breastedBuiitthere was a
softness about her. Her face was no longer maskedhat
Impenetrable look of command. Even without makehgrd was a
subtle femininity. There were differences betweendnd the picture
of her grandfather hanging on the w&lt she's no longer a unisex
businessperson, Charlie thought as he wanderedhatooom. She
was standing by the closed-off fireplace, a martione hand.

‘You're ten minutes late." She confirmed by lookdmvn at her
wristwatch, then took a sip of her drink.

*You said eight-thirty," he replied as he tugged gold chain that led
to his shirt pocket. She glared as he hoisted m#issive gold watch
and flipped its cover open. 'Eight thirty-five," kemmented. 'By
golly, I amlate. Five minutes late!



‘Ten minutes,’ she said, using her most frigid tdoet at that minute,
the big grandfather clock in the hall struck thé-haur.

‘We're both wrong," he said, chuckling. 'It's oeight-thirty. Which
means I'm not late at all.' He rushed across thenr@and began to pat
her on the back. She had been taking another siiafocktail when
he came out with that ridiculous statemewe're both wrong!
Somehow the liquid got down the wrong pipe, and HRhavas
choking.

He whipped her around in front of him, her backdhagainst his
massive chest. His hands joined in front of hendkires in, just at her
solar plexus. With one massive heave he forcealttwhol back up,
and cleared her breathing tube. Unfortunately,esimlcohol was a
liquid, it sprayed out through her half-opened rhoand soaked the
love-seat in front of her.

Rachel gasped, but managed to refill her lungs—Fmrdemper as
well. 'Now look what you've done,’ she raged.'Bettet the furniture
than let you choke to death, lady.’

‘That's a very valuable piece of furniture.' Shated to shout at him,
but had not enough breath left.

'Is that so?' he drawled. 'Looks like Grand Rapld€0.'

Rachel forced herself to settle down. It took salomg. And, while
she did her deep-breathing exercises, she thoWjmtn he's right,
he's right. He just saved my life by applying therdlich manoeuvre,
And then | complained because he made me spit epaelatively
useless chair. | owe him an apology.

Apologies were a thing that Rachel Hammond had lsmge
discarded. But she could not just stand therekiolghher eyes at him.
'‘Grand Rapids, 1897,' she said. 'Would you likei@k@'



He grinned at her. He knows, she told herself neslyo He
understands what's going on. Dear lord, what halené? Chosen a
man who's too smart for me?

'l could use a shot of red-eye,' he suggestedmSée me it's been
mighty cold in these parts all night long.’

'‘Red-eye?’
'Rye whiskey.'
‘What sort of mix?'

‘Nothing,' he said, and that grin—that infernahgrivas back again.
'‘My pappy told me that the only way to avoid gegtotrunk was to
stick to one choice and drink it straight.'

'Your pappy seemed to have a lot to say,' shemediigesturing him
to a chair. 'Now. Tell me something about yoursklf—Charlie.
Something real, for a change. Your pappy?'

‘Not like me," he started out. ‘My pappy died yaunghe wars, you
know. Now my grandpappy iskag man. Spent a part of his life as «
sky-pilot, and then switched full-time to ranching.

'Sky-pilot?' she said sarcastically. 'You're begigrto sound like a
very poorly written Western novel. So your grandéxt was a
preacher?'

‘The best, lady. Still is. Got him a deep, strongcg. When he says
"hell-fire" you just know that if you look around yahe flames is
coming straight at you. Evangelical. Preaches tldime religion.
Hell-fire and damnation! In these parts, too.'

'You mean he had a parish in this neighbourhood?’



‘Well, not exactly. Gramps was a chaplain in thenAr Served over
here at Fort Riley, then up at Fort Leavenworthewhe retired from
the Army he went off back to Texas, and the farsilyead down
there. A hard, God-fearing man. Yes, ma'am.'

Mrs Colchester came into the room, her face flushedwhite head
bobbing back and forth like a pigeon on the stiditner,' she said.
Charlie pulled himself to his feet and offered Reldhis arm. She
shrugged it off.

‘We don't bother with that sort of nonsense,' s, &ind floated by
him and out of the door. Notice that, he told hilfas€Eloated. It

almost seemed to be. A longer skirt—the 1890 madedre her legs
were invisible— and she'd look like a Navy destrogéeaming up to
dock! On the other hand, any man who would do angtko hide

those magnificent legs of her ought to have hisdlheamined! He
came into the dining-room with a wry grin on hisda

‘Something's funny?' She might have done away suitheof the old
customs, but she was standing there beside theattiae head of the
table, waiting for him to pull it out and seat hele moved around
Mrs Colchester to do just that.

'Funny? No, something pleasant, ma'am.' He pulsedihair out and
waited while she seated herself.

‘And don't call me ma'am,’' she said. She glowepeak tim. Her lips
were already formed to say the same thing.

'You'll have to excuse me. I'm trying, but it'sardhthing to forget.
My apologies.’

All the food was already on the table. There'lhioefancy serving in
this house, he thought as he lifted the plattetedks and offered her
a choice.



'l can reach everything on the table,' she snappled.sounded like
some ambitious lieutenant on his first night in fileé&d mess, and for
a moment former Colonel Charlie Mathers felt likeewing her up
one side and down the other, but decided on a tevinktead. He set
the platter down near her plate.

‘And now what are you grinning at?'

‘Nothing, ma'am—I mean, nothing. This all reminaee of a play |
once saw.'

‘A play? You saw a play?'

‘Well, | didn't spendall my time chasing the north end of a cov
headed south,' he drawled. 'l believe the autherSteakespeare. Or
something of that naturedid go to school,’ he mused. 'Right nice i
was in those days.’

'‘Don't tell me. Texas Agricultural?'

‘Now that's a nice school too,' he agreed. 'Bud'tigo there. | went
to Southern Methodist. One of those little religioschools. My
Gramps being a preacher and all—'

'Yes, yes, | understand." She was eating with bb#nds,
industriously. Steak and potatoes and greens.

And there's another thing | could do, he told hilingget her out of
the stable and into the living-room. Eventually tlayived at the
coffee.

'‘What do you think about children?' She threw ihis face to watch
the reaction. There didn't seem to be much of agia



'‘Children,' he mused. 'Well, | can take them ovdéethem. That is if
we're talking aboudtherpeople's kids. Now my own—well, that's &
different matter.'

She jumped on the phrase. 'You have children?'

'‘Not that | know of. On one or two occasions | thlot—but, well, it
was a minor mistake. You know how that is.’

‘No, | don't know. Tell me.'

‘Somehow it seems to me that there's a conversgiog on beneath
a conversation. If you want to know something djEecivhy don't
you just come out and ask it? Or maybe give meamah to ask a
guestion or two?'

‘All right. If you want to know something, go aheaad ask.' And if it
isn't too far off base, she thought, | might evesveer it. What in the
world is the matter with me? I'm going all softides If Grampa
could have seen this performance, he'd have g stibk and beat
me something terrible! 'But Mrs Colchester will wao clear the
table right now. Why don't we go out on the veraadd talk?"

It was not an invitation, he noted. It was a comdhade smiled,

helped her with her chair, and followed her outstidevhere a broad
veranda circled three sides of the old stone haduseuple of lounge
chairs were already grouped around a small tablitassteaming pot
of coffee sat in the middle of the table.

'Now, then?"

'First of all, what the devil connection is theretvweeen all this-' he
waved his hand outwards to the stomping of théeciattheir pen, the
sound of night- birds closing in on them, the sroélthe flowers in

the prairie grass '—and that muck-raking magazinendtown?

Which, | am told, you run with considerable enjoyrtre



Her face flushed for a moment. She sipped a latd#ee to help
control her impulse to anger. 'Money,' she said¢. gvandfather left
me this ranch to save or kill. My father left me ttnagazine. The
magazine makes money. The ranch doesn't. | wiskeré the other
way around, but it isn't.'

'So you plough all your profits into the ranch?'

'‘Not exactly," she retorted. 'l don't own all tlwstright. There are
other stockholders. All of whom groan and comp&iery year when
| tell them how much money the ranch is losinge &oked at him
over the rim of her coffee mug. Her eyes were spgrkAnd don't,

for heaven's sake, ask me, "What's a nice girpMdeedoing in a place
like this?"

'Oh, | wouldn't ask a fool question like that. resldy know the
answer. You're just not a nice girl.'

Her mug trembled in her hand, and almost fell s fthor. Got you
with that one, didn't I? he thought. The deardiglrl wants to appear
to be a shrew, but doesn't want to be called otegd 8ne; now let's
move on.

'It seems to me, ma'am,' he said, 'that you'reggairthis the wrong

way around. It's the ranch that's losing money{m®magazine. Why
don't you hire some smart hombre to run the racuwghgown on a few

of the sore spots, and make the ranch run a ptoftastbe possible.

Aren't there four or five other big spreads in #hea? Some of them
must be making a profit.’

'Seven, to be exact,' she snapped. She set hedomugon the table
with considerable emphasis. 'l suppose you think gould take
things in hand yourself?'

‘Well now, | may not be the best cowpoke ever cdmen the pike,
but | can see one or two little things that migatwiorth while.'



Cold seemed to settle between them. Not an am@iticveave from the
North Pole, such as winter might bring, but an eomatl cold. Rachel
Hammond had disappeared; Hammond the executiveéahkad her
place. 'Give me a sample or two,' she commanded.

'‘Easy enough,' he drawled. 'Oh, if you don't mimg/am, | don't
smoke, and | don't like to be around people who do.

Rachel, who had a cigarette halfway to her moutyspd. Her
ordinary reaction would be to light a fire undeg than, which would
send him running straight back to Texas. 'But fasthe hell of it,’
her little devils whispered to her, and she Kkilldke flame and
dropped the butt into the nearby ashtray.

"You think that's important, do you?' Another sgliggwas going on
beneath the surface, he could see. Her fists weneloed.

‘Yes. Have you ever tried kissing a girl who's bsemoking? Tastes
like you were licking an old, greasy rag. Now, Isaabout to say-'

'l can't say that I've made a habit of kissingsgwiho smoke," she
interrupted. 'And before you go any further, Clerll've read
Shakespeare myselfhe Taming of the Shrewasn't it?'

He watched her, curious to see what other respamsggst erupt.
When none followed, he went back to his story. & akose
longhorns,' he said. 'There's a big speciality eafkr lean meat
these days. But you can't raise enough beef tefgdlie market by
keeping them penned in. You need to let them ramrdhge.'

'‘Sure | do,' she muttered. 'Only then | need topk#eem from
interbreeding with my Herefords, and | have to mmore men riding
fence lines and watching, otherwise those longharttisraise the
devil with everything else that walks.'



'‘Not if you take the time to de-horn them,' he s&dn't no big
problem. De-horn them, put your brand on them, anuthem loose.
How many men have you got riding for the brand trighw?*

‘Two,' she said, sighing. 'lt's all | can afford."

'You have to spend money to make money,' he f@ite or two
cowpokes could do the work, providing you had acoelter to do it
with.'

‘Helicopter! I'm barely keeping my head above wad@d now you
want me to trade an inexpensive cowpoke for anresipe helicopter
pilot? You're mad, man. Mad!

He stood, stretching, and looked down at her. Tbermwas up, a
three-quarter silver dollar, and its soft rays Beabed all of her worry
lines, all of her sternness. Very suddenly, Rattehmond looked
like a frightened little girl. And Uncle Roger wawtme to come up to
Kansas, he reminded himself, because he fearedtlsogpevould
happen, or was happening, to this last of the Hamahfiamily. What?

'‘Chopper pilots.' He half turned away from hereToods are full of
chopper pilots. All those thousands we've traired/ietnam, for the
Persian Gulf. They're all around you, lady, lookfng a chance to
make a buck.'

‘And how do you know that?'

'‘Because I'm one of them myself, ma'am. And I'll thet | could
scratch up half a dozen more. Good cattlemen, vidm @an fly a
chopper. What say, Ms Hammond?'

She struggled to her feet, with his hand helpingndpher lower lip.
‘Just who are you?' she asked softly. 'What thel d&\going on
around here? | didn't hire you to be a cowpoke—atgou are one.



| don't need a ranch foreman—and yet you talkdike. | didn't want
a helicopter pilot—what else are you?"'

‘Just an ordinary man looking for work,' he said.9goke as softly as
she, so she moved closer.

'I wish | could believe that.'

'‘Believe it,' he answered. 'What you see is whatyet. And if you
didn't hire me for any of those particulars, justatvthe devidid you
hire me for? Or, come to think of it, did you hime at all?'

Rachel felt something in the pit of her stomacht Biactly a pain,
but rather a disturbance. Brought on either by it or the things
he talked about. Was there really something shiel@muto make the
ranch profitable? Would it be possible to make dlieGossipetnnto
something more to her liking? And what effect woaldy of that
have on her primary goal?

Without realising it, she found his arm aroundstesulder. The night
winds were chilling. His warmth was just what sheeded at the
moment. And it was just then that her practicaldrshifted into gear.
She shrugged out of his grasp, settled her blouse s&irt, and
cleared her throat.

‘Yes, I'm hiring you," she said. Charlie could feéke change.
Hammond was back with him; lord knew where Rachall h
disappeared. 'And | don't mind your taking a littiéerest in the
ranch. After all, the primary reason for all thésfor us to become
acquainted.'

'‘Why?' he asked. 'Why do we go through all thid¢ hescause you
want us two to become acquainted?'

She moved away from him. A safe distance, her notlher. From
this point on I've got to keep the barriers upe Bot to remember that



it's a business proposition I'm working at. Styidtlusiness. Gawd,
Daddy, why did you lay this on me?

'‘What | want,' she told him, 'is for you to give méaby.'



CHAPTER THREE

A MILLION raging thoughts went through Rachel's mind as s
watched Charlie's broad back disappear into theiegelarkness. If |
had the strength, she assured herself, | wouldtgolam and hit him
over the head with—whatever | could find on the WBwyt | don't
have it—the strength, that is. How dare he turrblask on me?

And not a word about her statement. It had takemh@awhole day to
decide exactly how she planned to say it to hind shen he heard
the sentence he had stood quietly in front oftierips had pursed in
and out a time or two, and then, without sayingoadyneither yea or
nay, he had solemnly tipped her a salute and stakeay. The nerve
of the man!

Only then, as she leaned against the pillar tHatuyethe porch roof,
did she begin to doubt herself. Did | say it wrosp@ asked herself.
Too explicit. Not explicit enough? Or does he exgemething more
than a straightforward business proposition? Saedé against the
post. Whatever he planned to do, it would be domead sight.
Suddenly all her memories crowded in on her, arg thurt.

Her father was a disciplinarian of the worst sei#. had driven his
only son to drink and death, and then tried to eoinshy little Rachel
into a replacement. It had been a soul-piercing emmon, ending up
with the stone-faced Hammond @bssiperfame. Only on the most
difficult occasions, and then only in private, hiadchel come out
from behind her Hammond disguise to cry.

This was one of those occasions. Mrs Colchestetdfatb go back

to her own cottage. And Charlie whatever- his-nams-aal stalked
off into the night. Weary, feeling twice her regkaRachel stumbled
down the hall in the semi-darkness, fumbled withdwor, and threw
herself on her bed.



The tears finally ended. She gathered herself @wpmiEre man was
going to control her. There had to be a way arotimd initial
set-back. What was it?

She flipped on the overhead light. No mollycoddlilegmps for

Hammond. Only a bare bulb in a ceiling fixture,tjtise way her
father had always prescribed. With the light one sias facing
herself in the full-length mirror behind the doondhanother startling
thought. One which she had never thought beforeirNall her life.

Am | not—good-looking enough?

| thought that men were ready to—do that at the dffca hat. In fact,
from her readings she had come to believe thadvert an invitation
was needed! And besides, that wasn't the way slaatne have it
accomplished!

Warily she scanned her reflection. No, not beaftynannish look
would be desirable; instead she looked like a Drastbll. Not at all
satisfactory. The blonde curly hair looked almosdifieial in the
bright white light from the ceiling. Her face wasund, with pearly
skin. A little too perfect. And blue eyes, tear-shenleyes. Slowly
she slipped off the rest of her clothes and stuthedeflexion. Her
breasts bothered her the most. Her father had restjuhat any
feminine appearance be suppressed. Over the ysashe developed
normally, everything appeared abnormal. In the lgsir of her
father's life she had taken to binding her bred@std.now, as she was
standing nude and alone, their size and shape ootiloe accepted.

Her narrow waist was no help at all. It pinched herand then

swelled out into hips that seemed ... Disgusteel fgined away from
the mirror, slipped into her simple cotton nightgownd pushed the
light switch.

The electricity went off on command, but the moaasveomething
else again. It poured through her two bedroom wwsj@nd refused



to go away. Although she savoured the summer sigiéeze, she
forced herself to pull the drapes, and then feft Wway across the
darkened room and fell into her narrow bed.

Not to sleep. Sleep was something that came adgs df overwork.
Then one took two sleeping pills, hurried into behd was
eventually slugged into unconsciousness. But ste'thaorn herself
down physically on this day, and she hated theghoaf the pills. So
she struggled and tossed and turned throughouighe Nightmares
raged through her mind. Black and white dreamsliothe worst
things her mind could conceive. Not until the reosbver in the
chicken coop began to sound off, an hour or mofereelawn, was
she able to fall asleep.

Charlie Mathers was not a man who had trouble sl¢eping. He

worked or played all the hours God sent, and tledinrfto an easy,
well-earned sleep. It was a light sleep, though.tiAd nights of his

adult life he had slept with a secret internalralaratching over him.
He took a long walk up the hill to the corral wh#re long- horns had
bedded down early. Now, almost at midnight, thellheader stirred,
and all the others moved at the same time. It wasrof simple

ritual, such as humans might do, rolling over ieitlsleep to find a
more comfortable position. Far in the distance, @uthe range, a
coyote shrilled.

What in the world is going on? his busy mind askad.she say what
| thought she said? In those exact words? 'Whadntus for you to

give me a baby'? More than one woman of his actp@ee had sent
him signals of that nature, but always in insinoiatinever in specific
words. Did she think | was going to jump on her&nglbang, thank
you, ma'am?

This girl was one crazy, mixed-up creature. Was Wit Uncle
Roger had seen, the sight that caused him to writ@e to hurry
home? Of course, when you were serving in the Arcé€, you could



hardly hurry off at a moment's notice. Generals hfjigolonels
certainly didn't. They waited until they had thestirement papers in
hand before they came steaming across the ocedmsrte, where
Uncle's letter had been waiting. Play it cool, ble thimself, as he
wandered back down the hill towards the house. &nexs a dark
shape waiting for him on the front porch.

Guard dog? It hardly seemed likely, yet it was &d Henrietta
battered the porch floor a time or two with hel, @nd offered to lick
his proffered hand. Lord, even the dog is waitiog e to do
somethinghe told himself. And I'm the only dope on the spre/ho
doesn't seem to know just whabmethingneeded to be done!
Disgusted with himself, he wandered down the dalemhall,
guiding himself with one hand on the wall, untieetually he found
his own place, went in, and collapsed on to the Wétere, despite all
the niggling, he promptly fell asleep, and madeanatove until the
cock crowed at dawn, Kansas time.

* % %

Nobody appeared at the breakfast table at sevdock.'cMrs
Colchester shook her head. No good can come sifét told herself
as she loaded up the plates in the kitchen andghtdbem through.
No good can come of a man and a woman sharingatine souse,
unmarried. Her Calvinist soul screamed for herd@dmething. But
all she knew to do was to put the cooked breakiashe table and go
back to her cleaning. So she did.

When Charlie appeared at eight o'clock the eggs weld, the
oatmeal had congealed, and the coffee lookedtasaél grown moss.
But Charlie, knowing it was his own fault, did thest he could with
the eggs, ignored the oatmeal, and really enjoyedoffee. At least
its heating pad had kept it warm, and everyone kinew rotten the
coffee could get to be in the military.



When Rachel appeared at nine o'clock, she lookeditie wrath of
God had struck her. Her hair was all pushed tosmhe, her robe just
barely covered her nightgown, and her eyes wdeslfiith sleep.

'‘Good morning,' he essayed.

'Shut up,' she groaned. 'Nobody talks to me baforecoffee.' She
fumbled over to the table and dropped heavily mtchair. Charlie,
who was feeling almost human, poured her a mugoffee. She
surrounded the mug with both hands, treasuringvirenth, and then
took a sip.

‘Great day in the morning!" she howled. "You'renigyto poison me!
Who made this slop?’

'‘Not me. That's the way | found it. | thought $tad pretty good.'

Rachel carefully grounded the mug on the tableatogh pushed her
hair back off her eyes. 'You?'

'‘Charlie,’ he said. 'You remember? Charlie. Youtats me out to
spend a month on your ranch, and then-'

'Stop. Don't tell me any more. Have you eaten angth

'Yes. Cold eggs. Not bad, except they were friegrigase, not in
butter, and they-'

‘Dear lord protect me,' she muttered as she picketipiece of burnt,
cold toast. 'Look, Mr—Charles. We need to talk. Bot now. Would
you please go away and then join me in my offiterdinch?’

‘You're the boss.' He scraped back his chair artderaauick exit. In
the hall he ran into Mrs Colchester. 'You enjoyednbreakfast?’ the
housekeeper asked. Charlie took a good look aSher didn't sound
sarcastic, but then one never knew.



'Yes,' he said. 'The coffee was fine, but | doa'edor fried eggs. And
| don't see how Hammond is going to eat that odtinea

'‘Hah!" Mrs Colchester did her best to look him igh#&in the eye,
which was difficult because she was so short.dli'g come at the
right time, it would've been a good meal. God'sighument, that's
what.'

Charlie Mathers, who had spent all his formativargewithin the
family of a parson, perked up his ears. God's pumént for coming
late for breakfast? Probably something out of the Testament?
There was a time he could spot almost any quotétein the Bible,
but not any more.

'‘And her father would never have let her leavaahée if she came in
late, without eating everything in sight. A firngusd man, her father
was.'

'Yes, | can see he must have been,' Charlie sadlobked back
through the open door into the dining-room.

Rachel Hammond was hunched over, fighting to swalkbhe
oatmeal, her face almost screwed up into tears.

‘Spare the rod and spoil the child,' the housekesgid as she swept
out of the hall.

'Yes,' Charlie repeated. 'I'm sure he must have lseene sort of
man.' Mrs Colchester smiled at him. It was the firee he had seen
the old lady smile. She evidently thought he waze@igg with her.

Shaking his head, he stomped out of the house eaxtkeld over to the
stables.

Much to his surprise, there were three men in tka.a@One of them
came stalking over towards him. '‘And just who tk# are you?'



Charlie looked him over. A tall, bony man, half-haldth a face
much wrinkled from an outdoor life. Not too old, second look. He
was the sort of man who had been pounded outea &hvil and left
without any finishing touches. And obviously he was at least he
thought of himself as—a man. 'You must be the famfrhe offered
tentatively.

‘Yeah, I'm the foreman. And you?'
'Oh, | came out with Hammond. I'll be here a mohtjyess.'

'Hey, boys.' The foreman waved the other two mear.dlzook what
we've got here. Ms Hammond's fancy boy!

'‘Don't look like no lap-dog,' the first man commeht&.ooks more
like a fire hydrant.'

'‘What | want to know," Charlie said gently, 'is whappened to those
twenty head of longhorn cattle that were in theadast night?'

'Oh, is that all you want to know?' the foremamgeéeat him. 'Curious
fellow, are you?'

‘Got my share of it,' Charlie said, and offeredrhisst vacuous grin
for their approval.

'‘Hot damn,' the foreman said through clenched teéthcurious
pilgrim. Where are you from, boy?'

‘Texas. Now, about those longhorns.

'‘Ain't been any longhorns around this spread imntweears,' the

forman told him. 'Now why don't you slip back intee house and get
about pleasing Ms Rachel? I'm sure there's somatbincould be

doing in the kitchen. We've got man's work to do.'



'Yes, I'll bet you have.' Charlie stepped out & Wway and watched
the three of them saddle up and ride out. A fewuteis later he
located the gelding he had ridden the day beforé fallowed suit.

The horse seemed to remember him. It whickeree asdunted, did
a round dozen prancing dance steps, and then headeith the
generally south direction. The horse wanted to Cimarlie slacked
off on the reins and let him go.

The prairie seemed to go forever over rolling, bling country. The
prairie did, but the fence seemed to stop. Cheglieed in and took a
better look. About fifty feet of barbed wire fenees gone. Not
down, but gone completely. It was hard to trackivigdial cattle
tracks in the high prairie growth. On this sidelo# fence, that was.
On the other side it was easy to see the tyredratk huge truck. A
truck that had come more than once to the same Apdt in the
distance now, Charlie could hear the subdued rbauto traffic.
Route 35—he knew the Kansas Turnpike lay overan direction.

'‘Well, now, horse," Charlie murmured. 'lt would rsethat there's
more than one fish in the sea in these parts.' ideked with his
wristwatch. It was almost noon. Almost time for hext appointment
with Rachel. He turned his mount back towards #émein house. The
horse seemed disappointed at having its run cedtalbut after a
moment he picked up speed. They both had workedswyeat by the
time they pulled up in the stable area. The lurehveas ringing.

Charlie ducked his head in the water bucket sittiegt to the horse
trough, and ran for the house. He had many integesguestions he
wanted to ask, and was afraid of what some of tisevars might be.

Rachel Hammond had preceded him into the diningmrddbout
time,' she said gracelessly. 'You don't seem terstand. We prize
promptness here. Another minute or two and you'tugary.'



Charlie dropped into the chair at her side, rathan the place set at
the far end of the table. 'At least | don't haveatb cold oatmeal,’ he
said.

She flared up immediately. Flared up, grew tensewed colour on
her face, and on the parts of her neck that hesdeealed. But said
not a word. Shéaddressed, Charlie noted, comparing her preser
to what he had seen at breakfast. Her hair wasdyneainbed, the
unruly curls tamed for the moment. Her utilitariaigh-collar grey
dress failed her purpose—to be un- noticeableuhglovingly to a
figure that was more than adequate. Her blue dy&sspears at him.

When she had regained her control, she said, "ohdrd to be
obnoxious, don't you? I'm not sure that-'

‘That I'm the man you want? Maybe | could suggésweother things
| might be able to do for you.'

Mrs Colchester came in at that moment, carryingngle tray and
two plates. What you see is what you get, Chaolig himself as he
looked down at the tiny sandwich and the decorgtickle on the
plate that was put before him.

Rachel picked up her fork and began. 'You werenggyi

'l think I could suggest some ways for you to mg&ar ranch pay,’
he told her. 'That would give you a chance to refieom the
magazine.'

'‘Why do you think | would want to relax?' Rachel sp straight in
her chair and pulled her shoulders back. Whatemtbrld would | do
with time to relax? she asked herself. Sew a fesn® Lord, | hate
sewing. Does this—man—think he can nmy life? Her chin tilted
just the slightest bit higher.

'‘Can't eat if you can't see the plate, lady. Altbatrelaxing?'



‘All right. What about it?'
‘You have a foreman here for the ranch?’
'Of course. Mr Hendrix. He's been here since bafoyéather died.'

‘And about how often did you manage to get out h&efore this
present visit, | mean.'

‘Are you trying to say | neglect the ranch?’
'‘No, nothin' like that. How often, please, ma'am?"

'l—oh, the devil with it. | make it a practice toroe out here four
times a year. Well, theoretically, that's my schediihis last year
we've been having trouble with the magazine. | 'tiget out at the
Christmas season, nor at the autumn round-up.'

'‘Pressing business at the magazine,' he commeé@farhurse, if you
have faith in your foreman there'd be no probld#e.'had to stop
talking at this point. His insulted palate was nyito tell him
something. Sandwich? Not beef, or ham, or make-@mnuygebutter.
He picked up the quartered corner and did histodasspect without
actually doing so. Watercress and cucumber?

‘A family tradition,' she told him. 'My father eryed it.'

I'll bet he did,' Charlie murmured, and did histit® hide the look of
repulsion on his face. 'But for a working cowboy-'

'Yes?'

'‘As | said yesterday, Ms Rachel, I've been runmpgeads bigger
than this since | was fourteen years old, and uf would like to take
advantage of my experience for as long as we'neggm be here |



would certainly enjoy it. A month is a long time f@ man like me to
have only one objective.’

He knew the moment the words were out of his mol#h he had
said too many of then©Only one objectiveBut the girl beside him
was considering, and to his surprise she picked dgferent point
from that he had expected.

You ran this spread you speak of all by yourself?'

'Of course not. Pa was busy most of the time, aadwéds helping
him. But | had plenty of help. | was the oldest kidhe family, but
with four brothers and three sisters-'

‘That many?' He had struck an interesting point. éyes lit up, and
her head snapped out of is customary crouch.

'Yes, ma'am. That many. We managed to rub alorigveda To tell
the truth, if you didn't rub along in my family @hlle rest would gang
up on you. That was before they all got marriedf th.'

‘All got married?'

‘Well, all but me. After schooling, | decided to gdventuring. My
brother Albert took over the homestead, and albtihers found jobs
in our corporation. And then they—well, my mothesed to say it
was an old lIrish tradition. If you can't out-figlyour enemy,
out-populate them!

Rachel's fork fell on to the plate with a dull danYou—they all
have families?'

'You'd better believe it,' he said, chuckling. ‘@amily reunions are
like the mustering of the clan back in the old dounl can't
remember the exact count, but | have a birthdayeneionance book



with three or four entries for every month. Nowywhabout it? Would
you like me to help you around the ranch?’

For the first time that day, Rachel Hammond seetodadht up all
over. 'Well, Charlie,' she said eagerly, 'l thihkre are lots of things
you could help me with. Now, have you finished yhurch? Is there
something else you'd like?'

Charlie Mathers looked up over Rachel's head. Migl{@ster was
standing in the doorway, a large smirk on her f&¢es,' he said,
'there certainly is. I'd like a couple of hambugyand a cup of real
coffee.’

It was late that afternoon when the serene calithefranch was
almost totally destroyed. Charlie had settled hifnse the
living-room next to the telephone, and had madeddthzen calls in
private, when he heard a horse come galloping tipettiouse, and a
few minutes later a pair of loud voices from th&éaaf. To snoop or
not to snoop had never been a problem for Ch&die gathered as
much information as one could, in whatever manmene intended
to be a success in anything, from love to labour.

When the voices rose higher, he got up and stallksdh the hall.
Outside Henrietta was whining on the porch, upgehb sound. The
office door was half open. Without a 'by your I€ave walked in.
Rachel was sitting behind a huge desk, almost bogrup and down
in the grip of some excitement. The range forenkdendrix, was
leaning over the desk, pounding his fist on the agahny finish.

‘Look here,' Hendrix said. 'I'm the foreman. | this ranch. Whatever
happened to those longhorns is my business! I'ea b@nning this
ranch according to all your father's rules for atriwalf your lifetime.



Who put you up to this, Hammond? That imported wyap brought
home with you?'

Rachel was in such a state that she was almostinge&ghe runs the
magazine with whip in hand, Charlie told himselfit lshe doesn't
seem to have any control at all over the ranchaBse she felt she
had to run it the way her father did? Lord, whédtahat man has to
account for! But this is where the changes nedxbtpn. He came up
behind the foreman and tapped him on the shoulHendrix
straightened up and turned around. He was a tall;farmed man,
this foreman, standing inches above Charlie's hemmd perhaps
twenty pounds more in weight. But he hadn't the aiass the build
that Charlie had. He tried to shrug off Charlieandh from his
shoulder to no avail.

'We mustn't forget,' the Texan said softly, 'tiiatvMs Rachel who's in
charge around here, must we?' He flexed his fingérsy bit into
Hendrix's shoulder, and the foreman winced. 'that true?'

'l—yes, damn you! Turn me loose!'

'‘When I'm ready. Ms Rachel wanted to tell you thatgoing to be
assisting you around the spread for a few weekst fsat right,
ma'am?’

'Yes,' Rachel agreed, as she sank back into herastchsniffed at an
incipient tear. 'Yes. He's going to help!" Spokeithwnuch more
conviction, that last part.

‘After thirty years around this ranch, | don't needhelp from him,'
Hendrix roared. '"Your father would never do anyghike that!"

'‘But her father isn't with us any more.' Again thaft but persistent
voice from Charlie, compounded with another didnisffingers into
Hendrix's soft shoulder muscles.



'‘Well, I'm not going to-' Hendrix roared, and thHanoke off. Charlie
Mathers had transferred his one hand from the dleouhuscles to
the lapels of the bigger man's shirt, and had jpi¢ken up an inch or
two off the floor.

'‘Before somebody says something that he mighteghg don't you
and | walk out on the veranda for a private coratre?' The
foreman hardly had the capacity to rebel. His feetdled as he was
towed out of the door. Charlie winked at Rachahastepped out of
the room. The girl sank back again in her paddedr cand sighed.

'‘Why?' she asked herself aloud. But she knew tee/@n Her father
had always limited her. He pushed her into impdsssiiuations at
the magazine, and drove her into the mould he wabig had never
given her control at the ranch. 'Magazines arenfomen,’ he said
more than once. 'Ranching is man's work!" And ardw did Rachel
Hammond see that that sort of statement was fuadanany of her
rages.

When Charlie came back about fifteen minutes lagewas alone. 'l
only asked him a question,' she said defensiMetan't make heads
nor tails out of these ledger books, so | only dskien a question.
You'd think that the owner was entitled to a simpielanation,

wouldn't you?' She came up out of her chair andhvgaist back so
hard that it slammed into the wall and fell over.

"You would certainly think so.' Charlie came strdigp her, around
the desk, past the chair's spinning little castesk]ing his arms out.
Without thinking, Rachel took that one step forwaadd was
enveloped in the warmth.

They stood that way for about five minutes, untacRel began to
reason beyond the comfort and the warmth. She pgustself away
from him. He let her go without a struggle, bendilmyvn to set her



chair back on its wheels. She sank into its safétya sigh. 'Why did
you do that?'

‘Do what? Hug you?' He tilted her chin upward, teeve he could
look into her eyes. 'You've never been hugged b&for

‘Not much.’
'‘But you enjoyed it?"
'Yes.'

He sat down in the big chair in front of her de%fugging,’ he
lectured, 'is a primal need for human beings. Yad we ought to get
to know each other better. There's no better wayhfat to happen
than hugging.'

‘Not kissing?'

'‘No, not kissing. Kissing builds up—other—tensiodsigging is the
thing, Ms Rachel. Now then, about your Mr Hendrix.'

'‘He—he's not reallymy Mr Hendrix. He's myfather'sMr Hendrix.
What about him?"

'He claimed that you didn't know beans about rumirranch. That
your father never let you put a hand to ranchimg,amce.’

'I—I'm afraid that's true. He wanted me to runitiegazine, to make
a lot of money that we could plough back into tlamch, and
he—never-'

‘That's all right,' he interrupted. 'It doesn't teatAnyone can learn
this business if she has a good teacher.'



A tiny spark of independence returned to her. 'Amdi're that
teacher?’

‘Well, that's up to you to say, Ms Rachel. Forrimment | can take
over the work. You can evaluate it. If | don't makdifference in a
month's time you can get someone else.’

'l—don't like the way you said that." She sat upher chair and
sniffed a tear away. 'You make it sound as if Mnéiex is-'

‘Leaving,’ he interrupted again. 'After a sincail&,tMr Hendrix told
me that he had worked long enough for the brand veas going to
quit.’

'‘Oh, my! He—you just discussed it and he-'
‘Threw in his hand, as Zane Gray would say. Effecyesterday.’

'‘But—he's been working here a long time, and hehbtm have a
pension and retirement benefits, and things lik.'th

He grinned at her, and leaned across the desk terewthe
account-books still lay. 'Mr Hendrix," he drawlé&ths been collecting
his retirement benefits for the past ten years aremh

'l don't understand.’

‘Those longhorns,' he said, tapping the book wité finger. 'l don't
know when you bought them for fattening, or howggmu've kept
them, but they've been sold.' His big finger tapgiexicover of the
book. 'And | gather there hasn't been an entry nmadlee book. Mr
Hendrix and his two friends kept the sale money.'

'But that's-'



'You don't have any idea what you would get for rtyeprime
longhorns these days, do you? The long-horn ieatl beef. In this
day of dieting, lean beef is the clamour from ex&rgermarket in the
country.'

‘You're right,'’ she said. 'l haven't any idea howcm money is
involved.' So he told her.

‘Dear God!'

‘Exactly. Now, we could call the sheriff and havaiy Mr Hendrix
arrested for theft. Or we could give him a goodkkicthe seat of his
trousers and get him out of here. If we arrestihmll cause a good
deal of scandal. If we boot him out, there'll Hetdess trouble.'

Rachel Hammond was not a girl who required mucle tionmake up
her mind. 'Do it.’

'l did." Charlie rubbed the knuckles of his riglaink. Rachel looked.
The skin across that massive hand had been scraped.

"You didn't hurt him?'

‘Not very much. He thought it was a great joke.udil | carefully
explained the whole situation. And then he got nd aent over
behind the barn to get his truck. As far as | knb&/'s halfway to
Beaumont by this time.'

'And those other two?'

‘Would you believe, they turned out to be cousinsisl? They left at
the same time. After | finished the argument wignHdrix, the other
two didn't seem to want to argue any further.’'

'l—you leave me with nothing more to say,' she cemiad as she
leaned back in her chair. It was a relief she hadosn felt, this



leaning back to allow the chair to take up som@aasibility. Her
mother and father had taught her to sit with shialjck and feet flat
on the floor. | wonder if I... ? she argued withidedf. And then, 'Oh,
the devil with it.’

She reached over and pulled out the top drawdreodésk. And then,
with careful manoeuvre, put her heels up on th& dsslf. The chair
squeaked, she achieved balance, and suddenly tie weas full of
sunshine.

'l don't suppose you ever put your feet up on &deshe asked.

'‘Not when I'm wearing spurs,' he returned. Thaadrgrin was back
on his face, rubbing out those grim lines thatadsociated with him.
It made him look- somewhat—attractive. If there Isealere such a
thing as love, Hammond, she lectured herself ntight be the sort of
man to begin it with!

'‘Now then, Boss, what would you like me to do next?

Her feet came off the desk with a dismal thumphdught we had
straightened everything out,’ she said. 'You're fdreman—and
you'll figure out what's next. Won't you?'

The question at the end of the statement was satatively. She
even managed to work up a tiny smile of encourageémehich
seemed to set him off into a gale of laughter. Wisiee just could not
understand.

When he finally quit the laughter he said, "Ydbfigure out what to
do next, but you're the boss. You have to put yowand on all the
goings-on. Like, we need a couple of hands righdyaw

'OK. Hire some.

'l did. They'll be in tomorrow.'



‘Then," she said, 'we need to conduct a musteggdow many cattle
we really have.'

'‘Right on the spot,' he returned. 'Down in Texasalkit a round-up.
For which we'll need a helicopter.’

'Rent one?'

He put his feet up on the corner of the desk. Rammelated him. It
felt so good. Not that she had her feet up, althotltat was
a—relaxing—position. But rather because she waghfofirst time,
feeling totally relaxed. Nothing seemed to be ingilas.

‘To tell the truth,' he mused, 'l already have apger in the area. |
suppose we could use it until we get settled down?"'

'It has to be business,' she said. 'No borrowingsgifts. Straight
business.’

"Yup. Straight business.’

‘This is all very nice," she said in a brave toheaice, 'but it's not the
major objective of your visit.' He nodded as ifurelerstood.

'‘When | said | wanted you to give me a baby | menHis eyes
narrowed. 'Of course, | meant it to be by artifiacsemination!

Charlie Mathers, caught unawares, almost choketieasost his
balance and his chair fell over on to the floor.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE ranch lay quiet for three days. Nothing stirredhat house. Oh
occasion Rachel would come out to the stables,Givatlie would
appear, unsummoned. Together they would saddiwai,sedately
out of the paddock, and then ride like the winddsrong and as far
as her mare and his gelding would take them. Oafteenoon of that
third day Charlie borrowed her car and went off.

On the next day a helicopter circled the houseugpleoof times just
an hour before lunch. The stabled horses snortdditéered at the
noise. Rachel came out of the office, a furrow enface. A lesson in
bookkeeping the night before had set her to saagdiis morning,
and she did not like what she had read.

The noise of the chopper brought her outside,epitbt searched for
a flat place to land. The machine came down witlii@p as a stray
gust of wind struck the blades just at the momédnianding. The

landing shocks squealed, the carriage absorbedbltve and the

giant blades lowered their pitch and finally came tstop.

,Even Mrs Colchester was brought to the scene bgwe curiosity.
She stood on the veranda with a mixing bowl anddeaospoon in
hand, and nagged at her mistress, whose immea@isp@mse was to
run out into the yard, not at all a ladylike resgen

'Charlie!"

He climbed awkwardly out of the cabin and came dwedrer. "You

were expecting chopped liver?' He looked over hisukler at the
aircraft. 'Seventeen years,' he mused, 'and sttt get the landings
right!’

'Don't be like that," Rachel said in her softest@o’'l don't doubt that
you're the finest pilot in the—in the what? | mdgs®u.'



'‘One night and you missed me?' He chucked her uretechin and
laughed. 'Air Force, lady. Air Force.' Henriettamatrotting out to
meet them. He stooped to ruffle the dog's fur.

‘The men ought to be along any minute," he saiteasalked them
back to the house.

‘They came already," Mrs Colchester reported. 'fnga, two trucks,
two trailers, two horses. And they are all Indian&®, | am Indian
too, of the Potowotami.'

Charlie stretched out and laughed. It was the fins¢é he had seen
even the tiniest crack in the housekeeper's diatie. 'The horses are
Indians too?"

‘You know what | mean,' the woman said, demandiritg ner eyes
that her dignity be restored. 'The men—they're frmn any tribe
around here.’

'‘Comanche," he told her, and grinned as her bige& grew rounder.
‘Comanche warriors. You'd better hide, little Pattami.'

'‘Don't tease her.' Rachel Hammond had grown immabkuover the
past few days. She had a better control over bathdilexes and her
emotions. But still there was that glint of rock-thaharacter in her
eyes. Flint-hill character? she asked herself. Alike the rock of
these hills? It's nice to have him back. Very ni8at that doesn't
mean | have to tell him so, or let him read it in face.

'‘Lunch in ten minutes,' she announced. Mrs Colenasit off her
smile. Look at that, Rachel told herself. She'sabgieing the orders
for so long that she's insulted when | usurp hacel Or maybe it's
when | regain the place thaheusurped so long ago? In any even
the housekeeper said nothing, but set off for iteh&n, muttering,
‘Lunch in ten minutes. Hah!" under her breath.



Charlie put his hands on Rachel's shoulders amskduher into the
light. 'So. You look a lot better, boss. Been outhie fresh air?'

‘And curled up with a good book," she said solemiilijze station
accounts. We seem to have holes in our fabric.'

'‘About as big as the holes in your fences,' he cented. And at that
moment a heavy truck pulled up into the yard, laésit for a
moment, and went off up the hill. The sign on thke ©f the truck
said Pontiac Fence Menders.

‘A separate crew for the fencing job,' he repodsdshe turned to
look. 'There's too much to do and cut a tally téou know the old

story, the West was won by colt revolvers and bénbae fences?
We don't need the revolvers, but we do need theetenAre you

friendly with all your neighbours?’

‘Mostly. You'd better wash. There's been a revotuiin the kitchen,
but being on time is still important.'

He slid one of his big hands up behind her neck@sitioned her
head for a quick kiss on the forehead. He, turnedi walked down
the hall towards the bathroom, while Rachel's dpdewed him.
That long, loping stride, the cut of his squareustiers—everything a
woman could ask for, she told herself, and thenngl. Because of
course he wasn't. He wasn't exactly tall, he walsmk except for his
permanent sunburn, and she was positive that shéd dind
somewhere on his stripped torso some pure whited Ae
wasn't—well, that might be debated—handsome. Hewsas good
at evading the issue in these parts. She brusheha across her
forehead, where his lips had touched her. Thatnizaes wasn't it? Of
course it was, you dope, she retorted, and wentiooffier own
ablutions.



They were both back at the required time. Mrs Gedtér had set the
table rather formally, including a pure white tatdb¢h. The dishes
seemed to be a little more fancy than he had beemtigstomed to.
'‘My grandmother's,' Rachel explained.

'‘Makes me suspicious,’ he replied. 'Usually whemestaurant
improves the chinaware it's because the food t;ngetvorse.'

'‘Not worse,' she said, teasing him. 'But certaditierent.’

And so it was. When Mrs Colchester wheeled in & cafood, it
contained a stack of hamburgers, a pot of steanoffge, and a very
small side-dish of vegetables. 'Wow," he said.

'‘Wow indeed. Mrs C threatened to quit. Said it Vita@hristian to
gorge yourself on red meat.'

You pacified her? A rise or something?'

'Hey,' she said. 'l read the books. | understand ggstem. Hendrix
wasn't the only one working a good thing aroune: hietold her if she
didn't straighten up and fly right I'd fire her. Wowhat about the
proposal | made to you a few nights ago?'

'l have to eat,' he objected. 'And then | have e wi work to do.
You'll just have to wait, Rachel.'

She looked at him curiously. 'Are ysureyour brothers and sisters
all have big families?"

'‘Every one,' he said as he reached for a burged'sGwn truth.
Every one.’

'‘And you've never had any childhood—accidents?'

'‘Broke my leg once,' he answered innocently.



'‘Damn you,' she muttered. 'A broken leg wouldrécfthis! Ihaveto
have an answer!'

‘All in good time,' he mumbled, his mouth full ofifger. 'My, isn't
this stuff a lot better than watercress?'

The work was hard. First a helicopter sweep arothe entire
perimeter of the spread, with Rachel and one ofatbekkmen from
the wire crew in the back seat. 'And there's amating one down
there,' Charlie said. The chopper heeled over tosile and dived
like an attack- machine. Rachel lost her arrogant and squealed,
just before she lost all her colour.

‘Do you have to do that?' Said petulantly, as €m dver to hold her
stomach together. He casually turned around isdmas to look.

'‘Don't do that,' she commanded. 'Look where youflgng.'

'l didn't realise you had stomach problems,' hé dgablogised. 'Did
you get that location, Heinz?'

‘Got it. That makes six. It hardly seems that ttegesany cattle at all
on the spread. Most of them could walk their wayltpeka at the
drop of the hat.’

'‘Not to worry," Charlie said. "There's good grass glenty of water in
the central area. Cattle may not be the smartesiadsin the world,
but they seldom walk off and leave good grazingrethem. Under
their own steam, that is. Now, one more stretct,vag'll have it.'

‘Then you wouldn't mind going just the least batvebr?"

He twisted around in his seat again and inspectedRale cheeks,
perspiration, trembling hands. 'No, | wouldn't miid fact, we'll go

straight back to the house. That's plenty for tottdybe two or three
days before your crew can get all that.’



‘Three," Heinz commented. 'We follow the old Sparsdition,

"poco a poco".
‘Which means?' Rachel managed to ask.

‘A little bit at a time," Charlie told her, and theoncentrated on the
approach and a gentle landing. He did a betteofabthis time, but
Rachel needed help to unglue her fingers from tbel sarms of her
seat.

By dinnertime Rachel was exhausted. It was notarswal thing, but
normally it was mental exhaustion. This time it was/sical. She
groaned as Mrs Colchester helped her into her.chair

‘Some ancient and arcane Kansas disease?' Claariesic, humming
a little tune, and took the chair next to her. Ehare times, she told
herself, when | deeply resent all that muscle sf But then he wasn't
down on hands and knees scrubbing the floor!

'House-cleaning," she retorted. 'l hadn't realisew little cleaning
has gone on in this house during the past few y&éns Colchester
assures me that she's the cook, not the housekéeobie in places
where | didn't even know | had places.'

'I'll give you a good massage after we eat," hened.

'‘No, thanks.' She drew herself up straight-backetear chair and
glared at him. 'Another one of your secret skills?'

‘Yes." He gave a grand sigh. '‘My last one, I'mystor say. Good
chicken, this is. Local stuff?

'Yes.' Her voice sparkled with pride. 'Except toe fresh vegetables,
we grow most everything we eat. And what we doriwg—like
flour, for instance—we trade for with our neighb&uiThis ranch
ought to be self- sufficient.’



'‘Don't worry your head,' he said. 'Sooner 'n yausay "jump" it will
be!'

The next day she volunteered to go out on the rantehim. "You
won't like it," he promised. 'Better if you stayhame. Most women
don't exactly appreciate range work.'

‘Well, I'm no candy-heart,' she said, and despgeohjections she
saddled her own horse and joined the crew justesun came up.

‘The first thing we do,' he told her, 'is to gathdittle herd together.
The men built a corral out in the boondocks yestgerddnce we get
the cattle into the enclosure, we'll go to work.'

'‘Seems to me the only work required is to movecthitie into the
enclosure,’ she said. 'What else can there be?'

'l..." He was almost ready to tell her, and deciedo. 'l think you'd
better wait and see,’ he said. So all morning Ehgrode trail as the
men gathered in strays from the north sectioneféimge. It wasn't as
bad as she expected. From her reading, she exeatezlin a spit of
dust. Here on the prairie, where the grass waslasg a steer's
stomach, there wasn't that much of a problem. Bynnilvey had
gathered in some fifty head.

She was glad when he swung down from his saddlenaitdd her to
do the same. Mrs Colchester had appeared, drivimagan that was
to serve as a chuck- wagon. A fire improved thel$aape. She hung
on the rail of the temporary corral and looked at lbawling
possessions.

'‘Not bad,' he told her. 'Take a good look. Thosesteer look to be
four years old. They're ready for market. Whereg/oo ship them?”



'‘We generally move them by truck over to Holcombis¢ told him.
‘The big slaughterhouse to the west of us.’

'So we'll sell off those twenty-two," he said, wimty another notch
on the tally stick which seemed to be always with.hDo you have
any idea what they'll bring?'

'‘Not the slightest,' she said. 'l can quote yoledtking rates for any
page and size in our magazine, but ranch pridds Hendrix always
took care of that.'

'‘What an owner,' he chided. 'Those are all prineg.b&nd he told her
what price she might expect. Rachel took a deegitoré was almost
as if Santa Claus had scheduled a second visiethill country all in
one year.

‘And now what about those others?' She gesturédeatest of the
herd that was gradually being segregated.

'l don't understand this," he allowed. 'Normallyentyou buy young
beef and fatten it, you don't have this sort ofbjpem. But there are
young calves out there. They need to be branded.thAen..." His
voice dropped, as if he didn't want her to hear.

'What?'

'‘Rachel," he said, 'come get your lunch.’

''d like to know what's going on. It's my ranch.’
'It certainly is," he agreed. 'But after lunch,|lbha?’

Back at the chuck-wagon, Mrs Colchester had arrarmgednvas
fly-leaf which provided a little shade at the siddle wagon. They
all moved into that shade, collected a platefulooid, and squatted
down to eat.



'‘Don't you think this meal is a little too hearty@'looked over at her
plate. 'We're not writing gossip stories,' he toddl. '‘Beef stew, with
plenty of vegetables. Just right for this kind adriw Plenty of hot

grub. Eat up.' Just this once, Rachel told hersetf,not going to

argue with him. He's been nice to me for a couptiags; I'll be nice

to him.

She stuffed herself, and then added a little mé#een the meal was
done he walked over to the spring near where there wamped,
filled both canteens, and came back. By that tineettvo cowboys
were inside the corral, with a separate fire going.

' want to see,' she insisted.

He pulled her down to the ground. 'No, you doné&,5aid. She could
smell the sizzle of hide as the branding irons wamreto use. The
heifers bawled and kicked up a fuss. Sitting beliredchuck-wagon
as they were, she could see nothing.

'l thought that branding wasn't supposed to huettPi she asked
anxiously.

‘Depends on how thick the hide is,' he returned.

'‘Have you any idea how cruel that sounds?' shedask@asperated.
‘How would you feel if somebody came around aretitio put their
brand on your—your hindquarters? That's no waydatta lovely
little cow.'

'You just aren't going to let go, are you?' he saigy. "Well, in order
of questions, no, | wouldn't care to have my., lmanded. Secondly,
the heifers aren't the ones making all the noise."

‘That's enough evasion,’ she snapped. For a mostetwas
Hammond, back again in all her regal glory. 'Te# mhat's going
on!'



'OK, lady, you asked for it. Some of those littkabts are male.’
‘That doesn't tell me anything!'

‘You're in the business of fattening cattle,' hd,sfighing. 'The male
Is a fractious animal. If you want him to be fatdazontented you
have to-'

'‘Oh, my God, they aren't-'
‘Yes, they are, ma'am. Would you like to go watch?'

Rachel certainly didn't want to go and watch. Skda'tleven want to
stay where she was. She was up on her feet bedoceuld offer a
hand, dashing away from the wagon and the conréhg direction of
the spring. By the time he caught up with her saé lost all her
lunch, and was hunched over in some misery, triangomfort her
upset stomach.

To complete her misery, she was still crouched dowxt to the
spring when the two cowboys came out of the col#dll finished,
Charlie,' one of them said. 'We're going to hatieemeal of prairie
oysters tonight. Care to come join us?'

‘Prairie oysters?' she asked.

‘They're going to stay out here tonight,' he sdide trucks will be
available tomorrow morning. After they load themthey'll round up
another bunch, and do it all over again.’

'‘Prairie oysters?' she demanded. He had been tyiagoid looking
at her. Now it was impossible. Her face was wiits, eyes rimmed
with red, and she was trembling.

‘Take my word for it," he said. 'Nothing is was#td round-up. You
really wouldn't want to know.'



'‘Oh, my God.' She came up to her feet, lookingéone place to run.
Nothing appeared appetising, so she moved a teat&idt in his
direction, and then ran at him as soon as he opeseatms to her.

Mrs Colchester had finished hitching her old pidbhabrse to the
chuck-wagon, and started to bump over the praiviatds the ranch
house. 'Come on,' he ordered.

Without protest, Rachel Hammond went with him toevéh their
horses had been ground looped, and waited whilgabdled them
both. They rode back, a full hour of travel, withaword being said.
When she dismounted at the stable she left hirar® for the horses,
and fled to the house.

At dinnertime Charlie was the only one to comehe table. Mrs
Colchester grumbled and mumbled as she servedAifime, full
meal it was, but the cook was certainly not hagyinout an hour later
she came to him, on her way home.

'‘Ms Hammond, she would like to see you right awayer office,’
she said. 'lt was fun to be out on the range toliessy didn't like it?'

'‘How right you are.' He pulled himself to his feed finished off the
bottle of beer at his elbow. 'Missy sure didn'elik’

Despite the 'right away' he took his time, poureasielf a second cup
of coffee from the carafe on the side table, anlgt mmen that was
finished did he stretch, and start down the corrido

The office door was closed. He knocked peremptarg went in
without waiting for an invitation. The woman behitie desk looked
up at him. Not exactly the Hammond @bssiperfame, and yet not
exactly Rachel, who was filled with fears and coempsk.

"You wanted to see me?"



‘Yes, | can't wait much longer, Charlie." She naskp brushed her
hair off her forehead, and planted both feet firmtythe floor. This
time, she told herself, we're going to settle etreng. Everything
important, that is. He's not going to weasel out.dt's not too late
for me to go back to Libertyville and get the sestaman on the list.

Oh, isn'tit? Of course it's too late. There's morkim than just being
the father of my child. He's a multiple characserd somehow | seem
to like all of him! Fool!

He dropped into the chair in front of her, draporge long leg over
the chair arm. 'Now just what was that you canit foa?'

'‘Don't give me that business,' she snapped. Strhageeasily he
brought the onslaught of tears to her eyes. Butmsttime, she told
herself. Not this time. "You know darn well I'mKkisg about—my
baby! Now, are you in agreement?"

He hesitated, looking her up and down. 'Don't yook this is kind of
crazy?' he asked. 'With your magazine and thisasiyigow are you
going to take care of a baby? I'll bet you don&reknow where to
begin.’

'l can learn,’ she muttered through clenched t&ther women have
managed, without a lot of education. | can learner€ are books
a-plenty. | can take courses at the University. Whthere that's so
difficult?’

'It's more than just changing nappies or fillingttles," he said
bleakly. 'You also have to love them. Not your sgyauit, is it?'

She whirled around in her swivel chair so that leck was to him.
But not fast enough so that he could not see tefeeming in her
eyes.



Low blow, he told himself. Hammond may be impenata but

Rachel is as vulnerable as the day is long. Sl¢'sming about a
baby; she's crying about a life 'without love! Fost a moment
Charlie Mathers realised something that had begindhaway inside
him. For all his years in the service, for all lsisge family, he was a
little short in the loving field himself. He was@ld to add on to the
conversation, when she wheeled her chair aroumeeyes blazing.

'‘Damn you!' she exploded. 'l suppose you thinklyaxe a monopoly
on loving?' He held up two hands in surrender,diwat kept right at
him. 'If | had a child, | could take care of him.hé/would know
better than me how hard it is for a child to grggwuthout love?' A
pause for a surreptitious wipe at her leaking &yed I'm goingto
have a baby!

'‘Look," he replied, 'l don't have any objectiorytmr having a baby.
As the last of the Hammonds, | suppose you oweybur father and
his father to do something. But tell me again whshbuld be the
father of this child?'

'‘Because,' she sputtered, 'because you've bednllyaselected by
my doctor to be the perfect match. Genetically,gptaily, mentally,
everything. And, I've already told you, I'll pay wyavell for the
service.'

‘Ah. You've been running a stud book on me?’

‘You're darn well right,' she said grimly. 'Thisldhs too important to
me to be left to chance. And don't bother me wlitthase arguments
about how millions of women managed to get it dartbout all this
trouble. I'm not millions of people. There's onlyeoof me— the last
Hammond. | have to be careful." A moment's pausg, taen she
added plaintively, 'And even with all this searcid desting—I don't
understand. You don't seem to be—you almost reattyau weren't
the man we tested.'



‘Sort of a mocking-bird egg left in the nest?' kst ja second Charlie
considered telling the truth about how he had cmiteethe system by
accident, short-circuiting the Hammond Search andzuge
programme. But only for a second. His uncle, befwedied, had
wanted mightily for him to come north and help tid-woman. And
Uncle Roger had been important in Charlie's growipgHe nodded.

‘All right. | guess | could—theoretically—agreette proposal.’

‘Good! I'll get the medical team out here tomorrang they can get it
over with in a jiffy.'

'‘Now whoa,' he objected. 'Just slow down. | saidn see this being a
reasonable idea—in theory. But when you come dglan to earth, |
don't know that | can agree, not at all. Artificiasemination?'

'l can't believe you're saying that,' she told hitis by far the most
scientific way of doing it. The ranches use théntegue all the time.
That's why one bull can service a complete hercbofs. | can't see
your objection.’ She settled back in her ch&o. there!she told

herself. There isn't a better way to get this ddiet.one!

'So tell me why," he pondered, 'you would want &wveéhone bull
service a complete herd. Are there more of you dndth some
corner?'

'I—no.' Damn you! She was almost out of her chafole common
sense took over. So he's playing hard to get?

'‘No, there's only me. That was only a metaphaoup'ithe price fifty
per cent.’

'Sounds better and better all the time,' he anglvere

He's weakening, she told herself. I've got him pthdown! 'But?’ she
asked. 'There waskaut?'



'Indeed there was,” he said, rising. 'You've goé tWrong
bull—er—man, Ms Hammond. That's the trouble with this
research. Sure, artificial insemination is great fbe rancher.
Probably the cows don't mind in the least. Butadigione ever ask the
bull whathefelt about the situation?'

'You don't make a great deal of sense,' she coneiettits all very
simple. | don't see why we have to introduce ai gmotionalism
into a simple business proposition. Surely you texpect us to go
back to the old-fashioned-'

'‘But that's exactly whatdo mean,' he interrupted. 'If you want me t
co-operate, ma'am, it's back to the old-fashioneshigng and
moaning and sweat proposition. And there's no otvegr that I'm
willing to cooperate.'

She was up out of her chair, her mouth formed fa tsual
Hammond roar, but no sound came out. What's wrdatigme? she
asked herself. | don't dare roar at him. He migékwut on me. So?
So, said a deeper intelligence within her, | dam@ht to go through
with this with some other man. Just with him. Whish't logical!
You might think I'm doing something emotional artdpsd—Ilike
falling in love?

'‘Charlie, sit down. Surely we two logical humanngs can reason
our way through to a better solution?'

'‘None that | can think of," he said. 'Look, ma'éim.tired. It's been a
long, tough day, and | need some rest. That's sy diéer. If you
want me to father your chilli, then we do it the-éashioned way.'

'‘But—that could take months,' she sighed. 'Altholig never tried
it, | understand it to be very—vulgar. And theres certainty
of—being successful. There's no accounting for hc
often—I—surely you don't mean that, Charlie?’



'l surely do," he returned. '"You have some verg farguments,
Rachel, about the cow and the crowd and the coareai But | have
to look at it strictly from the viewpoint of the buf you have some
scientific survey that tells me the bull enjoys iedl out of all this, I'll
rethink things. But until then, lady, it has tothe old-fashioned way.
And now, if you'll pardon me, I'll get to bed."

She watched his back as he stalked out of the rAdarangry back, as
if she had insulted him, she thought. And all txred to do is to get
some common sense into this proposition. Sureleth@o need to
go through all that tangle of emotions that he seémwant? No
doubt about it; | ought to go back to town andrggtadvisers to send
me the number two man on the list. But—could thegt & man who
could take care of mand my ranch's problems? Could they find :
man so full of humour and care and concern? Noffqusne, but for
everything and everybody? And if they could, walbe@ able to think
about this new person the way | think abde&r Charlie?

Wasn't that a dead give-awafpzar Charlie'. | can't believe it. After
all the years of lecture from my father, have llefal off the
bandwagon of stoic logic in just a couple of weeks&ar Charlie'?
Come on now, woman, think straight. How does he maich a
salutation? Of course, | call Henrietti@ar as well. A short form for
affection, | suppose. Andrieverthink to call Mrs Colchestedéar.
Doesn't that tell you something, Rachel Hammona@rider what he
would say if he knew I'm classifying him in the sagroup as my
dog? Now if | can only hold to that picture | ougbtoe able to break
out of this problem about the bulll And now let's ¢o bed.
'‘Perchance to dream'?

Charlie started out for his bedroom, but detourdd the shower.
One shower was not enough in the ranching busirtésshad a
terrible itch in the middle of his back—and anotbae somewhere



else. Neither could be scratched! 'Damn womanthbtered as he
climbed into the hot spray and turned to get tgbtrangle of attack.
'‘Why me, God?"

The hot water soothed. He applied a liberal dos®ap, massaging it
in almost subconsciously, and thinking. Rachel Haman "There's
no doubt,’ he muttered to himself, 'that she's loglé of a lot of
woman. Point number one." Another liberal soapiiitpere's no
doubt that she wants—what? Not me, perhaps, butaghace | can
offer. And isn't that a terrible way to think abdbis woman? As if
she were a cow, waiting to be serviced. But i&alt €xactly what she
keeps saying? Well, they're not going to fool acbonyfamily jewels
with this artificial insemination business!'

Despite all his complaints, at this moment he fotinicigs were
running out of control. He flipped off the hot watnd let the cold
run down his big frame. By the time he dried offAees still incensed,
but somewhat calmer.

Why did this broad pick me up and proposition mef@ Avho is this

doctor that she keeps referring to? Someba@hpuldhave met? The
idea teased at him as he walked down the hall. Sanmey plan of

Hammond's which came unhitched? Is there, somevihéne wide,

wide world, a big hulk of a man, looking for thisman? The idea
tickled him so much that he was laughing as he guh$%achel's
closed door.

Rachel, who was still awake, despite her everyraitenot to be so,
heard him come down the hall. His footsteps hesitédr a moment
outside her door, and then he laughed and wenowm towards his
own room.

Damn the man, she thought. Double-damn him! Sheph#idd and
pushed and tossed for so long already that hetskesre tangled
around her and she had lost her pillow somewhedkghantly she



squeezed herself off on to the floor, threw henkddis back on the
bed and stomped over to her window. It was on&éadéd clear, cool
Kansas nights. The stars in their myriads werekéipgroverhead. A
three-quarter moon changed the whole outside workllver. That

wary coyote up on the ridge was joined by a partoeth wailing to

the skies. A mating call? Rachel felt a shiver mpnher spine. The
last time she had thought of mating calls was wdtenwas fourteen,
watching an old Rin-Tin-Tin movie on television.

Disgusted, she fumbled around in the dark for bbeyand managed
to wrap it around her. There might be peace otlteropen. Certainly
there was none to be found in her bedroom. Sheeapbler door
carefully, to avoid waking him, and walked down thall to the
kitchen door.

A cool, almost cold wind was blowing when she segpput of the
house. She closed the door as quietly as she cthdd, walked
around the corner of the veranda to where the lewfgirs waited.
Rachel Hammond, restless in body and soul, triedliszipline
herself, without any luck. She paced back and ftotha time, then
returned to the chairs and dropped into one of them

There were incidental noises from the barn. Thekchf some sort of
metal, the casual stomping of a stabled horsetlendgound of water,
flowing from the little spring that provided watler both house and
barn. Somewhere in the distance she heard a maundicall. A
loon? The wind ruffled her hair. She relaxed fan@ment.

Her left hand was hanging down, almost touchingflibar. A cold,
wet nose thrust itself into it. 'Blue?"

Not the puppy, but the mother. 'Henrietta?' Hegéds were licked in
acknowledgement. 'Only us women keeping the nightch®a Her
dog gruffed an agreement. 'Well, we deserve edudrotion't we?'
Another agreement.



'‘Am | being a fool, dog? | know all there is to kmabout running a
gossip rag; why the devil am | dreaming of remakimgself into a
rancher? Instead of using that psychologist to ffireda man, | should
have used some man to find me a psychologist!

Her dog snorted in disgust and lay down to slefemd ‘that,' Rachel
told herself, 'is just what | need too. Tomorrowill put on the whole
armour of innocence—Ilord, where ditht phrase come from?—and
completely neglect this Texas cowpoke. I'll getthrogood week of
rest, and then go back to the magazine. MaybledVle him out here
to run the ranch. He seems to be pretty good at mhdoes. Horses,
cattle, choppers—now don't say that didn't surpgiea, Rachel
Hammond!'

She squirmed around, trying to make herself corabdet in the
lounge chair, but the wind was rising, the tempertiropping, and
neither her nightgown nor her robe did much tovale her feelings.

So stop playing the heroine, she told herself, gmdack into the
house for something warm. She pushed herself ouhefchair,

waking the dog in the doing, and stopped for a nmirteapologise.
By the time Henrietta was finished with her objert, Rachel was
really chilled. She fumbled for her slippers, botikd only find one. It

was a hop and a skip routine across the wood tédine veranda,
until finally she came to the door. Henrietta whkxse behind her.

Rachel fumbled for the knob. The door was old,kiheb was older,

and it normally required a considerable slam tonapeSo, without

thinking, Rachel gave the knob a hard twist, anshpd against the
door with her shoulder. And nothing happened.

'Oh, lord,' she muttered. She knew without lookifige Yale snap
lock had closed when she came out of the housethemnd was no
way in the world that she could get back in. Exdeio around the
house and tap on Charlie's window. And that, skieherself, | will



never do. So back she went to the lounger, inttedrietta to come
up with her to share the heat, and prepared todsffenrest of the
night consorting with the stars.

'‘But you see,' she told herself, 'if | were on gterans with Charlie,
all of this would be a laugher!" It was a good nhdeason, but did
nothing towards keeping her warm through the night.



CHAPTER FIVE

RACHEL failed to make an appearance at the breakfast.tabis
Colchester, coming in with the syrup for the pamsakshook her
head. 'Very bad," she said. 'The nose runs, the wgep, the throat
coughs. | don't understand it. She spends all raghthe porch, you
understand. Something about worshipping the dtdm't know this
worship. She says, after you have breakfasted,dwl please to
come by her bedroom for just a moment?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Charlie replied as he dug ingostincculent pancakes.
'If she's not coming, | suppose | could eat atheg by myself?’

'It would make me very happy,” Mrs Colchester saith a little
giggle. 'Always she worries about the food. Waste want not, she
says. And things like that.’

‘Well, I'm glad somebody's happy around this pl&xen along now,
child.'

‘Not a child,' the woman replied firmly. 'At sixtyam not a child!

'Yes. Yes, of course you're not. Sixty, huh? Homglbave you been
on the ranch?'

'l came when | was young. With the grandfather, yoderstand.
Maybe | was—oh—thirteen then.’

'‘And you never had the chance to finish school?’

The woman turned around to face him. 'Always thisggion,' she
said. 'Why should I finish school? Do they teach fiow to live, how
to ranch, how to find a husband? Nothing. My fated | must learn
more.



Poor Indians are always poor if they have not thecation. But Mr
Hammond, he says a woman only needs to know hawslkeane and
kitchen. So, he offers more money, and | stayntseall back home,
and my father, he don't argue any mafeufinish school?'

Caught unprepared, Charlie blinked at the attattell, | guess I'd
have to say yes,' he confessed. 'l finally finishelege. It took me
six years to do it, but it's done. Can't you se tlook smarter now?'

The woman giggled again. Charlie shook his heagfjudited at his
own action. A giggle, from an Indian woman, did mean what it
meant to a white woman. It meant she was embadasgethe
subject.

'Foolish talk," she returned. 'Going to school doesshow on the
outside, only on the inside. You don't forget, M&cRel says come to
see her?'

'l won't forget. A very educational conversatiorrsNColchester.' The
woman giggled again and fled. Charlie turned badkg plate to give
the pancakes the greeting they deserved.

Rachel Hammond sat up in her narrow bed, two p8l@umped up
behind her. Her nose was red and sore, her eyesbiered, and she
had a massive headache. All emphasised by her sEhaging been
ill-used. Nevertheless she was dressed, if onetrogghit that, in one
of those frilly nightgowns that her Aunt Harrietchbought for her,
back in the days when her brother Jimmy was &&@lheir apparent,
and little Rachel was just a happy-go-lucky gihelclothes were still
stuffed in the back of her cupboard, and she haealtd from Aunt
Harriet in almost ten years. But today, for somason, she had
ordered Mrs Colchester to dig this rag out for BRgoure white cotton
gown, almost trans-parent, that covered everythmg chin to



ankles, and yet left everything exposed. She cbatdly see herself
in the mirror on the opposite wall, but she trieghteen. That was the
moment he came through the half-opened door wghubual casual
approach. Unless one studied his eyes, one wourlll e had not

noticed the gown at all. Damn the man, Rachel heicelf.

'l hear you're not feeling too well?'

He took the chair beside her bed, without evemartation. | don't
know why | bother, Rachel thought. He's not thesteait
conformable. If | take up with this man, he'll hate be
house-trained!

'I'm well enough to conduct business,’ she mutiesadl then
coughed a time or two to prove it. 'Hammonds dalh'go soft just
because they have a little head cold!" Two moreghsuand a vain
attempt to blow her nose without applying that fulippressure to it,
without success.

'l have a feeling,' he drawled, 'that now I'm gaiodind out that it's
all my fault.'

'Itis," she snapped. 'Among the dozen or morgythyiou repaired in
the past few days was the lock on the kitchen door!

'It needed it,' he agreed, trying to maintain atraposition. He
knew by the set of her eyes that he was sailikg, the ancient
Greeks, between Scylla and Charybdis on a wild sea.

She threw him a quick glance. 'And locked me ouhm cold. But
that isn't what | asked you to stop by for.'

'‘Oh?' He crossed his legs.

'l wanted to tell you,' she said hurriedly, 'thaeldecided to agree to
your terms.’



‘You agree to-?'

‘You either have the worst memory or the lowest lgago of any
man I've ever met,' she snapped.

'Oh, that." A moment's pause as if he was thinkmgething over.
She glared at him, trying to compel him by the shpmver of her
thoughts. Don't, she told herself, almost screamian't introduce
half a dozen other qualifications. Just say-

'Yes,' he said, interrupting her thoughts. 'OKnthe

‘That's it? Just "OK"? Something as important as, tnd all you
have to say is "OK"?' It was hard to control ragachel discovered
in that moment, when you were feeling as bad she atathat
moment. | think every muscle in my body aches, eveh some of
the aches have aches! And this imperious—cowpokehkeatan do
Is slouch there and say 'OK' on the most importiaision in my
life!

'‘Well," he said cautiously, 'that seemed to beirtygortant thing to
say.'

‘And when,' she asked, in a very unsteady voies, we arrange to
get this—show on the road?'

'‘Most any day now,' he allowed as he stood up.nibt the sort of
thing you can do when one partner is sickly, yoavkn

'‘When, damn you?'

‘There's lots of things need doing around this aghtene told her.
‘Some more trouble with the cattle, for examplelah to ride out to
the tally and see what the problem is.'



'‘And then there are, | suppose, half a thousandrdthings more
important?'

‘Matter of priorities, ma'am.’
'Don't call me ma'am!’

‘Yes, ma'am.' He was out of the door before hdy dioffee-cup
smashed against the wall about six inches frorhéasl. He whistled
as he went down the hall, which only added to Ré&chemendous
headache.

The headache persisted throughout the day, madsewwhen
Charlie bustled in at lunchtime, still whistlingycafailed to come by
the sick-room to report. Rachel fumed and fussedl tassed and
turned. She wanted to ask him what was going oe.v&mnted to ask
somebodybout the editorial for this week\ational GossiperShe

wanted to ask someone why her head hurt so muehw8&hted to be
somebody's little girl, allowed to climb up into nsebody's
comfortable lap and seek solace. She wanted to—entindt man?

Mrs Colchester came in twice. Once to take her gzatpre, all the
while muttering that she was hired to cook, natitoa nursing home.
The second time with a large glass of hot lemon&tikich is what

my mother used all the time for colds, before Kangas full of

doctors. Quacks, the lot of them. Now see if you @dank the whole
thing down.'

Rachel managed the dose, and much to everybodpsssufell into
a uneasy sleep. When she awoke it was dark outsmieshe was
feeling as miserable as a girl could possibly lentaich so that she
was unable to stop the shivering and the sobbing.

Charlie had spent the evening in the business effichere the
paperwork was helping him develop a headache ofoivs. He
walked quietly down the hall on his way to bed, whees heard



Rachel crying. It was just the sort of thing he \donever have
expected from Hammond. He stopped by her door fnoment, and
then went in.

By the feeble light of the night-lamp he could ¢eat Rachel was
tossing and turning, her nightgown rumpled up to theghs, her
blankets all over the floor. She was mumbling. igeoed over to the
bed and touched her forehead. It was warm andTary.warm. As
well he knew, the nearest doctor was thirty-fivelesi away.
Decisions, he told himself. Take her to the docBnifig the doctor to
her? Compromise?

It was long after Mrs Colchester had left the faoore, so what must
be done lay entirely in his hands. First, she lathd made more
comfortable. He searched the kitchen and came tiparnienamelled
wash-basin, which he filled with warm water anditlearried back to
the sick-room. 'Rachel?’

She moaned something that he was unable to intekbeeshrugged
his shoulders and went to work. Stripping her wagasy thing. The
nightgown fitted just a little too closely everywbeOnce, during the
exercise, she mumbled, 'What are you doing?' Héetesome
doggerel that satisfied her, and when the nightgaas disposed of
he gently laved her from head to toe. It was reialk what effect
the gentle washing had on the patient. And on him.

Rachel gradually settled down and accepted hisstnations. He
himself required a considerable amount of discglfBhe was a great
deal of woman, and he was a man with a hair-triggéne sex line.
But, with all the handicaps, he finally managedfitosh the job,
change the sheets, and tuck her into a simple rahimtsto serve for
the rest of the night.

During all of this she had managed to grab at hisdhand hold it.
Now, when he tried to break away, she stirred ulyeasd refused to



let go. 'Don't leave me,' she muttered. And themrenfoudly, with a
sense of panic, '‘Don't leave me!’

I won't," he told her. That was before he assebsedarrow little
bed. 'l don't intend to sit up all night," he mureul

'‘Don't leave me," she said, more clearly this time.

All of which seemed to leave only one alternatikie. slipped his
arms under her dead body-weight and picked herTinat's nice,
Daddy,' she whispered in his ear. Like a face ddliwater, that
statement. Very suddenly he lost all his wild madeponses, and
managed to carry her back to his own room almodt sise were a
child, kicking the door shut behind them.

Charlie had never disputed his room assignmentast probably the
biggest bedroom in the house, with an immense, adtibned brass
bed big enough for three. He overcame the diffycaftopening up
the bed by balancing her weight on his knee whéephlled the
blankets back. Throughout all this he kept -croonitg
her—fragments of songs that he had used for yelaes wight-riding
a herd of cattle. When finally he managed to getlog/n on one side
of the bed, he chuckled to see that she was qnétwearing a big
smile on her face.

He touched her forehead one more time. After atmalrperiod of
perspiration while he was bathing her, her tempeeateemed to
have dropped. And now what? he asked himself.dtlie®en a long,
hard day out on the range. Never had he known a oartankerous
herd. And one of the newly repaired sections ofédmad come down
and had to be repaired.

Accident? Poor installation? His wire repair teaadicome well
recommended, beeingwas better thathinking,as his father used
to say. Get to bed. Either the problems of thetnigiuld go away, or



they wouldn't. There was no reason to stand inntigdle of the
bedroom in the developing chill.

Back to the bathroom, feeling his way along thd weavoid putting
on more lights. It gave him a chuckle. He and Rhalege the only
two living things left in the house, give or takem@use or two. A
quick, warm shower relaxed his muscles. His minadesed. This
wasn't what he had planned when he came out cfahece. There
was a small ranch over by Nogales way that hacit m over a
decade. He had planned to change that situation.

But now Rachel had his promise. Fathering her chiftb not a
one-night stand. Or even a nine-month stand. If she his child, he
meant to stick around to help raise the littledell Yes, it would be a
boy—Hammond would, some way or another, see to &ad she
would expect, once the child was born, to give hircertificate or
something, and see him to the door. 'Atidsee tahat,' he grumbled
as he shut off the water.

A heavy rub with the big bath towel, and, wearindycthe towel
around his waist, he walked back down the corriohis own
bedroom. There was a little bit of light from thase windows,
luckily, or he would have fallen over his own bodsother moment
of contemplation, looking down into the darknessewehshe lay.
Well, he told himself wryly, she's been inviting méo her bed for a
long time!

He climbed into the bed, trying to be quiet, and suwceeding. His
two hundred and nine pounds were somewhat more ttiarold

springs were prepared for. They complained. Heefrozposition,

half up and half down. Rachel stirred and muttesechething. He
hardly caught a word. Something to do with the maga—a dream
from the heart, he told himself. And then he rethiee rest of the
way. He flipped the towel off on to the chair néxithe bed, made



himself a little nest as far away from the sleemifas he could, and
closed his eyes.

Just after midnight, as restless as the cattlewiad made up most
of his life, he came awake. The girl had movedalds him, turned
on her side facing him, and her head was restingi®shoulder.

Not quite comfortable, she wiggled a little furtiehis direction. He
managed to put his arm around her shoulder for cdimfsake. The
firm cones of her breasts, separated from his biionly a sheer
cotton shirt, bore into his chest. Charlie Mathleasely contained
himself. Trapped in position where he lay, he caowdidher come nor
go. All he coulddo was lie still and hope she wouldn't awaken at
demand an explanation.

She made some delightful noise, and then giggleg.cbunting
sheep, he advised himself, but being a true cowtmendnded up
counting steers. One after the other, countingntrth ends of Texas
longhorns going south through a hole in the barva@ fence.
Maybe there's some symbolism there, he told himEekn he could
hardly stand it. The tension wore him down, andhavaly he went
to sleep.

Rachel Hammond woke up at about eight o'clock. fatder, but
things were in such a jumble. To begin with, thees a man in her
bed, and her head was resting on his shouldeook & lot of
Hammond courage not to scream. Thaes to be some logical
explanation, she told herself, as one of her fiagently caressed his
chin.

Man. Of course it was a man. He needed a shaveh#&irswas
tousled, giving him a boyish look. There was a te@r just on the
height of his right cheekbone.



There was another below his right ear. Rachel shmokhead. Not
boyish—piratical! Be more careful in your judgengmnwoman!

Edge away from him. Get out before the volcano stupbediently

she edged. He made a muffled groan of protestthenarm under her
shoulder tightened, and then relaxed. But his odiner came over,
landing one huge hand on her capacious left breastied, cupped,
coddled, and weighed. Another sigh—of enjoymen&gbsted with

herself, Rachel tore herself away with one quidk landing on the

floor for her efforts. Or rather on his boots, sptight on the floor

next to the bed, with his spurs next to the boblst the sharp-
pointed rowels which could penetrate a horse'sktkkin, but the

round, blunt kind. Rachel's soft bottom had notdtaging power for
this or any other type of spur. She landed on thaat-en them, to be
truthful, and this time it hurt. She screamed.

The bedroom door slammed open. Mrs Colchester anditoom
stood there. 'What's going on here?' the womaedgel$ she crossed
the threshold with her broom raised to the attamditpn. The noise
was too much for Charlie. He came awake, thoughisrting to the
war he had been fighting not more than six mon#fsre, and came
up out of the bed, totally naked, ready to fight.

Mrs Colchester screamed again. Rachel, not willodpe left out,
struggled to her feet, gently comforting her punatubottom.

'‘Charlie!" Rachel yelled, and motioned towardslibd. He took one
look at his display of maleness and vaulted badkeurthe covers
again.

'l am not," Mrs Colchester stated firmly, 'goingtmtinue working in
this den of iniquity. Not one moment. How could yamthis, Rachel
Hammond? What would your father say? What would ryo
grandfather say? Shame! Shame!'



'l haven't any idea what father would say,’ Rashéal gently. '‘As for
Grampa, | suspect he would have said somethingllikeabout time,
girl™ He wasn't the saint you try to make him, M@®olchester.’
Despite her ire, the cook pushed a chair over toRechel fell into it,
strangely relieved. I'm tired, she told herself. wsak as a kitten.
What in the world has happened to me? Her eyegesireo where
Charlie was sitting up in the bed, his bottom taifered by the
sheets, his top half, muscles and all, nude. RadielV a quick
breath. Is that what happened to me? she askeglh@isey say it's a
very physical activity. He's worn me out, and Irdiceven know it!
Damn that man.

‘That's enough, Mrs Colchester," she ordered. éfarothing of
which Charlie or | should be ashamed. If you déeél you can
continue here, then pack your bags. I'll figureryoages right away."'

'‘Well, of all the nerve,' the cook sputtered. "Tiagime off without a
minute's notice after I've served vyour father andury
grandfather—all those years?'

'l didn't turn you off, you quit,’ Rachel told h&tm sorry that your
strict sensibilities have been bruised, but | daglp that. | can't even
promise that it won't happen again. Now, are yaagor staying?'

‘That does it. I'm leaving. Immediately. At once!'

‘Your pay cheque will be on the desk in the offi€gchel told her.
Hie woman glared at them both as she started aheadoor. "You'll
be sorry," she said. 'The Lord punishes sinners!'

'If itis a sin, it's a very tiny one,' Charlie pemded.

‘You are all,' Mrs Colchester said in a prophetice, 'going straight
to hell and damnation!" She slammed the door behard Rachel
could hear her feet pounding down the hall.



'Well?' Charlie asked.

'‘Perhaps.' Rachel sighed. 'You make a great deabuible for just
one man. I'd better get down to the office andregout her pay.'

'First things first,' Charlie said. 'She can wisly. stomach can't. Why
don't you zoom down to the kitchen and whip usampes breakfast?'

'l would," Rachel Hammond said as she used one teapdsh her
hair back in place. 'The only trouble is that hever learned how to
cook!'

The two of them gathered in the kitchen an howr|airepared to do
battle. 'Me, | can cook steak,' Rachel offereds'iolchester likes to
have help, but only for fetching and carrying. §bards her cooking
secrets, you understand. But | spied long enougbd& a steak.'

'‘Well, | can do steak and eggs,' Charlie chimedStandard range
food. Lord knows there's always plenty of beef k¢ on a cattle
ranch. | hear chickens every morning somewherenarbere.'

'‘Which Mrs Colchester always looked after,” Racmkded glumly.

'‘Out behind the barn there's a big chicken codyavie no idea how
many birds there are. Mrs Colchester feeds thenm gnace a day.

She gathers the eggs in the morning. Sometimes #nen't any eggs.
When a hen goes for too many days without eggs, we have a
chicken dinner. The grain is in a big sack outia bbarn.’

'So | guess, Rachel, that you'll have to take alte¢hat part of things
until Mrs Colchester gets over her peeves. Doeslshhis often?’

'‘Counting this time?' she asked. He nodded. "Wethat case, she's
blown up like this once in my lifetime.’



He shook his head, with just a touch of a grin ae oorner of his

mouth. She glared at him. She had donned one girb#rest outfits

in honour of the occasion. A red and white dirnluse, low and

square-cut, offering a fine view of the tops of beeasts, matched
with a calico skirt that swirled when she moved. kel already

noticed the view. She had caught him at it the mrhe came into
the kitchen.

'‘Let me explain,’ she said, hiding her temper vaitigreat deal of
difficulty. 'l was raised to be the editor of a mame. | do that work
very well. I live in a penthouse apartment at ther&lan hotel. The
hotel has a kitchen. When | order things they ap@eeady cooked.
My dad said you only have so much room in yourrrao don't try
learning things you don't need to know. | didn'edeo know
cooking. I still don't!"

'‘Well said." Charlie chuckled, which caused Radutellose just
another bit of her temper. 'So we'll have steak eggk today. You
scoot out and find us some eggs. I'll get the beed-do have a side
of beef ageing?'

Rachel shrugged her shoulders. 'In the cold roothenback of the
house,' she suggested. 'l think we'd better hmeebody, or go back
to the hotel.'

Those eyes of his followed her, pinned her agdinesserving counter
as if she were a butterfly in his collection. "Aed quit at the drop of
a hat,' he said. There was a hardness in his tlea¢she hadn't heard
before, and she flinched away from it. 'You talloabself-reliance,
raising a baby all by yourself, but you can't searyway clear to
spend a couple of weeks without kitchen help? Comegirl.’

'l can't eat steak and eggs for breakfast,’ Ractwelplained. 'The
eggs are all right for occasional meals. The sieé&bo heavy. | need
roughage. Cereals, milk, things like that.'



‘That stuff is easy to prepare,' Charlie said.e@ectomes in box. You
put it in a bowl, and add milk.’

'l don't think we have more than a pint of milkegold him.
‘And we don't have any cows in season?’

'Pasteurised milk," Rachel insisted. 'After all, mave to be careful.
I'm eating for two now.'

He came around the table and stopped about ardobnt of her.
What did | say? she asked herself. Did | sprounhsior something?

'‘Milk. Pasteurised milk,' she repeated.

‘The milk part | understand,’ he drawled. 'Oh,.H&d somebody has
to go into the town for food? How far?'

‘Thirty miles. Down to Beaumont. Once a week. Madoester used
to go. | can find an old shopping list." Rachelkextaway from him.

That stern look was still in control of his facéneTlittle scar seemed
to be pulsing at her like a beacon. She staredngtlypnotised. It

took more than a minute for her mind to respondeWhdid she was
both humiliated and angered. He's treating me dikme dumb kid,

she told herself.

It was just enough to pull her back into herself.

'Of course,' she said. 'I'm a good shopper. | cam ghe car. I'll call
the city and have—no, that won't do. I'll have almaught out for
our use. | can drive a car.' And I'm talking likéightened child, she
told herself. Get a grip on yourself, Hammond!'Beauat,' he said,
and scratched his head. 'Plenty of flat places davBeaumont. The
helicopter is sitting out there behind the corvee'll both go.'



'| forget you can fly that machine,' Rachel saide Sucked her head
to hide the harried look that flooded her eyes. &membered
vividly her last trip inhis chopper, and wasn't sure she was prepar
for another wild ride. But he was waiting, watchirm@ring her to
make a commitment.

'Of course,' she said. 'Right after breakfast. Mocooking, Charlie.'
He smiled at her then, a genuine, gentle smileb@h sides of his
mouth curved upward, she could see a little dindeleeloping at his
left cheek. Altogether a fine man, she told herd&Hy was | in such
a panic? And then she blushed at the thought. Wetlsat, too, and
treasured it.

Both Rachel and Charlie were sitting up late aftestrenuous day.
'I'm beginning to feel pretty ancient,’ Charliedsas he put down
yesterday's paper. 'A full day down in the big 2iust suppose we
had three or four kids along with us. They nevearpssaying
"why?"—or "why not?" Why do you suppose kids takelthat?'

'It wasnice,' Rachel responded. She was sitting oppbsiteon the
big lounger, with a mass of yarn sprawled overfeet. 'And no, |
haven't any idea when they stop saying those thiBgd suppose I'd
better give it some thought. You've had a lot opaxience with
children? Darn this stuff!"

‘More than I'd care to recall. | can't exactly tebaw many nephews
and nieces I've had to deal with over the yearstlign, being away
in the military for so long, one tends to forgeth&Yare you doing?'

‘Can't you see? I'm knitting.'

'‘Oh? | would have sworn that was one of the thyasseldom did.'



Her full mop of hair had fallen over her eyes. $hshed it away to
look at him. 'Sarcasm?"'

‘Sarcasm? Not from me. | don't know a thing abouitikg.'

In the lamplight his face had softened, and somekblav believed

him. It takes a lot of doing to believe him, sh&ltberself, but I'm

going to do it regularly from now on. After all,'eelone a great thing
for me. | wonder why | didn't enjoy it? You donppose I'm one of
those frigid women?

'‘Neither do I, she said. '‘But so many people #rat | figure | could
learn if | applied myself to it. But-'

'But-no?'

'‘But no.' Her mind reverted to her favourite subj&tou were away a
long time?'

'Off and on,' he reported. 'Enough to lose traaknd-enough for
some of the younger ones to forget who Uncle Chavés.'

'That must have hurt?'

'Only temporarily." He chuckled at something he eéarhered. "Too
bad. | wish | could do something to help. Say, caméhink of it,
Juarez Joe knits—or crochets, or something.'

‘That great big Indian guy? The one with all tharse He knits?'

'‘Or something like that," Charlie said. 'He wasny squadron in the
war, and was wounded. | don't suppose you'd knaw,irb many

military hospitals they have people come arounigéch patients all
sorts of things they can do while they're recupegatin my last

incarceration | had an old lady come by twice akueeteach me to
hook a rug. Down home in Texas I've got me somelyglaings.'



She put her needles down and stared at him. It'ithgndea that he
might hook rugs that interested her, it was thiaéothought. He had
been in the war and had been wounded, and thatovase learned.
Wounded? A little corner of her heart respondedh@lit bothering

about her rules of logic, Rachel Hammond said sbimgtstupid.

"You were wounded?'

'A time or two," he admitted.

She drew in her breath sharply, making a hissimgafesound. "You
were wounded a time or two? Dear God! How can y@sdblase?'

'‘Well,' he said, 'l don't think He exactly had adan it. | went into
harm's way, and got my—er—body kicked. Nothing@esi | still
have all my arms and legs.' He lifted up each mernddlustrate.
'Flying in wartime is a dangerous profession. Irtilgarecommend to
everyone | meet that they not try it.'

'‘But—you're a hero!'

'‘Not exactly." He lay his newspaper aside and daee his full
attention. 'Heroes are people who give everythney thave in order
to save someone else. Me, I'm just a fellow who e by when a
lot of heroes did their work. But why should yourwe"

'‘Because I-' She barely caught herself. Becausedine to care very
much about you. Because the more | see of you the mwant.

Because I|—because | think I'm in love with you, fQka
What's-your-name!

'‘And speaking of heroes and such,' she said, 'don'think it's time
for you to tell me what your name is?'

'Name? It's Charlie.'



'‘Come on now, I'm not a little girl looking for lgdops. What's your
last name?’

'‘Oh, that? Well, | was baptised Charles Albert Mash A common
enough name, isn't it?'

'l suppose you're right.' | know you're right, sioéd herself, but
there's something strange about the name. Notraotge, unusual.
What is it?

'l—there was once a Mathers family that lived iest parts. Are you
related?’

'l wouldn't be surprised,' he said, chuckling. Témmily have always
been wanderers. | don't doubt that some of thead danded in
Kansas. And Nebraska too, for that matter.'

'One man by the name of Borgen,' she said cauyiotisled in
Libertyville. He died a little time ago. Roger Berg? You might
know him?' She squinted, and examined his face fifmenside. 'l
know it sounds silly, but you look like him."'

Charlie looked away to break her concentrationl ISok like Uncle
Roger? he asked himself. Hardly possible, butuktit's a real
compliment. But she's only guessing. Let her keeguessing.

'Lots of folks in our family were named Roger. Gadshe way back
to the Roger Mathers who was a corsair, back irl6@s. Hung in
chains at Bristol dock, he was.'

Rachel shivered and shook her head slowly. Hessarduch and yet
didn't say so much. He'd make a great corsair,wonidn't he? A
swashbuckler of the first water!

'l know what it is,' she said. 'Albert. My grandfat was named
Albert. Did you ever meet him?'



‘No, ma'am. | have a brother and several cousirthadfname, but
they're all my generation.’

He's not going to admit anything, she told hergaffange the subject
and try again another time! 'So tell me, how weoe yvounded,
Charlie?'

He grinned at her, that big devouring grin that gwall her
suspicions away. 'Not much to say about that, eithe explained. 'l
was flying an F-111 on an intruder mission, wheli dalozen MIG
23s came up at me. Towards the end there | wasngigghen |
should have been zagging, and the first thing yoawkall the alarms
went off. | think my elbow hit the ejection buttaemd blew my seat
right out of the aircraft. Can you imagine that?'

'l can't really." But she couldn't help matching grin. There was
something about this man that tugged at her comsei€Zigging,
huh? A likely story, Charlie Mathers!

‘My grandfather always taught me, when you get wboy made up,
stick to it every inch,' he returned. 'So now, tatitles me to ask you
a question, doesn't it?'

‘Just one.’

'‘Why the devil are you taking up all this knitting#hy the devil do
you keep talking about eating for two?"'

'Why..." It was hard to talk about the subject withblushing. She
turned a beautiful blush-red, but stuck to the seuti'm knitting for
the baby,' she said. 'All prospective new mothears RAnd | have to
watch what | eat for the same reason.’

'‘Perhaps I'm missing something,' he drawled, lus &s straight and
sober as a judge.



'l dpn't see why. After all, you're the cause otlab.’
'l am—I'm the cause of all what?'

'You know. Last night." She picked up her needtgsra 'But | still
don't understand why | didn't enjoy some of it. @l books say that
there's a—good feeling about it.’

Charlie shot up out of his chair and moved a fadin@ away from
her. 'Look, Rachel, | don't exactly know what yeualking about.
Last night you were a sick little girl. | washeduwoff and carried you
back to my bed because you didn't want to be al¥ioer fever
broke, and you fell asleep on my arm. It's stilhiag, by the way.
And that, ma'am, iall that happened last night!'

‘You mean that you—didn't?' She dropped her needligsn and
folded her hands in her lap. "You mean that —yioat-'

'‘Nothing else happened,' he said firmly. ‘Nothing.'
‘Then I'm not-'

‘Then you're exactly what you were before,' hestesl. 'l told you
we'd take care of that other item when both of aseweady for it. If
you think | would run around and do that to a sikman, you're
crazier than | thought you were!" With that Chavlialked out of the
room, leaving Rachel huddled over herself.

God damn the man, she shouted at herself. | thauglas all over
with, and it hasn't even begun. | am goingétthat man, and I'm not
going to wait around until the cows come home.gbing togetthat
man and then throw him out on his—ear! Damn the!rBaxth her
fists clenched. She could feel the bite of hersnad they scarred the
palms of her hands. A tiny drop of moisture formedter left eye. A
moment later Rachel Hammond sat there alone aad.cri



CHAPTER SIX

CHARLIE went to bed at eleven o'clock. The ranch world¢tahged
with just a few minutes of conversation, and he natssure he liked
the change. And after Rachel had gone to bed ha sppehour or
more pacing the porch.

Rachel. He pulled her out of his imagination fardst A beautiful
woman, raised with a narrow need and an even narreducation.
What kind of a father could the poor kid have hAdilgot, for sure,
who'd then proceeded to pass the heritage on tiakighter. Her life
at the ranch during these past days had been tiaywa&ening for
her. And now, he told himself, I'm sure what UnRleger wanted to
tell me. He wanted me to take a hand with thisajd free her from
all those thousand and one inhibitions and weiedsd Like having a
baby. Lord, the woman was no more than a childdifei/hywould
she want a baby?

Immediately, when he posed the question to himsettark cloud
seemed to flow through his logic channels. A cldehring the
picture of that evil old man hanging on the. walammond, she
called herself. And there was the answer. How lbad her father
and grandfather pounded it into her? Hammond. Racae the last
of the line—unless she produced a baby. The onlysk& could be
free of her ghosts was to continue the Hammond line

And you, turkey, he told himself fiercely, you'vedn elected to be
the proud father. Or rather, you've been electesktoice the poor
kid, and then you're out of sight, lad!

And that, he told himself, is where | have to dthe/line. There's not
going to be any child of mine running around theldie of Kansas
without a father. Not on your fat, ever-loving lifRachel Hammond!



With all those thoughts in mind, it was no wondwattsleep eluded
him. And when the handful of pebbles rattled o window, all
thought of rest disappeared. He struggled out dfdmel padded over
to the window. It opened, but only after the apgdien of his muscle.
‘Joe?'

'‘Me, boss.' The big Comanche was standing outsElvindow. His
horse waited patiently at the end of the verandaurgl looped.
‘Thought I'd better ride in. There's motors runaiovwn outside the
fence line near Colter Springs. Trucks, | reckoot hore'n two or
three men. You comin'?’

There was no need to ask. Charlie was alreadyngudn his work
clothes and heading for the front door.

It was difficult to walk quietly in the dark down lang wooden

corridor while wearing boots, and Charlie won nzgs. So when he
came along to Rachel's door it was open, and tthavgs standing

there in the shadows.

'‘What?' she whispered.

'‘Dunno,’ he responded. 'Five'll get you ten ittdeaustlers. Joe and |
will ride out and investigate.'

‘They're my cattle.'
‘True. But I'm in a hurry, Rachel.'
‘They're my cattle. I'm coming.’

In the dark he could barely see the white shedrephightgown. He
had ridden a lot of fence lines; he had ridden aitbt of women. But
never the two things at the same time.

'You mightn't be able to keep up,' he groused.



'‘Perhaps. My cattle, my fences, and I'm coming.’
‘Stubborn woman!'
‘You'd better believe it.’

It was easier to give up than to try to argue hdrad anything. He
shrugged his shoulders and headed for the doou &b dressed.
Something warm. I'll go get us a couple of horses.'

With Joe to help, the two horses were quickly reddney had waited
no more than two minutes when Rachel came out efhibuse
wearing boots, blue jeans, a heavy sweater, andnd jacket.
Without a word she swung up into her saddle.

She handled her horse in true Western fashionckiog in the
saddle for the long ride, rather than stiffening backbone. Horse
and girl seemed to be welded together. Charlie gawgrunt of
approval. The wind came up slightly, blotting do hoise as steel-
shod hoofs hit the ground, as leather and steaterthd when they
rubbed across each other. Not absolute silence|tsd enough.

'Frankie, he cut through the fence and circled maguthe cowboy
explained as they rode stirrup to stirrup. 'Looésbe twenty-five
good beef critters there. A nice evening's haul.'

'When we get there,' Charlie ordered, 'you slipse@and get on the
far side of the fence-cut. Me, I'll stay on thidest

‘And I'll stand fast in the middle of the gap,' Rakinterrupted, 'and
see that none of them break through.’

‘The hell you will,’ Charlie said, trying to keepshvoice down.
‘Should have stayed at home. This is no place fwoman. | want
you to—what the hell is that you've got?'



'‘Don't panic,' she returned. 'lt's a .44 calibxessiot revolver. You've
never seen one before?'

'l've seen one,' he growled as he kneed his hoesebeside her. 'I've
seen one,' he repeated, 'in the hands of a yowhgvfw thought he
knew something, and ended up dead. Give me thaj.thi

'‘Damned if | will." Rachel swore two well-roundedtbs at him, and
then squeaked as he snatched the weapon out bahdr 'Give me
back that gun.'

'‘As you say,' he lectured solemnly, 'damned ifll. W\8he snatched at
it, to no avail. 'If youhadto carry one out on a ride like this yot
certainly wouldn't have a shell under the hammerthdught
Hammond didn't raise any idiot children, but | c&e I'm wrong.’

'‘Give me that revolver,’” she said. Every word waseated,
deliberate, reinforced by her anger.

'l said no. | mean no. We're the good guys, Radaaimond. Even if
| gave it back to you unloaded there's no way lbhtewhat the other
side would think if they saw it. No Guns. All cagitetters.’

Rachel could see that he meant every word of it.tiv@ Wild West
movies were all she knew of rustling cattle. "Tienv in the world
are you going to stop them?'

'‘With this," he muttered. Slung on the far sidehsf saddle was a
lariat. He uncoiled it for a moment, letting heresyfollow by
moonlight as he built a loop. "Twenty feet of gosaljd rope. It used
to be rawhide, but today it's nylon.’

‘But | don't know how to make one of those things ghe wailed.

'‘Shush," he whispered. 'We're too close already.like a mature
woman for a change, Rachel.' He was too far awalgdoto hit him.



She would have liked to. But of all the other meackel Hammond
knew, none would have hit her back. This fellowhere was enough
of a maybeabout him for her to kick her mount and move asa
distance away.

The men at the parked truck felt very sure of tredues. They were
talking up a storm, and setting up a floodlightjfakey thought the
world belonged to them. Charlie reined in and disnted, and the
others did the same.

'What the hell?' Charlie said under his breath.

'We set up a decoy camp about twelve miles thatyg-d@e returned.
He gestured vaguely towards the south-west. 'nkghisomething
from the military, Major.’

'‘Don't Major me,' he said softly. "You go aheadoasrto the other
side of their fence-cut." A mournful whip- poor hdtied from the far
side of the fence.

‘That boy never learns,’ Joe commented. 'Makes iapabrwill

sound like a crow. But he's over therein back efith And with that,
the Comanche slid down and disappeared in the -thigjn prairie
grass.

Charlie moved over to the nearest fence post amiterad down.
Rachel came up beside him and did the same. Ciomggh to talk,
but not close enough to touch. I'm no fool, shd tarself, and if he
whacks me it'll be a real whack. Besides, | warleast a hundred
more answers.

‘Major?'

‘Just an old custom,' he told her. 'They called gngndfather
"General" for years, and him just a country preathe



'‘General?'
'Yes, General.'
"Why?'

'‘Damn it, Rachel Hammond, will you kindly buttonwolip? We
aren't out here to have a social tea.'

'l want to know!'

'‘My Gawd. If | tell you, will you shut up?'

‘Yes. For the moment.'

'OK, they called him General because he was adigggeneral.’
‘But-'

He shut her off by putting his big palm acrossreuth, and not too
gently. "You promised,' he hissed, ‘and here tlogyec'

And here they came indeed. The two cowpokes whoriddén off

with Hendrix after that big argument. One carrietbig pair of

wire-cutters. The other stepped out of the way wdabeing hit, as
the first man cut the upper strand of wire, anahtthe two below it.
'‘Got to make the cut ten feet wider. Don't dragatfar,’ one of them
murmured. 'Just enough to let us bring them throMyhat's the
matter?’

‘Lost my other glove,' the other man grumbledettdr go back to the
truck and get another pair. Don't wanna get alluguon that barbed
wire.'

'l mighta known you'd find some excuse. The barbthe here wire
ain't hardly sharp enough to...' But his partnel ¢pane. Mumbling to



himself, the first man moved the cut strands ofevarfew feet and
then stepped across the fence line.

Rachel just could not keep her cool. It had beémng night, filled
with bitter argument. The long ride in the cool &ad added
something to it all. And now, as she shifted heigive Charlie's hand
came down on the top of her head and actually plsBedown into
the prairie grass. She rolled over, ready to puw fyss. But over her
head she could hear the humming of his lariat asaheout a loop.
The cowpoke was a standing target, outlined bys#aechlights. He
did manage to get out one, 'What the hell-?' whenldop dropped
over his head.

The other end of the lariat was still attached e pommel of
Charlie's saddle. And his horse knew just as mibchutacutting out
cattle as his rider. As soon as he felt the tensiothe rope, the horse
backed up. The rope tightened. The man flopped oménis back.
And with the speed and practice of a rodeo ridagr{ie was on him
with two pegging ropes in his hands. He might rentéhset a rodeo
record, but it was time enough. Their prisoner tend and foot,
was towed back into the shadows, gagged, and deatith a fresh
rope. Before Rachel could bring up word one ofgretest, Charlie
was back beside her, recoiling his lariat.

‘Always carry two," he whispered in her ear. "Tome's for throwin',
the other's for tying.' She started to protest. itavy hand on her
shoulder kept her locked in place. 'Don't you daoze a muscle,' he
warned her.

There was a place for indignation, and Rachel Hanthimew that
that place was not here. One man had been takefmwaotremained.
And how those two were to be enticed out into thenoshe had no
idea. So when the hand on her shoulder pushedethed flat on
.the ground, almost as if she were four feet dawthe water, with



the prairie grass weaving in the breeze high over head.
Somewhere over her head there were man-noises.

‘Lou? Where the hell are you, Lou?' And then, lainer rate, almost
talking to himself, 'Shoulda known he'd skip outwAys avoiding

the work and claiming the pay-off." The noises, tfgterings, all

went by them, and then she could feel Charlie camé& one knee
and make that looping lariat whistle as he builtaupptation. Then
another moment of silence, and an inarticulatefram somewhere
beside her, over where the cattle were bedded dAwd.then that
sequence of sound. The whir of the rope airborhe,quick tug

backward as the horse took up the slack, a jinQfpors as Charlie
went after this second man, and then a drag andrgp las another
helplessly squirming body was added to their pile.

Rachel came up to her knees, a move that broughtdesl almost
clear of the grass. Another form was slitheringaods them. In the
light of the searchlight she could see the topshef grass move.
Juarez Joe came up out of the grass and said nomtaity, ‘Don't
need me at all," he murmured. 'l could have stayety sleeping-bag
for all the good I've done.'

'There's one more?'

'‘Nope. The kid got him from the backside a coupmioutes ago. It's
that Hendrix fella. Now what do we do, boss?'

‘Take them in to the sheriff,’ Rachel said excitediCaught
red-handed.’

'If we had a tree | suspect you'd want to lynchrth&harlie said,
chuckling.

‘Well, why shouldn't we? They were caught rustloadtle, weren't
they?'



'‘Have to prove it in court,' he returned. 'Lawyansl courtrooms and
legalities. We couldn't prove a thing at the moment

‘My lord, you don't suppose we have to turn theosé&? I'll be darned
if-'

'‘Rachel, you are surely your father's daughtermGédwn now." At
that moment the younger Comanche came riding imoctrcle of
light, a man walking in front of him. Hendrix, oat breath but too
proud to accept defeat, glared at them and thekenad down, the
rope still around his shoulders.

'You ain't smart enough to make this stick,' heterat. "You might
just as well turn us loose.'

‘Maybe you're right,’ Charlie agreed amiably. 'Véetainly couldn't
prove intent if there aren't any of our cattle desiyour truck." A
moment of silence, and then a laugh from Hendrix.

‘Well, there ain't,' the man yelled at them. 'Yam't prove a thing.'

'‘Probably not," Charlie admitted, as if he hadanoare in the world.
Both the Comanche ranch-hands had disappeareantmeent there
was the sound of cattle being awakened againstihleiAfter a few
seconds they quietened down again, settled in. Tywamutes later
the two cowboys walked back into camp.

‘Three head of beef in that truck," Joe report&tiof them with our
fresh brand on them. | got instant photographfieft’

‘That's a damn lie," Hendrix yelled as he came siiynto his feet.
'‘We never laid a hand on them cows!'

'‘Probably not," Charlie said. 'Probably they jystamd climbed that
ramp, looking for something good to eat.'



'You can't make that stick," Hendrix muttered, beitwas perspiring
in the coolness of the night, and his hand wasisgak

'l don't doubt you're right," Charlie agreed. tell you what we'll do.
We'll bed down out here with things just the waghtlare, and one of
us will go round up the sheriff and bring him out.’

'Hah! He ain't gonna come all the way out here foisa few cows.'
Hendrix, feeling things go his way for a changétlese himself down
into the grass and relaxed. 'Must be more thawy foites from here
to the sheriff's office.’

'Yup,' Charlie replied as he got to his feet. 'Afsdalmost eight miles
back to the house and our helicopter, so Ms Rattel had better be
on our way.'

'Helicopter?' Hendrix yelped.

"Yup. Progress has come to the Kansas plains. Anié we're gone
we'll leave you in the hands of two of the fineskas Indians.’

'‘What tribe?' Hendrix gasped.

'‘Comanches,' Charlie returned. 'Unreconstructed aboihres. You
boys be sure you're good, 'cause there's no taelhat they might
decide to do. C'mon, Rachel.

She automatically put out her hand and he pulleddber feet. As
they walked the fence line towards their mounts, tsigged him to a
stop. 'You're really not going to leave them at thercy of those
Indians?'

'‘Exactly what | have in mind, lady.' He pulled loboser, until she
stood chin to chin with him. Well, not exactly th&ter chin was
some six inches lower than his. 'I'd think by nt4g, Rachel, that you
wouldn't be so quick to judge people. Juarez Jo ggaduate of



Texas Aggie. My family actually owns six rancheswdoin the
Panhandle. Joe is the general manager of the atigorthat runs
them all. He's come all the way up here just tordoa favour. And
the kid is his oldest son.’

'‘Well, | never-' she started to say, when he |astdmper.

'‘No, you never do,' he snapped as he swung herhip arms. 'Never
think, that is. Do you know what your trouble is?'

'—no, and | don't want to hear,' she said.

'I'm damn sure you don't,' he told her as he stiadkeer to the horses.
'‘Spoiled damn brat. You seem to think that nobddg but you has
any rights. You'd do better if you could run thasch with robots.

Then you could put them away in the barn with thiesbs every night
and forget about them.' He set her down none tatygat the side of

her mare. 'And now, lady, if you could condescenplut a foot in the

stirrup?'

He didn't wait for her quiescence. He picked heragpin, hands
around her waist, and forcibly thrust her left fodb the deep stirrup.
Before he could think of anything else, she toldskE, I'd better
move!

Her graceful body swung up, but so full of fear vehe that she
almost went over the mare's back and down the sider Almost,

but not quite. He still had a hand at her waiste Tibrse was hardly
three years old, and not accustomed to all thaexxeint. She sidled
away from him, pranced a step or two, and thenomdpd to the
spurs and was off into the darkness.

‘Damn fool woman,' he muttered as he mounted upeemd on after
her.



'‘Look at them go,’ Joe commented to his son. 'Cdiggase, love.
Don't catch it.'

‘You needn't worry,' the kid returned. 'I'm immuhiad it six times
already.'

'‘And only nineteen,' his father groaned. 'Listenthem go. Any
minute now, one of those animals is gonna put tifo@ pot-hole and
they'll end up ass over teakettle. C'mon, boys lgeét us some
shut-eye.’

It took just that amount of time for Charlie to datup with Rachel.
He grabbed at a rein and pulled both mounts tolk. Wadidn't say
break your neck,' he growled at her.

'‘Keep away from me. If | had my quirt,’ she yelddim, 'I'd-'
'‘Didn't your father or mother ever spank you?'terrupted.

Her mare danced around in a circle, fighting hischan the reins. His
own animal, like any good quarter-horse, moved wite mare,
always keeping his head in her direction.

'‘No!" she half screamed at him. 'And don't thinki'y® going to do
anything of that kind."'

'‘Not me," he said gruffly. "You're far too old thiat. But believe me,
I've got to do something.' His hand on the maraissrforced that
animal to come up side by side with his own. Hepgea the rein,
leaned over in her direction, and swept her otlhefsaddle.

‘Don't you dare!" she roared.

'‘Oh, | dare." It started out to be a punishment,mi more than a
second after his lips touched hers all thoughtupiighing flew out of
his head. Soft, warm lips, stiff when first he tbad them, but



quickly relaxing under his probe. A moment of defenas she
blocked access to her mouth, and then the bareet down under
the assault of his tongue. The penetration wasleyehtis arms
tightened around her, but she hardly felt theirspuge as Rachel
Hammond surrendered, for the first time in all laémost-thirty
years. Surrendered, and threw her arms arounckbksas she tried to
worm her way deeper into his grasp. She had clbse@dyes when
the attack began. Now she opened them, and statetis, so close
and so commanding. Wide-open eyes, his. Startlete-apen eyes.
He broke away from her and took a deep breath.

‘That ain't exactly the way it was supposed to e muttered. She
managed to free one hand from around his neck apddwthe

perspiration running down off his forehead. 'Whe hell are you
doing to me?’

'‘Don't ask me,' she replied wryly. 'I'm the onenlggbunished, aren't
[?'

‘And you damn well better not forget that.' He kmdo something to
maintain his position. Be angry, he told himsele Bean. Be
prepared to do it again! But mind overcame emotid®.kneed his
horse over beside the mare and, almost as if she avéfty-pound
sack instead of a one-hundred-and-twenty-pound wosvamg her
back into her own saddle.

'‘And now ride,"' he ordered. 'Not like Paul Revéere like the US
cavalry, who took their time and tried never toé#we horses break a
leg!

'I wish | were a horse,' she mused.
'What in God's name for?"

'l notice you treat all the horses in a very gendaly manner.’



'‘But they deserve it.’
‘And | don't?’
‘You could say that.'

Fury came fastest when summoned. Rachel had trowitihe her
reins. Her hands were shaking too much. The mardlyh&new
which command to obey, and ended up by doing ndiwy look
what you've done,' she muttered.

'‘What? Me?'

‘You indeed," she said, touching the animal's widle her heel. The
mare broke into a canter, and the gelding joinstiglongside. 'l just
don't understand you,' she said reflectively. "déktso much care.’

‘We?'

'‘My two doctors and I. You have no idea what treulseé went to just
so that everything would be perfect.’

‘And I've failed? I'm not perfect.’

‘Well, that's one of the problems,' she said. 'Mobétter than perfect.
And then on the other hand, not so good at all. pdetidon't meet my
ideal. | guess that's what | want to say.'

'I'm sorry to hear you say that, but an honestiopirs the best thing
in the world. And how about you?'

‘Me? There never was any attempt to measure nma.wiaat | am.
There's no possibility that I'll change.'



'‘What a shame,' he retorted. 'Somebody should in@&sured you a
long time ago. Somebody should have taken yourad laad got your
engine running straight.’

'‘And you're that somebody?’

'l could have been.' He pulled over his stetsonveiped his brow. 'l
could have been, but your crazy needs got me ggstang around
the hay barn. What is it that you want? To contithee Hammond
dynasty?'

'I'll admit that. My father left no doubt that hemted a boy; when he
lost little Jimmy he went full speed ahead to maiethink like a
man, even though he thought there were lots of thizugs | couldn't
do. So yes, this child | want is to serve my fageremory. And-' She
broke off, turning her head into the wind. Theregeva multitude of
things she wanted to tell him, but did not dare.

‘And?'
‘And | don't think any of that is important to ydieave it.’

‘Not if you want me to be this boy's father. It hasbe a boy, |
suppose.'

'Of course,' she said bitterly. 'I'd hate to thafdout having a girl, and
then having to do it all over again." Another moiaisilence as the
horses continued their steady lope towards theendWeell, in any

case, it shouldn't bother you. Obviously you're mptto doing it.

After we settle this business with the rustlergyihk I'll go back to

town and take up with the magazine until we canl fan better
candidate than you.'

‘And what happens to me?'



‘Just write it down as an experiment that didn'tkwd’ou might, if
you wouldn't mind, look around and find me anofieeeman. Unless
you might consider staying on yourself?'

'‘No. There's no way | could just hang around. Oneeleave, the
party's over, Ms Rachel. | suppose | could find gsdareman without
any trouble. Unemployment is way up, all over Kanddebraska,
Wyoming. I'll put out the word. And in the meantindee could look
after things for you.'

'‘And you, Charlie? What will you do?'

‘The things | came up to Kansas to do, | guesavé ho take over my
uncle's place, execute his will—things like thaé kad no children.
I'll bet things are all run down. My uncle was awalid for the last
six months of his life. Things can go to pot un@ehand that's
bedridden for that length of time."'

'l can see that. | have to thank you, Mr Mathersu'Ye taken hold
and made some marvellous improvements in the raflbkentee
ownership isn't something that makes the cows gioW?'

They had just turned into the yard, and approactined silent

helicopter, its rotor blades turned the length g fuselage and
lashed down, chocks under the wheels to keepmt fialing, lines

pegged out fore-and-aft to secure against the wind.

They drew rein beside the beautiful white machamel he swung out
of the saddle. 'Want to come with me?’

'l—don't think so," she said cautiously as shepgdmown from her
mount. 'l think we've said everything that needsdsaid.’

'‘Well, not quite,' he said as he walked aroundiusint and came to
her side. 'There's probably a million things thaglut to be said. Like,
for instance, you're one hell of a lady, Hammondt &fter all this



work you've put into this baby proposition, yoyurst going to give it
all up?' She backed away from him, as if he weiéd atick of
dynamite. His voice rose, and he gave her a bttleke. 'You're just
going to walk away at the first real obstacle? Yeally didn't mean
it, after all, did you?'

' meant it,' she cried indignantly. 'l haven'tgavup the project, I've
just given up on you! I'll find a way, believe nfnd another man, if
need be.' Her voice fell to a whisper as she dubleedhead. He must
not see her crying!

He put his hands on her shoulders, and looked dmwrer. In the
darkness she could no longer read his face. 'l wistould end
differently,' he said. There was a shadowed sonnrs voice, real
regret. She shivered. 'Like-oh, hell.

He snatched her up in his arms again and gentssqssively held
her. It's not something | really want, she liethéoself. He's not going
to dominate me and turn me into a house-mother teithkids. I'm
fully in command of my own needs and wants, andeteeno way he
can take me over and try to remodel me. Some coavfrokn Texas?
The only thing going for him is that ldoestake a bath every day.
And for the rest of it, | can do without him.

That was all thought ougeforehe kissed her. Afterwards she had n
real memory of what went on when his lips sealeddfiefrom the
world. Riots of coloured fireworks seemed to beatimy off, high in
the sky. But not so high that she wasn't still biglshe flew among
the wispy clouds, looking down at the green andl gwid red of the
rockets, played against the silver and white offiglds, all bathed in
the rays of a weak little moon.

Her body shivered from head to toe. There was mirgbshe could
Institute against the feeling, so finally she jlast back against his
arms and let it all happen.



Somehow it ended. Somehow she found herself stillnehes or
more above ground. He let her down, regrettably ditthes of her
feet seemed to have difficulty accepting the realftweight. But by
then it was done. His hug lasted a moment longenoaent to
savour as she leaned her face against his shotlidenand came up
and riffled through her hair, almost as if he wgikeng a benediction.

'‘Goodbye, Hammond.' Softly said, with a definitegg of regret.
'l won't see you again?’

'‘No reason to, lots of reasons why not. No, I'tlthe sheriff's men out
to the camp, take care of all the paperwork. Wioat qught to do is
get a good night's sleep and then get back toyagazine. Right?'

'l guess,' she said, and then shivered as sheesfjhar shoulders.
Rachel Hammond had disappeared. Now it was just plammond.
'‘Come by the office some time, and I'll pay you'off

'‘No need,' he assured her. 'l didn't do anythimgré's no need to pay
me off. We'll just call it quits, shall we?"

Yes, she told herself as she backed off a few #etll just call it
quits. Why should it hurt so much? She tried onéhef father's
prescriptions. Straighten up, freeze all your mesah position,
adopt a glare—even though he can't really sedtlitarfading light of
the setting moon. Do it, Hammond. Don't ever let than see you're
crying, because if you do he'll think it's justeade we're playing!

In the gathering darkness he could barely see had lwaving
slowly.

He turned and went over to the chopper. Habit ietth unfasten the
lines, pull the chocks, make his walk- around inipac Training
took him into the pilot's seat to complete his eegiun-up and the
electrical tests. Memory held him as the rotorsnedr gently.



Memories of what might have been. At which poinsheok himself
like an old sheep-dog and did his best to forceobénf his mind. He
turned on his navigational lights, revved up thgiee, and the lovely
white chopper set itself and vaulted into the skyarking its

movement only by the red marker-lights on the fagel

Memories. A wonderful, bitter, maladjusted womarhowneeds a
man like me to marry up with. But she doesn't wamharry. A child
would be nice, but not its father. What kind ofaaket is that? He
shook his head again. The flight instruments globled and green at
him. The altimeter said two hundred feet. He set ¢bntrols to
‘hover’, turned on the radio, and went about caimiga¢he sheriff's
department.



CHAPTER SEVEN

RACHEL HAMMOND looked around her pyramid office and sighed i
disgust. Everything that she had seen since tlyadfdzer return from
the ranch left her with a dyspeptic stomach.

'‘Look, Elmer,' she said, trying to hold her voinecontrol. 'l've gone
over every issue you've put out since | left. TaByeature the same
subject.’

'What's that, Hammond?' Elmer Chatmas had beemwreditthe
magazine since her grandfather's day. He knewng thi two—or
three.

'‘Boredom,’ she screamed at him. 'Plain out-and-aatdoon. Do you
realise that our circulation has dropped eight slamdl in the weeks
I've been away?'

'Holidays,' he said. 'Summer-time. People are otvwh. Our kind
of readers don't take tlgossiperalong with them for summer beact
parties. We're not theigest,you know.'

'l know that," she snapped. 'But still the fronggpas filled with
boredom!'

'See,’, he gloated. 'Just what | told you. You'gerbaway just a
couple of weeks and you've come back loaded far. Méhat do we
do next?'

Il tell you what we're going to do," she insttéWe're going to

prove to all the world that tHéational Gossipehas still got a sting in

its tail. Now, for next week, | want you to teanmgdowhoever we have
for the front page, and run up as big a campaiganag him as

possible. The works. Theft, women, May and Decemb
relationships-'



'‘Embezzlement,’ Elmer interrupted. 'That alwayssgoer well!' The
idea caught her fancy.

‘Yeah. That's just it. As big a balloon as we aan Why in the world
didn't I think of embezzlers before? Our readevgagt go for the
money bit. Who got what, that sort of thing.'

'‘Because, love, your mind doesn't run in those mblgnYou're really
a very nice girl." Elmer needed a smoke-screendeéfeed all the
office rules by pulling out his pipe and lighting.u

He must have commented along those critical lineshfe past three

years, and always received a mild reaction. Bgttime she blew her

skull. 'Nice?' she roared. 'I'll give you nice! &mt this next issue to be
SO0 raw thatice never ever comes to mind when he— when tht
think of us.'

Elmer almost choked over his pipe. 'You mean— nitte
'l mean rotten!'
'‘No matter who it is?'

'l don't give a damn if it's the Archbishop of Gigo.' And then a
guavering pause, and a question. 'lIt isn't the Bisttop, is it?'

'No, but-'

'‘Don't tell me. | don't want to know. Next Mondawant to open the
paper and be so thoroughly surprised that I'llkhils a good run no
matter what the story is. Make it big. It's goilghte the last gossip
Issue that we ever run. After this we're reorgagisnto something
more literary. I'm tired of being known as the queésmut. Got it?'



‘You mean that? You don't want any sort of a hanithé production
of the magazine for next week, and you want it ¢oals rotten as
possible?’

‘That's exactly right.'

He got up clumsily. Sixty-five was a difficult agénees no longer
bent on command. Elbows had a tendency to jam upddvhad a

tendency to cloud over. Make it as rotten as ptesibhat wasn't

hard to do, but the little lady was going to becdksal all the way

down to her shoe inserts. And like a Hammond sheldvbave to

bear up under the shock, even if it killed her. &@hatmas headed
for the door. 'And what are you going to be doirgy lacreate

this—spectacular magazine?"'

'‘Getting ready for the change-over. The first thivgy need to do is
streamline. We won't be making much of a profit floe first six

months. I'm going to start an investigation,' siié him, a fierce grin
on her face. 'Haven't you noticed that every tiroa gee a figure
around this office, it's always rounded off? Ourcgiation is

630,000? Come on, now, exactly that, or do we trematy a bushel
of other, real figures instead of all those zeros?

'l get payroll accounts twice a month. Always tleeyne out in nice
round figures. Nobody ever enters dimes and qusaerd nickels,
and I'll bet there are a tremendous number of them!

'‘Every time we do a big story, all the victims coma in round
numbers! And all the detectives are heroes. Wejlnie tell you
something, Elmer! This month will put an end tothét. I'm going to
go through every department in this building anakeht by the neck
until it gets away from round numbers!

‘Yes, well." ElImer sucked on his pipe, and therntlgb out. '‘Don't
overdo it,' he told her. '"You and |, we can't put this magazine all



by ourselves, you know. Push a few people toordrthey'll up and
revolt, my dear.’

'If they do, that's my business!

'‘As you say. If they do, that's your—business.tldsed the door and
was gone before she could add to her last stateMérd was it on
that ranch? he mused. Somebody got to our Hamnasmtleft her
on half- cock, ready to fire at a moment's notice.

Rachel walked over to the window and looked outridfain Street.
Traffic was slow, with reason. Two blocks away oiseahower
Avenue a bus and a truck had run into each othenlie helicopter
came in out of the smog from the west, and cirthedsite.

The craft's appearance jolted her hadetflew a machine like that. A
chopper. And she hadn't seen or heard from himarek. Not since
he had crammed himself into his machine and flownod the Bar

Nine ranch.

Rachel had come back to town more sedately, idimmeusine. She

intended to avoid helicopter riders for a lifetimer—maybe two

lifetimes. She had caught her heel on the rug asrsd to get out of
the car. It was just the time and place for Chddibe there to catch
her, she'd told herself. But he wasn't, and heuft®ar had had to do
the catching.

Still fuming, Rachel had rushed into the pyramidding, doing her
best to avoid the tears.

‘You need a handkerchief?' her secretary had aasked)ad her head
bitten off. The word had quickly spread that Hamoharas back, and
In no good spirits. Therest of the staff had mdasriselves hard to
locate until the boss went off to her apartmerthatSheridan.



Where, alone in her apartment, with the doors d@sel locked, she
had thrown herself on the massive bed and had & gyo

Charlie Mathers made intermittent trips back tortech for the next
three days, to set things up. Two new, young harvasl)
recommended, had appeared on the scene, as welloasman, an
elderly, retired master sergeant from the browrestuony and Fort
Riley. And a promise from Juarez Joe and his sdhnatog around in
the neighbourhood until they get their feet on ¢gneund'. Then,
shaking the dirt of the Flint Hills from his bootSharlie took his
helicopter back to Beaumont and rented a car fer tiip to
Libertyville.

‘Just what in hell are you up to?' Frank Losen rlizha lawyer, threw
himself down into the depths of the super-sofa,tansted to pick up
his glass. 'You've had yourself a nice vacatialori't know anything
you'd like more than a chance to run a ranch.’

‘Bull feathers," Charlie snorted. 'Good time? Whibly Rachel at
hand? Good lord, that woman could convince you authany
trouble that the sun rises in the west!

'‘Oh? It doesn't? Lord, this is lousy Scotch. Wheeedevil did you
getit?'

'‘Where else? Across the line in Missouri. You kntwey have
drinking laws in Kansas. Drink it and start talkin/hat have you
learned?’

Losen pulled a sheaf of papers out of his briefcaise shuffled a
couple of them to the top of the pile. 'Now, théts all one
corporation, Hammond-Borgen, with two divisions. eOrs the
magazine, the other is the ranch. Over the |aséfif years the ranch
hasn't made a penny.'



'So the magazine supports everything?'

‘That's the story. Now, your grandpa held fifteengent of the whole
shebang, but when Rachel's father took the maganme
pornography-'

‘Pornography?'
'‘Well, that's what your grandpa called it.'
'So he sold all his stock?'

‘Lord, no. He loved the ranch, and he wasn't atwosgparate from it.
He just—well, he just segregated the stock, toskrtame off the
company books, and put his shares into a blind. tiesmade believe
that the magazine just didn't exist!'

'l—wait a minute. What are you telling me?'

His lawyer laughed at him. ‘What I'm telling youhst you have just
inherited forty per cent of the Hammond-Borgen @ogtion from
your uncle Roger.'

'‘And Grandpa has another fifteen per cent in samet & a trust? Do
| understand all this? If | could get the old ctmtvote with me, we
could take over the entire corporation! Throw thecals out, so to
speak? But he wouldn't, would he? He wouldn't beght dead
having anything to say, good or bad, about thdt rag

‘Never a chance," Frank retorted. 'He wouldn't! Maww your
grandfather is as strait-laced as they come. Nar @teend, if you
have some hanky-panky planned, you have to make tigettrustee
who controls the blind trust.'

'‘Who is?'



'Is this really the best Scotch you have?'

Charlie walked over to the head of the sofa. 'Bttdy warn you,
Frank, I'm not in any cheerful mood!" He paused domoment,
rubbing his chin. 'Frank—yes, | have a bottle ofv@k Regal, forty
years old. | could probably remember where | puMiaybe I—no,
I'm sure it's here somewhere.'

'I'd kill for a drink like that. Your grandpa tholg| was an
up-and-coming young man, a real churchgoer. "Set gond to run
this magazine straight and decent," he told me.’

'Frank, don't try my patience!’
'Of course not. I'm your grandpa's trustee.'

'‘Ah. That bottle is upstairs in my bedroom. Angklieve I'll join you.'
He was back in minutes, waving two bottles in tive rather than
one.

'‘Before we begin the festivities,' Frank Losen said/ seriously, 'the
only thing you could do, holding the majority oetktock, would be
to vote her out of office.’

'I know that.'

‘Then be sure you know that being the boss ofdbdoration is all
she lives for. Throw her out on the street andlstrack up for sure.’

‘Yes, and | know that too,’ Charlie said. And theerpause for
consideration. Rachel Hammond, broken into litikecps? All that
beauty smashed? Good lord! '‘Come on, pull the gotlof that thing
and let's get down to some serious drinking.'

So, what with the morning after, and a multituddittie things that
needed to be done in his own little bailiwick, asvMonday morning



before he took to the streets of Libertyville tondar, restore his
memories, and think what next he might do abouthRaldammond.
He had long since given up the option to do nothing

He didn't need a great deal of planning. His lawgaurght up with
him shortly after twelve o'clock in the BarbecueekeB a downtown
restaurant of strange repute.

‘You're going to eat in this place?'
'You bet. | can see you're in good humour today.'

'‘But—they keep half the light bulbs unscrewed so gan't see what
you're eating. The salad's made in downtown Handkam a bunch
of laid-off auto workers!

‘You've got the wrong idea, Frank. If you come foutsalad, go to a
salad place. This place serves beef. It's thedsedtin the world, my
friend. And when they cook it they do a minimum amiof damage
to the thing, and all you have to do is cut it—wéhfork, mind

you—and chew it down. Now, did you come to ruin lomych, or do

you have something else on your so-called mind?'

'l came to invite you out to the ball game. KanGdy is playing at
home this afternoon. We could hop over in thatelithopper of
yours, see the game, and then explore the Kansagsight-life.'

‘Well, that's very kind-'

'‘But I'm not going to, man. Coming in the doompbted a copy of the
National Gossiperand all hell broke loose."

‘What do you mean?'

'Here. Take a look.' He passed the magazine opsetiing Charlie's
coffee-cup.



'Look, | don't have time for magazine studies. fimally made up my
mind about this Hammond lady. Too much pussyfodtibgen going
on in these parts. I'm going over to lay it straigh the line.'

'You'd better look first, buddy.'

'One thing at a time,' Charlie said. 'I'm not snerbugh to look in
two directions at the same time.’

'So you're going to track down Hammond, and yagoiag to tell her
something. What?'

'I'm going to tell her we're going to get marriéahd that's all there is
to that!" Charlie pushed his chair back and tippedalute to his
lawyer and went out into the sunshine on Custernfiee Frank
remained at the table and watched as his clieppsteout smartly
into the sunshine.

'Sure. Get married,' Frank muttered. 'Then yo@#dtwo lawyers.
Or maybe three!

‘What | need before | see this woman is somebodyitfoCharlie
muttered as he came opposite Bwssipebuilding. 'Somebody big."'

'Hot damn!" The exclamation came because thoséiyeodyguards
were still standing at the downstairs door of Gussiperjust as they
had been not three weeks ago. Male! Big! Hittable!

'‘Gentlemen. Are you employees of this magazine?'
'‘We are. Haven't we seen you somewhere before?"
'‘Have you read this rag today?’

'‘Who, me? | wouldn't touch it with a ten-foot pole.



'‘Me neither,' the other guard said. 'Lousy. Fullie$, innuendo, all
that stuff. | don't know what keeps them out dffiar so long.'

'‘Oh, lord,' Charlie grumbled. He smacked one fii the other palm.
How in the world can you beat up someone who agreewletely
with what you have to say? 'Excuse me,' he samagalked around
themto goin. ..

'Hey, you can't go in there. The place is closedd A understand
Hammond has hired a couple of extra guards.'

'l just hate to do this," Charlie chortled, 'bum Igoing in. Are you
stopping me?'

'I'm stopping you.'

'‘Wait just a minute,' the second guard said. 'Hawea played this
song before—with this same guy?"'

‘Come on, stop me,' Charlie insisted.

The two guards stared at each other for a secdray. must have had
a corporate communication system in their headsy Dloth turned to
Charlie. 'Stop you? Not a chance. If you want targdMister, you
just go right ahead.’

‘Damn,' Charlie said. He rocked back and forthhaalls of his feet.
'‘Won't change your minds?'

They shook their heads. Charlie shook his too, teached forward
to open the door. A helping hand was there before You just go
right ahead." A second later they added, 'Sir." Twe of them
managed a little bow and stepped out of the way.

Disgusted, Charlie erupted into the ground-flooblpbke a tornado
looking for a place to touch down. There was nea@ in sight. A lift



door hissed at him and opened. Still pounding arsdls together, he
moved into the lift and scanned the directory. Eveifice had a

name, and he knew none of them. But finally theas wne discreet
little button labelled 'Penthouse.'" He pushed ithswd that the

machinery shuddered before it shut its door antiestaipward.

It was a slow lift, which gave Charlie Mathers pief time to

organise his 'mad' and get it steamed up. Thesliglmked at him,
one floor at a time. When he had counted ten, taehme he was
riding stumbled to a stop, then hitched upward lagoinch or two
before it opened its door.

He was facing a blank wall, and a closed glass.ddwe title on the
door was just what he had expected. 'Hammond'aid. sDamn
woman,' he muttered as he palmed the knob. Thedlimmmed back
on its stops. A woman at the desk facing him gairtl@ squeak of
alarm, and pressed the little red button on hek.des

‘You needn't squeal,’ Charlie said calmly. 'l nexagrblondes before
supper. Where's Hammond?"'

‘She's—not here.’

‘And you go to church every Sunday?'

'I—you think I'm lying?"

'l know you're lying. Where's Hammond?'

'She's not here. They left just a few minutes ago.'
‘Theyleft?'

'His name is Olsen. He won a contest. That'skaibiw!'



By God, Charlie told himself, another contest wimnnedidn't work
out, so she's got someone else to take my place!l'Anjealous as
hell, that's what | am. | could kill both of theemd that's for sure.

‘They've gone out to the ranch?'

The middle-aged woman before him looked petrifidino," she
stammered. 'Hammond would never go back out tifewenething
happened on her last visit and she swore she weaudr go back
there. Never!'

‘Yeah,' he snapped. 'That I'll believe the nexetamweek comes up
with two Tuesdays.'

The lift doors out in the hall whooshed open, andaa of very
large-looking young men fought each other to get ioto the
corridor. A moment later the office door opened] #rey came into
the office one at a time.

'‘What's wrong, Ms Sally?' The bigger of the twokied as if he might
be two hundred and fifty pounds,

and stand six feet five. The little fellow was mékely one hundred
and ninety-five, and six foot even. The woman atdask had pushed
her chair back and stood up.

‘This—er—gentleman was just leaving,' she said.

Charlie took another look at the pair of them, eodsidered. | could,
he told himself, take either one of them withouwy &ouble. | could
probably take both of them—well, make that a sewqudr cent
chance. On the other hand, since | was just gawyg/ay—what the
hey!

'Like the lady says,' he agreed amiably, 'l was le@ving. Excuse
me?' He stepped around the pair of them gingednglhis best to



avoid touching either of them. Safely out in thericmr, with them
forming a wall between him and the secretary, hieda'’You won't
forget to tell Ms Rachel that | called? And thatds very perturbed
about the last issue of the magazine? And thaldlher in court very
very quickly?'

The lift door was still open, waiting restlessly éopatron. He pushed
the lobby button, the machine activated itself vatlgroan, and the
double door swung shut. None of the three he leffirid offered a

comment of any kind.

The machine disgorged him in the silent lobby. Asron the other
wall was a bank of pay-telephones. How did you gauébnding the
big boss's address when she didn't want to be fbHedyrinned as he
thumbed through the directory for the personneiceffof the
corporation, then dropped in his coin and dialled.

‘And you're who?' the elderly lady at the other dathanded.

‘William Two Feather,' Charlie said. 'I'm Mrs Coédter's son. My
mother is very ill, and as a former employee ofryfium—they've

cancelled her medical insurance. Would you beliba&? Forty years
working for the Hammonds and they cancelled her ica¢d
insurance. So | have to get in touch with Hammadj | forgot

where she's living in the city. Some hotel, | bedié

There was a moment of silence as the clerk on tiner @nd of the
line consulted her computer. 'Yes, Mrs Colcheskarty years
service and Hammond just-'

‘Turned her out of house and home. Can you bed?'tidarlie
slapped a big paw over the telephone transmittehatl almost said,
'turned her out into the snow'—it seldom snowedKemsas in
August. He was beginning to like his part too welt there was no
room for humour.



‘A shame,' the voice from Personnel said. 'It'sresj@ompany policy
to give out any information on Hammond, but | skattMrs
Colchester-'

'‘My mother,' Charlie said mournfully.

'Yes, your mother, Mr Two Feather. She formerlyetlvin the
penthouse suite at the Sheridan Hotel, on Broask&tYou can find
the place?'

'‘Easy,' Charlie said. 'Easy. | thank you. My motthenks you. The
entire Potowotami Nation thanks you.' He droppeditandset before
the clerk could gather her wits, and was out onstheet in a hurry.
The two door guards kept a respectable distance.

'‘Missed Ms Hammond,' one of them called after h8he just went
out the back way when you came in.'

‘Thank you," he yelled as he dived into his rergpdrts car and
started the engine. 'There," he lectured himsdlfdone with smoke
and mirrors, and not a fist laid on anyone. Diployahat's what!
The way of the future.' He was whistling as he @roff.

The Sheridan was one of the new residential hotetbe outskirts of
the city. Set back in its own enclave of fences amgs, and
discreetly guarded against all comers, it boastakktvparking.
Charlie left his prize vehicle in the hands of dteendants and rushed
into the lobby.

'l have an emergency message for Ms Hammond,' heuaced to
the desk man. 'Can | go up?'

The desk clerk looked him up and down. In the hadathe day
Charlie had abandoned his suit coat and tie, uobeit the top three
buttons of his shirt, and had rolled his sleevesiogve his elbows.



Obviously the desk man thought him to be not gthitetype to be
admitted.

‘Not without authorisation," the haughty clerk regd. 'I'll call and
see. Your name is?'

'Mathers,' he said. 'Charlie Mathers.'

It took but a moment for the connection to be made telephone
buzzed once and was picked up at the far end. [Ehle ltanded him
the phone. With one set of fingers crossed, he tieedthers to push
down the plunger, thus disconnecting the line.

'Hello,' he said into the dead handset. 'Racha,ishCharlie. Yes,
Charlie Mathers. | have that information you wantéds, come up
right away?'

He dropped the handset back on its cradle. 'She"sayne up right

away"," he told the house clerk. 'Which way?'

The clerk's face looked curdled, his lips pinchedas if what he had
to say tasted bad. He still believed that Charliatirs could not
possibly be welcome in any of the suitesisfhotel, but the customer
was always right.

‘The lift in the corner,’ he said. 'lt's an exprebeectly to the
penthouse.' He gestured towards the line of liftthe far wall. 'Car
number one, the penthouse,’ he murmured, and theshdd his
jacket off with both hands, as if he had been dgalith something
undesirable.

'‘Pontius Pilate," Charlie said, grinning at himotivknow, wash the
hands after anything as disagreeable as all thainkyou.'

The clerk fumbled for something to say, but by time Charlie
reached the lift all he could muster was a coldafk you.'



This lift knew its business. Its door closed withelamming, and it
zoomed upward at high speed. Charlie, standingamiiddle of the
car, reached desperately for one of the wall-moubtadkets. The
thing stopped the same way it had started. Withiaiasm. And the
door opened on a dimly lit green corridor. There waly one door in
sight.

The doorbell could be heard. Discreetly heard,afrse. The door
opened without a single noise. A hotel maid shrddger shoulders
at him, as if waiting for him to display his canmbrin the plumbers'
union. She sniffed at him and elevated her nose.

‘And me too,"' he said sincerely. 'I'm Charlie Mashés Hammond
here?'

'In the living-room, but she has company already.'
'l know. | think | need to see them both.’

‘Then I'm supposed to announce you.' The littledmailked down an
interior corridor ahead of him. A pair of doubleods were closed.
She knocked briefly, opened one door, and said—&t—Charlie

Mathers is here, ma‘am!

There was a squeal of rage from inside. The mastuged Charlie in
through the door, and then shut it behind him. [&tteobviously been
working for Hammond long enough to know when to @t of the

range of fire.

Charlie leaned back against the closed doors.oimt fof him, in the
sunken living-room, there wasn't an ounce of joy.

Rachel Hammond was rising from a pouffe at one sidde room.
Across the low coffee-table from her was a largengoman, who
looked to be one of those people who could easily the Mr
America titles. He was dressed in blue shorts agiey T-shirt, and



evidently had spent a long time cultivating his &g his muscles.
His hair was cut short, a butch cut, shaved closalyll sides. His
face was square-set, with a bulging neck. Altogetbkarlie thought,
the kind of nice young man | wouldn't care to meetoften. Except
for today.

Rachel, on the other hand, appeared as if shausadgme out of the
shower. Her hair glistened. The lace collar of ieglige was belted
firmly under her white robe. The robe was buttonpdfrom neck to

hem, which stirred briefly about four inches belber knees. She
was also wearing a face he remembered, fully fldskigh anger,

eyes piercing him like daggers.

'l thought | made it plain,’ she said firmly. 'Causiness venture is
concluded. | have hired this gentleman to take ywace. Edward,
would you please... ?'

The 'nice young man' stepped around the coffeestdbloking
altogether too eager to do whatever was requirbédrlie watched
him move—slowly for such a well-built young man.

'‘Rachel, | don't think you ought to do this," Cleatémporised.

Hammond looked as if she didn't agree. Edward phtes®ok over
his shoulder for confirmation. '‘Get rid of him,estnapped. He began
to move forward again.

This is just what | need, Rachel told herself. Trhoaible with all this
anguish is that it hasn't had a firm conclusionw&al will surely
destroy this—this-She fumbled for words. Plain, lstr€@harlie. Not
by any means the handsome young stud she had wamnikget he
was—damn it, why do | whiffle about him? 'Get tpEidward," she
repeated harshly.

And then her eyes widened and she took a coupgeotéctive steps
backward. Her nice young man had advanced up tbestsir levels



to where Charlie stood, and then, for some redsainRachel could
not quite see, he had fallen down. '‘Edward!" stlege

The nice young man struggled to his feet and rubliedtomach as if
it hurt. He looked around over his shoulder agani Rachel offered
him an encouraging smile. He turned back towardarlieh made
some slight motion, and fell down again!

You know, Rachel,’ Charlie said, 'this poor youman is liable to get
hurt. In fact, | think he's already hurt. Poor kid.

‘What are you doing?' she gasped. 'You-'

‘Exactly," Charlie said. 'You sent a boy to do axi:igob. And now
look what we've done. | had to hit him on the jatiink I've broken
a knuckle here. And it's all your fault. Going tetgip again, son?’

Edward mumbled a word or two. There was somethirang with
his jaw. 'l know," Charlie said compassionatelyofidén! They go
through this routine all the time, looking for thgarfit gentil knight"
to slay a dragon for them. Especially this one.e;itat me help you

up.'

Edward cautiously accepted the offered hand, andnined
something again.

'Yes, | know,' Charlie said. 'Look, the plain fa€it is she's trying to
make me jealous. | have the job—a firm contracd Alhyou can get
Is trouble by scabbing. Say, look. Take a cab twéne hospital and
let them fix you up. Everything is on the houseeTHammond-
Borgen Corporation. Hammond here will call aheadl @K the bills.
Right?' He turned around and glared at Hammond, veldocsuddenly
become Rachel again.

'l—yes,' Rachel muttered as she circled arounaddbm, keeping at
the furthest distance she could from him, and fotihetelephone.



Meanwhile, Charlie slipped an arm around the yauag and helped
him out of the door.

The maid was huddled in a corner, eavesdroppingajaying it all.
‘See that he gets downstairs,' Charlie orderedl h&il need a cab to
take him to the hospital.' After which he left thair of them, went
back into the living-room where Rachel waited, alu$ed the door
behind him.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'WELL," Charlie said as he did a mock-washing of his kafhithat
certainly made me feel better.’

'‘Barbarian,' Rachel muttered as she tried to sqfuirther away from
him, into the depths of her couch. 'You could hlavg the boy.'

Charlie laughed. 'Why don't you listen to what yewaying?' he
asked. 'Boy indeed. But old enough for your purp®@ddhink | hurt
my knuckles more than his jaw.’

'l don't care to talk about it. Violence appals fkase go, before |
call the police.’

‘Ah. What a good idea. Why don't you call them?ylieeprobably

looking for you anyway.' He took a quick, jerky pag and down in
front of her. 'You don't abhor violence, HammondouYabhor

physicalviolence. The world is full of other kinds. I'm gpuised you

don't recognise that. You've suffered more mentdéémce than most
anyone else | know!

She came to her feet with a startled look on hes.fdon't you start
now on my father. He was a good man, for all hikelfaults.’'

'Little faults? My Gawd, woman, what do | have mtd make you
see the light? Well, the police will be along semough.'

‘Looking for me? | didn't do anything." Indignatidits her, he told
himself. Just that little bit of colour to her cksemakes all the
difference between austerity and beauty.

‘That may be, lady, bisgomebodylid somethingwith that so-called
magazine of yours. You'll be happy to know thatveréaken out an
injunction against you and your dirty rag, and hdl@oubt that my



lawyer has arranged for a dozen or more cops tbyfou and serve
the writ. You certainly blew your top this timedia’

'l don't know what you mean. | haven't seen todsgse yet.' She
drew that haughty cloak of the imperial Hammondsuad her,

swathing herself as if she were the Statue of ckigin top of the
capital building. And that too, he told himselfssmething we've got
to settle some time soon. But that's not firstioyo

'l haven't seen today's issue yet either," he edsar. 'But my lawyer
tells me that it's bad, even for you. Tell me, winy you bring in the
boy?"

'You know why,' she said bitterly. 'Just because nemeged doesn't
change anything. I still wanted that baby. Timeuisning out for me,
and | can't do it all by myself. If | could | woylthelieve me. You
don't know anyone who hates men worse than | do.’

‘Tell me," he chuckled. 'Did the boy go along wjithur proposal for
anin vitro fertilisation?"

'Of course he did,’ she snapped. 'l raised the tfféour thousand
dollars.'

‘That's certainly a good price,' he agreed. 'Baittéhms? Yetch!'

'I'll get it done, Mr know-it-all, in spite of yownd your friends. Will
get it done. | need this child!

'You need the baby, or is it your father who neededbtidey? And
him dead and gone these three years or more.’

‘Damn you. You think you know everything, don't {ou



'‘No, I'm far from knowing everything, Rachel. Allkhow is that
you're frozen inside that shell of ice you've grovamd headed
hell-for-leather down the road to Hades!

'If that's my final destination,' she flung at hiat,least the ice will be
melted by the time | get there. Why are you badgeme? Your part
In my troubles is over and done with. Did you wgntir money? Is
that why you came?’

'For that piddling amount? Come on, Rachel, yowkne better that
that!'

The goading succeeded. She launched herself dbmesom at him,
both hands extended like claws, the red gleam ofnlad polish
threatening death and destruction. 'I'm going gbé gabbled, and
then lost control of her voice.

Charlie was no fool. He knew how dangerous clawddcbe. He
stood still until she was almost within range, #meh his longer arms
snatched her wrists out of the air and pinned tteeher sides.

Rachel made a couple of attempts to break loose,tla@n her
strength failed her. For a moment she wavered backforth, and
then she bent over past her point of balance alapsed.

Before she could hit the floor he caught her, anddted her,
sobbing, against his chest. He carried her oveorie of the
overstuffed chairs, and sat down, holding her sldp.

‘There, now, Rachel,' he coaxed. 'Cry it all out.’

She tried to struggle on, but had not the strenfitie. tears flowed
like rivers. She ducked her head into the softoéhss shirt and cried
her years of anger away. Poured out her anguisto ahoulders
broader and stronger than her own.



Charlie Mathers was not the world's greatest planfige crying he
had hoped for, but once it started he ran out ofswa guide it.
Psychology | and Il had been part of his freshmducation, and a
good many rivers have gone over a good many dams fat time.
Not knowing what to do next, he shifted her weighty one hand
through the tangle of her hair, and hoped for #&.[But the softness
of her, lying there in his lap, introduced thougbitse held in thrall
by his anger. Controls he had thought to be imbeddesteel
suddenly turned to jelly. His suddenly clumsy firgjeugged at the
two top buttons of her robe, and brushed it opemh&\t any
particular instruction, his hand slid down into tyeening, touched
and cupped her breast, and gradually massagegl.its t

The woman stopped crying. 'What are you doing?'gelsped, and
sniffed a tear or two away.

'‘What you've always wanted,' he murmured. Thereweee buttons
still fastened on the robe. He lost his patiencth ihem. As he
tugged, the remaining fasteners snapped off ometiate and went
sailing across the room.

‘Tell me to stop,' he rasped. 'lt's your last clkednc

'‘What I've always wanted?' Not a remonstrancealmuitestion asked
In awe, as if a sudden need had come upon herrendaild not
understand what or why.

'‘What you've always wanted, woman.' A tender sorgpt across his
craggy face, and then a look of surprise. 'You nexear a bra?"

'—never.'

‘Yes. | can see why,' he murmured, his concentratiow on the
mounds of white flesh before him. A man would ded to ignore it
all, he told himself. He stood up and carried loethe couch across
the room, and stretched her flat on her back.



‘Charlie?'

'‘What, sweetheart?'

'l—you mean that?'

‘Yes. We're going to get married, you and |. Waattostop?'
'l don't know, do I?'

Charlie Mathers dropped to his knees in front ef¢buch. His eyes
absorbed all the glorious womanhood of her, stangiroud and
firm. Gently he lowered his head, and allowed biggue to possess
one of those hard brown tips.

There's nothing new to all this, Rachel's analytigad told her. I've
seen movies of it being done, I've read books d®egrit. Nothing's
new, but everything's new. The moment his mouthoswnded her
nipple she had felt the involuntary contractiont thhaught her entire
body into play. Nothing new? She drew a desperatath, then
locked one of her hands in his hair. Not for pumsht, not for
control, but rather to give herself something ahhb hang on to
while her world began to go around in circles.

Sweetheart? He called me sweetheart. Or is thiathjasnormal line
that a rampaging male uses to bring a woman to tange?

Probably that. Probably—but at that moment he sdeeed his
claim at her breast, and moved gently and slowlgemthroat, across
her chin, and up to her lips.

Leaving behind? A sort of regret that he had stdppecoolness
where his lips had been, as the air in the roorarblesl the dampness
he had left behind. A slight chill quickly replackg his massaging
hand as it climbed the mountain.



Lips. Gentle, caressing lips, touching once geatig moving on,
then coming back again to seal her entirely witmenself. Without
thinking, she closed her eyes. His tongue movednsgaer lips,
nuzzling, seeking admission. Which she grantedowitiprotest. The
lips pressed more fully, the tongue sought—somgttAmd a violent
lonic charge ran up and down her spine. She wigdleskr, but by
the time she found the better position his mouthmaved on. Back
down to her breast, a momentary halt, and thehdudown into the
soft roundness where her waist constricted, andénez| attracted.

Somebody in the room moaned in excitement. Rackalchthe
sound, felt the excitement, and her whole body eyad.

'‘Rachel? Shall | stop?'

She heard him as if from a distance, as if he \stneding by the top
of an empty barrel, and she were inside on theobotiA hollow
sound that reverberated around the barrel andbotb ears at the
same time. She was entirely confused.

'Rachel?’
'I—don't know," she gasped. And then, desperdf2bn't stop!'

A hand and arm slipped under her at the kneeshanbtlanced her
from behind her back. He lifted her up as if shegied nothing.
Strange, she told herself through the confusideelllike nothing. Is
it possible to float? Magic?

Somehow he opened the double doors of the livingar without
shifting his hands. Somehow, although he had né&een there
before, he found the turning and opened her beddmon Somehow
he stretched her out gently on her bed and knedidbeher.
Throughout all of this Rachel Hammond had kept dyers closed.
Now she opened one eye.



His face was inches from hers, his eyes open amnohgt There was
an expression on his face that she had never sferelon any man.
It was hard for her to study it with just one eyet she dared not open
the other, or surely the whole affair would disagapefade away and
disappearSoshe searched his face carefully.

Desire? Yes, much of that. There was a darkenimgmuhis normal
tan, and she could feel the heat arising even iat distance.
Confidence? As if he knew he was doing what shetedarAs if he
knewsomething that she did not know—as yet.

Love? She had never known love before, and couijudge.

And then he moved. Her robe slipped off her shasldader his
guesting fingers. Her neglige followed. The roomswaol. She
shivered.

‘I know, love.’

His mouth again, at her breast, while one hand echnp and down
from neck to waist, searching for—all those litjgots that caused
her to quiver. Searching as if he were a hunter kvigav where to go.
And then, using his fingers like little soldieregk, he marched one
hand slowly down across her breast, into the destivity of her
stomach, and then paused.

She was wearing a pair of very utilitarian whitéefs. The Rachel
Hammonds of this world paid no attention to thirtigat others did
not normally see. His fingers disappeared underritmeof those
briefs. Rachel gasped and put>her arms around thymg to pull

him closer.

His fingers stopped for a moment. Her briefs digaped. He drew
back. Disappointed, Rachel opened her eyes anctdisin one wild
moment that there might be mirrors on the ceilhich was an
impossible dream. But she could see herself, a waitee nude,



stretched out on top of the blue and white spreatidovered the bed.
Something moved in the corner of her eye. She tutadook. He
was standing by the bed, completely nude himself.

Startled, Rachel turned away, and he laughed. Aohons, teasing
laugh. 'Well, we can't all be as beautiful as yiwas a lie, she told
herself, because he's as beautiful as | am. Naame, but beautiful.
She turned back, forcing herself to look.

He loomed over her while she searched him out. &heas a
T-formation of light hair across his chest, left ight. From its
midpoint another segment of hair marched downlatstomach and
iInto—oh, my, she told herself and shut her eyes.ndf

Rachel stiffened from head to toes, her arms nyguodiside her, the
fingers bent into fists, her nails biting into hEims. The bed under
her swayed as he settled beside her. She coulthi2ébuch of him
all along her body. He's going to do it, she taddself fiercely. Hang
on tight. Maybe it won't hurt!

'Relax, woman.' His head was at her ear. She uodershe words,
but could not believe them. Nowhere in any of lesearch had she
come across a time in these exercises where ondgdshelax'!

'For God and England?' he murmured in her ear. \Wihtae world is
he talking about? she asked herself. Get on with'lity doesn't he get
on with it? He moved.

But not in any manner that she might have conceiwedchuckled
again, lay down at full length beside her, and begadraw little
circular diagrams across her exposed body withifdex finger.
Gentle drawings, up hill and down dale—pausinghattop of the
hills for a moment, then moving down and down aefmeant to
jump into the canyon between her legs.



Rachel summoned all her strength and forced hensefé frigidly
Into an unmovable statue—for about thirty secords. fingers
moved again, over the cliff, into the canyon. Shd hever dreamed
such excitement could exist. She had never knoattliat one little
spot was there. He touched it gently, and Rachelland screamed
In excitement, bounced in the bed and snatchentraa$ if she were
trying to completely absorb him.

He moved then, nudging her legs apart and movihgiween them.
'Ready, Rachel! She was shaking with excitememt,hee wanted to
talk! I'll kill him, she told herself—just as so@s he's finished!

'I—I-' The words would not come. Perspiration wasnpay from her
forehead.

'l understand,’ he said. Gently, still using on@ch&o tease her
breasts, he settled his weight and entered herhdRacworld
dissolved. Multi-coloured fireworks were flashingpand her head.
Some fool was yelling, 'Faster, faster!" That sémoéreached madly
for him, trying to force him deeper when he wasis withdrawal
cycle.

His huge hands slipped under her buttocks, syndinon her
movements with his. He pounded at her for a wildmaot, and then
took her with him up to the climax of the Little &t@. After which he
collapsed on top of her, panting, out of breathwas she.

More than one minute passed, but Rachel was utmableasure time
exactly. Her mind was still disconnected from tlestrof her. He
seemed to weigh a ton, but when he tried to moeeckiiched him
tightly and murmured a frantic 'No." More minut&he could no
longer feel the fullness of him inside her. Regwashed her mind
clear. She opened her eyes and grinned at him.

‘And is that,' she asked coyly, 'all there is ® it



'Why, you little vixen," he said, laughing. He galloff her, but not so
far away as to be out of touch. 'Yeah, that'dadly. Thirsty?'

'‘As if | had been in the desert,' she assured 'Niou?'
"The same.'

‘There's a little refrigerator in the corner," shgygested. He rolled
away from her, landing on hands and knees on tic& tarpet. A
moment later he was back with two iced glasses.

'What is it?"'

‘Bourbon and branch water,' he said, laughing. I'Wejuess you

don't have branch water in these parts. | salute' y¢e raised his
glass. Rachel did the same. One sip to moisterbbee-dry lips,

another to wet her throat, and then she held thesglp and played
with the droplets that beaded its rim.

'It was—something different,' she said with a sigtas this been
going on for very long?'

‘Thousands of years,' he returned as he finishedisfdrink and
climbed back on the bed. 'Thousands of years. @iod'sicrease and
multiply”. So he made the sex game the most enjeytdm in all the
world.'

'‘But—so many people seem to have trouble with it.'

‘Yes. But not you and |, Rachel, thank the lords Yes the only game
that rich and poor alike can enjoy.’

'‘Poor better than rich,' she commented with a §Fime poor people
seem to do so much better at it than the rich.’



‘That's because they don't have as many hang-ubps &sh,' he said.
‘Now then, I've had a hard day, and | could ustl@ hap. Drink up.’

She did. He lay back in the bed and pulled herggnrst him. And
before she could think of the rest of the stuff slamted to talk about
he was fast asleep. She left him that way for abdalf-hour.

Is that all there is to it? she asked herself. |trdt was enough! She
had never in all her life had such a physical ieads during that last
climactic moment. And there he lay, sprawled outlos back,
making little noises as he breathed in and out.a&Nlehndsome face,
she reminded herself, but good enough to go the rdusturdy head,
full of all kinds of thoughts, able to do a milli@and one things that
needed doing in this world. A chest that moved ng down as he
breathed—and a scar just above his right nipplar Fches or more
of scar. She caught her breath as she watchenlnécgnt as to be still
inflamed. Battle wounds?

You know so little about him, she told herself.\®oy little. And you
want to know so much. If my—she patted her softnstch and
blushed—if my baby looks like his father, wouldh'at be—nice?

He was stirring uneasily at the moment. She wasngever him, so
close that one of her breasts was rubbing acrassnid-section.
Purely accidental, she told herself as she stranggut slightly. Is that
how he's turned on? Could he possibly do it again?

It didn't seem so. Could he do it again? Reckleskb/ leaned over
and extended a hand to just—touch, that's all.tdush.

His eyes popped open. 'What the hell,' he muttaselde rolled over
on top of her. Dismayed—and yet pleased-Avith hérsghe
discovered that he could.



'‘Now that's not the type of afternoon | had plannieel said, leaning
back in one of the lounge chairs in the living-rodrhadn't expected
to—have things explode in my face. Are you all tighachel?'

‘All right? | couldn't be better. Well, that iseXactly right. | can see
I'd be better off if you had shaved this morning.’

'‘My apologies. | usually get it done in the mornamgd, if I'm going
out with a lady, again at night before we go. Adhlamsiness, being a
man.’

‘Yes, | can see it must be," she giggled. 'Verghar

‘Don't rub it in, woman. I've got more than oneastn on my back
that | didn't put there. You were like a wildcatirat second session.
Whatever happened to the sweet demure Hammond girl?

'l wouldn't know," she told him. 'I'm a little—serein one or two
places. Somebody bit me—right on my— right thema®ahere. But
I'm glad we were able to do it. You really were tiven | wanted.' Her
face turned brilliant red. | can't imagine doing-atth-with Edward,
she told herself. Or any other man I've ever maty @ith Charlie.

'‘And so that part of it is concluded,' she saider€hwas just a little
wistful touch in her voice.

'‘Concluded?’

'‘Well," she said, 'once might be a miss, but twsazertainly going to
achieve my goal, isn't it?'

'Oh, lord, do you still have that on your mind?'

No, | hadn't, she told herself. From the momentdwehed me, |
haven't even thought about the consequences. Buthmt we are
back to the rational, | can force myself to thiiikee baby is on the



way, I've managed to get one project going downrtiael, so why
shouldn't | boast about it?

'Is that really what you were thinking?' He had keal across the
room and was standing directly in front of her rigig down.

And now he's angry, she thought. | wonder why? Weeth played
our part, and the play is over, isn't it? Of counsg her conscience
told her. Of course it's not over. He's a fine ntha,kind of man my
father would have just loved as his son.

As his son. The phrase stuck in her mind, wiping exery other
thought. As his son. My father. My grandfatherthe end, Rachel
Hammond, you have ended up by doing just whathalkeé men
wanted. Damn this male world!

'Yes,' she said as she stood up gracefully. 'bievpat | wanted.' She
patted her stomach to emphasise her mood. 'Evegytims turned
out fine, and | enjoyed myself considerably in dogng. | do have to
thank you for all that, Charlie.’

‘And now? Don't thank me so damn casually. We'ragyto get
married, you and |, and between us raise thig Ifglla the way he
should be raised."

'‘Why, there isn't any "you and I",' she said res&lg. 'l thought you
understood that. | needed you desperately forafiad of the keel,
but from now until the launching | can take car¢hmfigs myself.'

"You think so?' he asked harshly. 'You think youjet everything
sewn up, and now you can go off about your busiiess

'‘Why, of course.’

His face quivered, and then he smiled at her. N¢@asant smile, but
rather a cold thing, cold enough to freeze the MissRiver. '‘Don't



be too sure about that,' he said. 'lt's been kndady, that it takes
more than a couple of quickies before a woman besgmegnant.

You may find that nothing's working. Then wherelwdu be?'

Oh, God, she thought, that couldn't be. We wereréept match, he
and |, and—no, the lord wouldn't do a thing likattto me. He's just
trying to frighten me. She plucked up her courddmeere was no way
in this world that she could do such a thing witly@e except
Charlie, and he was getting up on his high horse!

‘That's not possible,' she told him, her eyes ftegthe danger signal.
'I'm sure it's not possible. I'm sure you've senv@ar purpose.’

‘And we won't be needing each other any more?'

‘And-' She didn't want to say it, but anger carhed forward. 'And
we won't be needing each other any more,' she '€xdne by the
office tomorrow, and I'll pay you off.’

‘The hell you say,' he muttered. He took one stdyer direction. She
backed off. So did he. There was a perplexed egjmeson his

rugged face. 'Look at me, Hammond. You've only théaa couple of
times in passing, and I'll wager you don't rememidénat's my full

name?'

'‘Why—Charlie," she replied. And then puzzled thiouger mind,

trying to remember the rest. Yes, he had saidatariwo times out at
the ranch, but now, for the life of her, she cotlldamember. 'l—it

just seems to have slipped my mind.'

‘Mathers,' he told her. '‘Charlie Mathers. And tleer® way you're
going to avoid me or my name, love. You and | apeng to be
married. Sooner than later, because my grandfah¢one to put up
with that later business. Have you got that?'



'‘But-' He had used all the right words, Rachel t@dself. No, | could
possibly raise this child all by myself, but—I dowant to! | want
Charlie Mathers. Day and night till death us da.paven though he
means to be the boss? her conscience asked. Evareithought.
Even if.

He knew what she was thinking. Her flexible facd haced through
all the emotions of her internal argument. 'We'@ng to get
married,' he repeated.

Rachel found herself wrapped up in the middle sfanms. 'Yes,' she
murmured. The pressure of his arms increasedgecand, and then
relaxed. His lips came down on hers and sealetbhlike bargain. For
aeons the wild, exhilarating kiss ran on, untikfip he broke it for
lack of breath.

‘There,' he said, inhaling deeply. His arms opem&tiRachel, totally
exhausted, dropped into the nearby lounge chair.

‘There indeed,' she said. There hardly seemed &myhing else to
say. Married, she thought. Like thousands of otlwemen
throughout history. | never thought it could hapgenme. And
happily ever after?

Charlie seemed to shrug all his muscles, and manégeelax.

Marriage, he thought. I've been avoiding it for nggdut now I've
chased this woman until she caught me. Who woulé Haought? In
need of movement, he walked over to the occastade sitting by

the couch. A copy of thélational Gossipewas lying there, face
down. The back page reminded him of what Frank d&ad at the
restaurant. He flipped the magazine over so itecoould be seen.
The story attracted him. He picked up the publacatind began to
read.



'Lord," he muttered. "You people are giving thispsoul a hard time.
Embezzler, crook of the first water. Who the devthis man? Story
on page four." He flipped through the pages. 'Adrehwe have it.'
And a pause, while his anger built. '‘Dear God! Rd&g¢mrgen!'

He whirled around, folded the magazine neatly iartprs, and put it
down carefully on the table. Rachel could see #ye rising in his
eyes, the anger reflected in his carefully enuediatords.

‘There's not a word of truth in this,' he said hrsDon't you people
ever checlkanythingbefore you print it?'

Rachel looked up at him for a second, frozen iretiifhen all her
training took over, and it was Hammond who respdnabdy, 'l
haven't read this issue. But I'm sure that it's\beeestigated with our
usual thoroughness. Who was the gentleman, digggp@’

'I'll say." His voice had dropped to a whisper.€Timest man | have
ever known. Roger Borgen. You've just bet me aioniltlollars that
there isn't a word of truth in this rag.'

'I—Uncle Roger?' She drew herself up to her fulght her head
spinning. 'l don't remember making any such bets you!'

Charlie looked down at his watch. His big handsenteembling. 'By
this time my lawyer will be down at the court-houdiing a

million-dollar suit against you and your paper. Thaur bet, lady.
I'm going to bust this filthy magazine of yours. gl get through
with it, you'd better damn well pray | don't wregbur ranch as well.'

'‘Others, better than you, have tried. None of tsaoteeded.'

‘Then listen carefully,’ he said. She shivered. ige was deep,
vibrant, threatening. '‘My name is Charlie Math&harlie Mathers.
And you're going to be seeing a lot of me, Hammdfwdi've stepped
beyond the bounds of decency this time. The readyymobody has



ever beaten you before is because they didn't éravegh money and
enough evidence. This time you've bitten off mdrant you can
chew. I've got the money, and I'll get the evidende flipped the

magazine over, face down, and shoved it at her.tAad he turned
and walked away, slamming doors as he went, leavergfrozen,

trembling.

Her mind whirled. He had come to ask her to mamy, land he had
left with a death wish in his mind. The headlinelsa

Millionaire philanthropist might have been emberzZlamous
Libertyville tycoon being checked by the GossipeotBght
Team. Details on page four.

The magazine slipped from her fingers and felheftoor.

'l suppose,' she screamed in hysterical paniceatittor which had
slammed behind him, 'this means the wedding is off?

'l was beginning to wonder what happened to yoaykLosen said.
He was sprawled out on Charlie's favourite coualthe middle of
Charlie's favourite apartment. 'It's been a bussradon.’

‘You can say that again,' Charlie said as he cltsedloor behind
him. 'I'm exhausted.'

'‘Oh? How did you make out with Hammond? Did you lasie’

‘Yeah.' Charlie made for the bar and poured hineslfiot of rye. 'l
asked her, and then | read that rotten magazinertov

'And then?"



‘Luckily there was a husky young man there | caudd for practice.
After | read that magazine | was almost sick tostgmach. | guess
the wedding's off.'

‘You only guess?'

'‘Hey, you can't just turn off the tap,' Charlie teutd as he refilled his
glass. 'Can you love a woman and hate her at the §ene?’

‘Damned if | know. Say, | managed to get a fewdhiwlone,' his
lawyer told him. 'First of all, the injunction wascinch. The judge
took one look at the headlines and signed thenght away. We've
locked up the garages, and all the trucks are ugdard by my
private agency.'

‘That's OK for next week," Charlie agreed. 'Butantvsomething—I
want to smash that woman. Tomorrow.'

'‘We might just do that, too.' Frank Losen pulledhigobriefcase and
set it on the table. 'I've managed to get a cdlfaa special meeting
of the stockholders. For tomorrow, it's set. Owethie boardrooms at
the pyramid.’

'l don't quite—my mind's a little disturbed.'

'It means that you can go into that meeting witbugin proxies to
toss her out on her ear, that's what it means.’

‘But hell, Frank. | can't run that magazine. If theow her out the
whole place will collapse.'

'‘Maybe so, maybe not. There's EImer Chatmas, yowkHhle's been
In harness for so long | don't think he could egait. Elmer's a
sensible man. He's been the power behind the tHooraelong time.
And I'm sure there must be one or two other peaggand who could
help out?'



'l wouldn't know," Charlie said. '‘God, my head ache

‘Another afternoon at the bottle?

‘No, lord, no. I wish iwasthat.’

'l don't believe it. You, Charlie Mathensjshingfor a hangover?'

‘There are some things, Frank, that you lawyers #oow. Shoeing
a horse, for example, or-' He stopped at just tjiet moment. How
would Frank ever understand the rest of the staterer loving a
woman?

'l suppose you're right," the lawyer said as hd&egatd up all his
papers and stuffed them back into the briefcask.sée you
tomorrow, then. Ten o'clock?'

‘Ten o'clock." Charlie walked him to the door ahdwed him out.
And then he went over to the window and lookedaxér the city.
'Libertyville, Kansas," he murmured. 'Home of coarsd printing
presses and tornadoes and indomitable ladies.'hBekshis head
dolefully. 'And | don't know just which one of themakes for the
biggest problem...'

Back to the cabinet, where he refreshed his rye ahded an
ice-cube. Rachel Hammond! He settled back in hiaircland
considered. Out at the ranch she had been begitmicigange. Oh,
there had been times when she slipped back intoldeiorm. But
certainly there had been change. And now, to coaok o the city
and find her not only as bad as she had ever lbeg¢yven worse. If
that were possible.

Tomorrow, he told himself, I'm going to rush inteetmeeting room
and bring the whole house down around her head.tAed? And
then I'm going to go back to Texas and have a mohtlrink and
destruction.



And then?

And then I'll scoot around and see if there's anyntry aching for a
fight, looking for a competent fighter pilot! Anditlv that he played
chug-a-lug with his glass and threw the empty coetaiat the
artificial fireplace.



CHAPTER NINE

TomorrROW Rachel Hammond eased back in her chair and sigh
Outside her office on top of the pyramid, a work@s cleaning the
streets of the city, pounding water down on the-Kadhsas town as if
there were tdoe no tomorrow. 'So what are the possibilities?" Si
turned to look around the circle of her seniorfstaf

‘Two different kinds of problem," EImer said. 'Tinginction and the
court suit are a problem, but not one that we hageen before. We
go to court. We stall. We tell them that we havason to

believe—and all that junk. Then we offer to setlfeour next issue
we publish a retraction—on the last page of the amang, and in
small print. If they persist we offer them money.'

‘And if they won't compromise, and they won't ttke money?'

‘That's what Zimmerman is for,' EImer said. 'Thaty we keep him
on retainer. What say, lawyer?'

Alfred Zimmerman sat in the middle of the circlesraall, neat man,
precise in all ways, wearing a pair of gold-rimnegzectacles. He
cleared his throat, and tried not to look at Hamdhdrthought it was
the policy," he said, 'that all stories of probabigk would be
reviewed by my staff? | didn't see this issue efrttagazine until this
morning at breakfast. | must say that you spoilgdmeal.’

'‘But it sold a lot of copies,’ Hammond said harst®Bet on with it.
What do we do next?'

'‘Well—as far as the injunction goes—we really neefihd out who's

behind all this. The court record indicates Framsén is suing, as
trustee for the estate of Roger Borgen. Now, Mrdros as shifty a
lawyer as ever came out of Dodge City. But | chelteve that Frank
Is acting for the estate out of the goodness ohéast. | wish | knew
who's backing him.’



'And if we find that out?"

‘Then we turn loose our team of investigative regysrand get a
profile on this man. Who knowd?e might be susceptible to all the
foibles of mankind. A little adverse publicity mighhake him see
reason.'

'Dirty pool," Elmer chimed in. 'That's what gotinghis situation in
the first place. More of it might croak us.’

‘But it's an angle, and we'll try it anyway,' Ralathecided. 'Next?'

'‘As for the other problem?' The lawyer set backis chair and
brushed his decidedly thin hair with one well-gr@arhand. 'We
have a great deal more to fear from the meetinth@fcorporation
than we do from the judicial system. Given the fhett everything
possible is against us, | could still string owd tourt case for four or
five years—maybe more. But the corporation?'

Rachel rubbed her forehead. It ached. All of héwedc But for good
reason, she told herself. What a wonderful aftemhotes, Charlie
left in anger, but I'm sure that once | get thisigpem with the
magazine straightened out | can get Charlie backfotus. A great
deal of man, Charlie. And | can't do without him!

Zimmerman was still droning on. Whatever he saiditweght past
her ears and over her head, ignored. Charlie. &ireetl back in her
chair and closed her eyes.

Charlie on his gelding, riding through the praigeass, a man in
charge of a man's destiny. And if he could maker#émeh pay she
wouldn't need théational Gossiper-rot for anything. She rubbed
her hand over her forehead again. The ache pefsi§et the
conversation around her did not. Her eyes snapped.d'hey were
all staring at her, waiting.



'Restate the problem,’ she ordered. Zimmerman gbkdughis
shoulders and fumbled back through the packet persahe had
before him. 'Slim it down,' she added. 'I'm afréndt you've got into
the habit of telling me more than | care to know.'

Zimmerman was not the kind of man to blush. FronolahGerman
family, his folk had come to Kansas when it wall sught in the
throes of the slave wars, the dark and bloody gtolut hewas
perturbed. He paused to clear his throat again.

'Simply stated, Hammond,' he began, 'you do not haysolute
control of the stock in this corporation. Nobodysh&/hen Roger
Borgen died, he held some forty per cent. You Iselahe forty-two
per cent, and the rest—we just don't know whereedhkeof the stock
is." Another stop to clear his throat. He reach®d his waistcoat
pocket and found a lozenge which he placed orohigue.

'‘We have carefully avoided a corporate meetingséweral years. In
that way the legally elected board of directorsldocontinue to
function. Now, we are setting sail on a stormy sea-'

'‘Please, no rhetoric,' Rachel said. 'Can somehodynie an aspirin?'

A half-dozen hands moved to produce the pill. Rhceéected a
couple and gulped them down.

'l don't know how you do that without water," EInecemmented.

'l don't know how you do that with alcohol,' shedsgrimly. 'Now,
Mr Zimmerman?'

'‘We could call a meeting,' the lawyer said, jusgasly as she, ‘and
find out that the holders of this missing stock [doshow up—and
vote against us.’



'Hmm.' Hammond tapped her pencil on her desk tapsaddenly
noticed it was in disarray. It was something shedhaDesk tops
should be neat, tidy. And hers was not. She shuhetstaff members
and their comments and began to restore ordeetsdine in front of
her. The staff grew quiet. They all knew what wasg on. Even a
paper-clip out of order was usually the source omaddening
comment. But this time Hammond had nothing to shg;just sorted
and shifted and pushed until things were as theuldibe. And only
then did she turn back to her staff, most of whoarenconsulting
their watches.

'So it's late,' Rachel said. 'And you're all tiregs+ am. Well now.'
She ticked off the things to be done.

‘You, Mr Zimmerman, go back into court and seeoifl gan get this
temporary injunction lifted. Lie, cheat, steal—Indlacare how you do
it. | want the trucks to move tomorrow and the pessto roll." The
lawyer nodded, replaced his papers in his briefcase started to get

up.

‘And you, Elmer. Take another press-run of todaysgazine, and
move it to the rail-head for shipment. | have theadh that this thing
will sell double our usual subscription list.'

'‘No changes?' EImer asked.
'‘Changes? Why changes?'

'l think," Elmer said, 'we ought to add a littleveo- box saying that
people have got an injunction seeking to supprassdsue.'

‘Yeah,' Hammond said, coming to life for the fiiste. '‘Freedom of
speech. Freedom of the Press. Right on the figet.d@ourteen point
type. Go!'



They all moved to leave. A collective sigh couldhmard from all
around the room. The wall clock behind her struleven. 'All but
you, Harry.'

The young man who was the magazine's auditor stbapé turned
around with a question on his face. 'Harry,' shd saftly, as the
others hustled out, 'l want you to spend the niglthe week or the
month, and get me a list of all those other stolddms. Name,
address, telephone number. And call me the minote know

something, whether I'm at the office or at homen'Dfail me.’

He smiled an acknowledgement and went rushing fileenroom.
Hammond always rewarded those who did well for Aerd who
knew what sort of reward the Ice Lady might posstbstribute?

Rachel Hammond, who knew exactly what that griended, smiled
herself and slumped back in her chair." Whateverythung man
thought his reward might be, it wouldn't be whathoped for. She
leaned her head back in the big swivel chair aotlerpecting to, she
fell asleep.

It was a sleep filled with dreams. The same dresantually, running
through her mind as if it were a tape spliced airele for continuous
running. In that dream she came up to the rancrséhon her
limousine, and climbed out, dressed in a pure wingdding gown. It
was a full-figured gown, sweeping down from her highker feet in a
wild explosion of silk and satin and orange-blosso8ise twirled a
couple of times, but no dust dared to rise. Thedsodf the dress,
reaching upward from waist to choker collar, cowesisof a single
layer of transparent silk. It came upward to hecknevhere a tiny
rosebud was tucked into a frill of lace. Beneath $kirt were two
cotton petticoats that rustled whenever she walkedye the skirt,
under the bodice, there was nothing but Rachel Hamam



In her dream she walked towards the veranda; @ealine down the
stairs, almost tripping over his spurs. He wassidsn black dress
trousers, a handsome pair of dark brown bootsadnd smile. Just
the sight of him excited her. Her breasts kept ognib attention,
pushing outward at the transparent silk. He reachsdhis hands to
her; she ran in his direction. Only when they wauean inch or two
away did his grin disappear. '‘Mathers,' he saithigriand then the
rest of him seemed to fade away, like the Chestateof literary
fame, but leaving behind that terribly grim facentil that too
disappeared. A moment of blackout followed, andnthige film
began to run again.

Rachel awoke and screamed. The night cleaningpadiied in the
door of her office and flipped on the light. 'Ydul$ere, Ms Rachel?
| thought everybody had gone home long ago. Chigdtwo o'clock
in the morning!'

'I—I must have been over-tired,” Rachel stammeiederybody's
gone? My chauffeur too?'

‘Everybody gone, Ms Rachel. | could get you a &b €asy. There's
a couple of them park right outside the door maghts.'

'I'd like that." Rachel stood and stretched. It was. Every bone in
her body ached—especially her hip-bones. He wasasyhman, she
reminded herself, and giggled at the thought.

‘You really must be tired,’ the cleaning woman s&ldre, let me help
you to the door, and then I'll call downstairshe hight guard. He'll
look after you— you need someone to, anyway.'

Rachel readjusted her blouse and shook her skt iVrinkles did

not matter, not tonight. With her eyes only halenpshe kept her
right hand extended to the wall. The touch stekezd-and reassured
her. The little lift waited for her. She climbed and pushed the



button. The car started, stopped, and started ag@wing so slowly
down the shaft that she almost fell asleep agamust get this thing
fixed,' she said, just as the lobby door opened.

'‘Does need some overhauling,' the guard venturgdt bne of those
cab drivers waiting for you, ma‘am.’

'‘Don't call me ma'am,' she said, but gently. '@&— Rachel. You're
Foster, aren't you? What are you doing workingntignight shift?
You've a wife and two children at home, | seenmetoember.’

‘Three now,' Foster said. 'Night shift pays moreneyo Here you go.
Slide into the cab and he'll take you straight home

'| feel—as if I'd been on a wild drinking party,akimond told the
busy driver moments later. '‘But | haven't had gdroalcohol. What
do you suppose it is?"

'Release of tensions,' the cab driver told hempfidas all the time. |
get all these big shots who come off the airplarezlfwith their fears
and tensions, you know. And then, after the medtinger and
they're still employed, they just fall back in teat of my cab. Some
of them start singing.’

"You wouldn't want me to sing,' Rachel said. 'EYle® cows can't
stand my singing. But Charlie, he sings like a bill, at least the
cows like him." A pause for reflection. 'And | duot'

'‘And here's your hotel, ma'am. Not to worry abbetfare. | run a tab
for the Gossiperpeople. You sure work strange hours. And let n
giveyoua tip. When you go in, they've a fine indoor swimgapool.
Take a dip, then call—Charlie, was it?'

'Yes. Charlie.'

‘Call Charlie on the phone and tell him you lovehi



'‘What a good idea,' she murmured as she wanddrcethalobby and
took the lift up to the penthouse.

Waiting outside her hotel is the most stupid thdughthe day,

Charlie Mathers told himself. So you blew your tdphat else did
you expect of a wandering cowpoke? Yes, she wasgvrido, you

were right, Charlie, boy. And look what being rigigts you. She
comes back to her hotel at two in the morning, iloglas if she were
three sheets to the wind, and you're parked overfbethe past three
hours, hoping you don't have to explain to the loeat why you're

there.

Why are you there? Here? Charlie shifted restlessly indheer's
seat of his Porsche. No matter where he searcleechuidn't find a
cigarette. Not even an old butt stuffed in the bafkhe glove
compartment. His nerves were aflame. And that's wyta get when
you give up smoking. Nothing seems to be comingrilitt with

Rachel Hammond. A lovely woman. And instead of yiag her you
give her a one-night stand. One- afternoon standctgvier.

Why didn't you say something like, 'Rachel, | Igiaei. Let's you and
| get married'?

Why didn't you? Because she would probably hawe saj and had
you thrown out on your pretty little ear!

He stopped his fidgeting. A light had appearechenwindow of the

penthouse. He watched it, fascinated. At that destahe could see
nothing more than the light. What could she be g®iwvhat had

taken her so long to get upstairs? Damn! He poundldone fist on

the steering-wheel of the car.

‘You waitin' for a street car?' A heavy voice & &ar, with a heavy
Scandinavian accent.



'‘Oh, hello, officer. | was just-'

‘Talking to yourself,' the burly policeman saidvél been watching
you on and off for almost twenty minutes.'

Think fast, Charlie Mathers told himself. Think ta¥Vell you see,
officer, it's this way. I'm a writer. Novels, youndw. And | found
myself stuck with one of the scenes in my manugcsip| came out
into the night air to talk my way through it-'

'‘And of course you've got a tape recorder to kesgktof all that?'

As it happened, he did. His car had one of evangthas he pointed
out to the cop. 'And so you've solved your probland now you'll be
on your way, right?'

'‘Well—I do have a couple more scenes to work Qltdrlie said.

'‘But you'll do that at home, won't you? This iseatricted residential
district, and we don't like strangers parked onaitie streets. Sir.'

'l—yes. | was just going.' He looked up to the teghwindow one
more time. The window had been half opened, and theve was a
shadow, as if someone was standing just inside. Ddma told
himself as he started the engine. Like some pudoigpolboy. So |
love the girl, no matter what the devil she dodsyé her.

'l wouldn't wait too long,' the officer remindedhi

'‘No. | won't.' He shifted into gear and roared adrayn there like a
dragon late for a fire-storm. Behind him the painaa grinned as he
tucked his complaint book back into his pocket.

Two blocks from where he started, Charlie Matherallfiy came to
and took his foot off the accelerator. Moving atmething much



closer to the speed limit, he found his way acrwsgn safely.
Luckily.

His mind was not on driving. Not at all. His minésvon a beautiful,
strong-willed woman, lying beside him on a wide ksdiling at him.
But he did get to the underground garage at higrapat house, and
took the lift up to the seventh floor. As he funbieith his door keys,
he could hear his telephone ring. Speed compoutigefumbling.
When he finally got the door open he dashed a¢hesBving-room
to pick up the instrument—and heard only the diglione. Whoever
it was that was calling had given up the ship. Andighthave been
Rachel, he told himself disgustedly. Maybe she daalll again?

He went back to close the outer door, then strippddtle by article,
in the living-room. But no amount of slow motion ped. The
instrument remained silent. Maybe | should calPher

He looked at his thin gold wristwatch. Three in therning? No time
for calling now. It might be just the last straw got her out of bed at
this hour. Drooping, dispiritedly, he administer@dlouble Scotch
and found his way to bed.

* % %

Well, why not? Rachel told herself as she stradless the lobby of
her hotel. Cab drivers are all graduate psychalsgasen't they? The
indoor pool was in a separate room just off thebjol.ighted by
small green bulbs along the waterline, it beckaieder. She held a
locker, with several swimming-suits. It took buthament for her to.
change. The warning sign cautioned. There werdfeauliards on
duty after eleven o'clock. But Hammond was a womeny sure of
her skills, and willingly took risks. She walked tgathe deep end and
dived in.



Thirty minutes later, completely refreshed, reamlyaimost anything,
she wrapped herself in a bath towel and rode tha hftaup to her

own floor. Neither the night clerk or the lift op¢or had a thing to
say. Life was often like that when all around yooew the

approximate size of your bank account.

She almost rang the doorbell, until she remembé#ratiher maid
would have long since fallen asleep. So insteadfished with wet
hands through her capacious handbag and found \war key.
Moments later, dripping on the carpet but not agrshe flicked on
the lights and made herself a daiquiri.

The telephone set was positioned on an occasiahkd against the
wall. She went over and opened one of the slidimgdaws and
looked out over the city. Nothing was moving, exdep the police
car parked just at the edge of her view.

'‘What you ought to do, Hammond,' she said conviersalty, 'is have
a nice drink, and then call him up, and tell himvhary sorry you are
for making a world-class fool of yourself. Like tbab driver said, he
can't know you love him if you don't tell him, riggh

She sipped the sweet cocktail in her hand and s€itaddIt was too
sweet for the occasion. She pulled out the teleploinectory. It took
hardly a moment to reach the telephone exchandesaipartment
building. She fumbled with words, making a dozen roore
statements, any of which might do the trick. Shda@ear his phone
being rung.

'‘Mr Mathers doesn't answer,' the operator told her.

'Ring him again,' Rachel said, suddenly no longéxed. With the
telephone in one hand and her drink in the otlmer paced back and
forth nervously.

'He still doesn't answer, ma'am.’



'Please,' she stammered. Suddenly this telephdhdéach become

more important than anything else in all her [IRlease—one more
time.' She could hear the feedback of the ringilig.and on and on.
A tear formed in one eye, and then another. 'Old, @dat have |

done?' she muttered to herself as she hung up endoff to bed.

The minute her head hit the pillows she was asl@éepawkward,
troubled sleep, with that same dream running thindwgr mind, over
and over and over.

Until her maid came in and woke her to the brigintlight of her
morning.



CHAPTER TEN

THE boardroom at th&ossiperbuilding was ornate but small. The
huge mahogany table seated only eight people.drcdinner by the
president's chair was a mahogany podium and leatemplete with
microphones. Frank Losen nudged his client. 'Like British
Parliament,' he whispered. 'Fifty members and ergit seats. That
tells you something.’

'Oh? What?' Charlie Mathers settled into his seat ied to get
comfortable. In honour of the occasion he was wgaan off-white
suit, complete with a white shirt and a string Hes lawyer, perhaps
showing more knowledge, came in a pair of jeans and
open-necked shirt. The meeting had been calleelewen o'clock.
They had arrived at ten-forty-five, and no one &las in the room.

‘That shows you that Hammond-Borgen are not engigaa large
number of stockholders to have their say.’

'l wish they'd turn their air-conditioners downhatlie mumbled. 'l
didn't get a lot of sleep last night. | could catghon some here if it
wasn't so darn cold.’

'l hear that Hammond likes it that way.' The lawgpened his stuffed
briefcase and handed Charlie a set of form&. 'Yauating
certificates,' he said. 'l get to vote your uncteg®'s stock, since the
will has not yet been probated. You get to vots tirioxy for your
grandfather's shares in the blind trust. Altogetiaas’re sitting on a
majority. You can vote Hammond out in one ballot.'

‘Yeah,' Charlie said as he hunkered down in hig.cAthat was that
you told yourself yesterday? Voting Hammond outhis same as
breaking her will-power. If | do, she'll collaps&nd probably hate
me for the rest of her life! How's abahiatfor a cheery little vote?



Just to change the subject he asked, 'How did shgggin court
today?'

‘Not bad, not good,' Frank said. 'The judge refusedissolve the

injunction, but he also refused to make it perm&nAnd then he

asked for supporting documents. You wouldn't beligwe number of
papers the corporation filed. It would seem that smle interest in

this suit is to stifle the free Press. That's agyfacounter-action. They
submitted so much material that it took the ensiession just to
identify the papers.'

‘That sounds like a big-time job," Charlie retort€hn they get away
with it?"

'It's all a ploy," Frank told him. 'On our way ooift the court their
lawyer cornered me. He wanted to remind me how kngh a suit
could last. Then he said, "l suppose | could tallrifhond into a
settlement.” And he walked out.'

'Settlement?"
‘No, huh?"

'l—really don't know, Frank. I'm not much for theébengs. | need to
be outdoors in the fresh air. And damned if | dtmitk I'd get along
better with cows than with people. Hey, here theye.'

Here they came indeed. A phalanx of people, allearmvith
briefcases and papers, marching in smartly to wiese designated
seats and standing areas, and clustering thetading the two right
behind Charlie, who gave him a dirty look, as ifies stolen their
seats. He chuckled to himself, shrugged, and sttligp than before.
'‘Pull in your gut, Frank,' he whispered. 'We'repamnade.'



'‘Not me," Frank said as he slumped just a littither down in his
chair. 'l left the Army twenty years ago. You dgmit me back in
harness by a little side-show.'

An elderly man near the head of the table was alsiyocounting
heads. 'That's Elmer Chatmas, the editor,” Franispghed. The
counter seemed to be satisfied. He turned and wotida hulking
man standing in the far front of the room. 'Andt'thane of her guard
dogs,' Charlie whispered back.

The bulky young man opened the door. '‘No clastyofoals,’ Frank
whispered mockingly. Rachel Hammond was standintipetdoor.
'For effect,' Frank added.

'‘Oh, shut up," his client told him in an undertone.

He didn't want conversation. He just wanted to IdOk perhaps get
up and run across the room and sweep her up and-

And at that moment Hammond came into the room. dheais a
hushed murmur of approval. Rachel Hammond had fuher
business uniform. No navy blue skirt, no frilledi$e, no suit coat.
Instead she was dressed in as simple a dress aanwmuld find. An
A-lipe, lily-white, with insets of bunches of littlgold flowers
embroidered around the hem. Charlie took a hisdaegp breath. His
companion, smiling, turned to stare at him.

She looks sweet enough to eat, Charlie thought. nifiagnt.
Beautiful. Thirty? Not possible. Twenty- one at tm@st. Simple,
innocent. None of her tortured soul showed throtighsmile she
flashed at him. There was some sort of messageainsimile, only
Charlie Mathers was in head over tea-kettle, andEsage escaped
him.

Rachel Hammond was smiling, indeed. But it was #esshe had to
hold on her face with all her might, for fear tlhitatvould slip away



and be carried down in a flood of tears. He lookedyrand. Neat
enough to grace any boardroom—or bedroom, shéneskelf. Isn't it
strange? There isn't another person in the room.aNgone. How
easy to fall in love; how hard to do anything abitiut

She walked over to the head chair in her usualefudecnovement,
swaying slightly, sending her skirt into a gentle.aHis eyes
followed her every step. Her eyes were glued tolhanly he would
smile.

And when he did her own smile became broader ane matural.
She beamed at him, almost ignoring Elmer, who wadimg her
chair. The editor cleared his throat, bringing back to reality. She
offered him a smile as well, and slipped into Heaic

A throne, actually. Her father had had it speciallyit for her, with
some four inches of extra height so she could ttmkn at most other
people at the table. Most people. Not him. His ldyirittle smile
indicated that he spotted the deception and acledyed it. Rachel
blushed and lowered her long eyelashes.

The chairwoman's gavel lay just within the perimeikher sight.

Nudged by Elmer, she picked it up and whackedsibuadingly on

the block. It made an echo run through the roorerd@had been little
sound before; now there was absolute silence.

‘The secretary will read the purpose of this aalld special meeting
of the board," Rachel said.

Halfway down the table a young lady, not more ttvaenty herself,
managed to stand up nervously. ‘Madame Chairwotharoard is
in receipt of a letter from Mr Frank Losen, holaérecord of forty
per cent of the voting stock of the Hammond-BorgempGration,
acting as executor of the estate of Mr Roger Barddre calling
makes reference to the issue of Naional Gossipeof Monday last,



and asks that a vote of no confidence in the ptes#ministration be
taken.'

'‘And that's all?" Rachel managed to keep her vakecool and
composed as usual. Somewhere in this room didasked, and she
had a good idea in which corner it was to be found.

‘Yes, ma'am.' Rachel motioned for her to be sedtee girl dropped
in her chair as if a huge weight had been takeh@ffshoulders.

'Discussion?’

Elmer Chatmas got up and was recognised. 'In anagazine there
are some bobbles and breakdowns,' he said. "Yetvitbootice that
over the past three years, while Hammond has betre aontrols,
the net profits of this corporation have increasede than fourteen
per cent. And that in a falling market. | can'tibe¢ that the needs of
the organisation can be best served by replacingrbthel.' He sat
down in a spurt of polite applause.

Frank Losen looked over at Charlie; he nodded negjgt Frank got

up and was recognised. 'Madame Chairwoman,' he'saidhave not
come here to measure how many dollars and cestadministration
has made. We are here to defend a reputation. dfogbu knew

Roger Borgen well. He was a good, sincere marhéndst issue of
our magazine we turned on him like a pack of wqlee#ting him up

into little pieces.

Uncle Roger—most of you called him that—was noearbezzler.
He was not a crook. Instead he was a man of gneatgmod
proportion, a churchman of good repute, and a adsgser. The only
derogatory thing | ever heard said about Rogédrasite was a lousy
golfer. Acting for the estate of Roger Borgen, inded a vote of no
confidence in the existing board." He sat down.yQorle pair of
hands applauded. Charlie Mathers. And then silence.



Rachel stood up. 'l know it's not proper for thaiokoman to enter
the argument,' she said softly. All in the roormieé forward to catch
her words. 'Mr Borgen— you were right, Mr Losen. dign
Roger—Uncle Roger was the sweetest and kindestl mnaer knew.
Only, my father hated sweetness and kindness. Ardught me the
same. The issue of which you speak was orderedeby ardered it,
and then failed to check it. It said exactly whatanted to have said.
In every little detail.'

There was a brief pause as she looked around ¢ime. ro

She stabbed at her leaky eyes. 'l am my fathetghder,’ she
continued. 'And | have never been more ashamed/sélfrthan | am
today.'

A rustling of papers indicated the surprise oftak participants.
Rachel seized the bevelled edge of the table adgtherself. "You
have seen the last issue of Negional Gossipem its present form. It
is the determination of the present executive btmdgonvert our
magazine to a more gentle form. A magazine for wgmathout all

the vitriol.'

She stopped for a moment to wipe a tear which bedped. "We will
undoubtedly never again make the profits we havénenpast. But
profits are not everything.' Another tear missedi@ndkerchief. She
slammed the gavel down. 'Vote,' she demanded. Wese croak in
her throat as she wiped the tears and fell intshat.

Elmer Chatmas stood up again. The dumpy old marekboonfused,
but he went about his work with a flat voice andeatral face. 'The
administration votes forty- two per cent of the tatsling stock of
this corporation. Our vote is "No".'



Frank Losen sprang to his feet. In comparison toef] the lawyer
looked fit to fight. And he said so. 'l vote thetfjoper cent stock of
the estate of Roger Borgen. | vote "Yes".'

The people at the table looked at each other uge&schel bowed
her head and let her hair fall over her eyes. Atasional sob still
broke through. It was the only sound in the entiam.

| know he has the rest of the stock, Rachel thoaghthe scanned
Charlie's rugged face. | know he has it, and | kin@il vote against
me. And then what will | do? All of my life, all afiy being are tied
up in this corporation—and | have used that powerdigtively. |
deserve to be fired, she told herself angrily—onlykat shall |1 do
afterwards? Return to the ranch which I've alrepdywed | don't
know how to run? Abandon Kansas and go east? Tinegbt be
something | can do—but | don't know what it is! ldnsciously, her
hand dropped .to her stomach and gently caressépddthaps' in her
life. And that was the moment that Charlie Mathstod up.

Every head in the room turned in his direction.létked at them all
slowly, one at a time. 'A great wrong has been dand it must be
righted,' he said. Faces fell in all directions.IyOfrank Losen was
smiling. Grinning, actually.

'‘But,’ Charlie said in his deep voice, 'this is thetway to make things
right. Eight-two per cent of the stock has beemdot hold the proxy
for fourteen per cent of the remaining stock, owrad my
grandfather, Brigadier General Frank Hammond, aadera part of
his blind trust.' Another pause while he looked dat the papers in
front of him.

'Madame Chairwoman,' he said, 'l abstain.'

There was a scream of noise. Everyone in the raadrsbmething to
say—to their neighbours, to their opposites, tartbelves. But when



Charlie Mathers dropped back into his chair, Friaogen studied his
face. 'So that's the way the cookie crumbles?’

‘That's the way, Frank.'

'It's your cookie. I've got another court appeaeathcs afternoon. See
you around, shall I?'

‘Sooner or later. Thanks, old buddy—for everytHing.

Frank Losen got to his feet, stuffing his briefcasth unused papers.
'‘No thanks necessary," he said, chuckling. 'Wdit you see my bill!"

Losen was the last to go. Except for Rachel, whe stifl huddled in
her chair, and Charlie, who was just getting upvédk to the other
end of the table. He disturbed the symmetry ofgsiby pulling
Elmer's chair over beside the huddled woman.

She looked up when he took her hand and beganrésscd. "Why,
Charlie?

'‘Because that's the way | think things ought to be,murmured.
'‘Because there is no one in this state who couldha corporation
better. Because you have finally come out fromielgour Dr Jekyll
disguise, and into the real world.’

'‘Not without help,' Rachel said. 'Not without heljnly now | feel as
if there's nothing more for me to do.

| don't really want to run the magazine any motgi@e.' She looked
up at him. Tears had ruined her mascara, and shet diare. He
whipped a massive handkerchief out of his insidat gmcket and
offered it to her.



‘There's no real need for you to run this darnghine said finally.
'I'm sure we could find someone else we could toireeep it going.
But not until we get an apology out for Uncle Raoger

‘The apology is easy," she said, working up @lgthile. 'But what is
all this "we" business?'

'‘Not the royal we,' he said. 'The partnership weu énd I, Rachel.
We are going to get married, and then we are gmrgaise a few
more members for our partnership. You don't mind?'

'‘Get married? | hadn't ever thought about thatyatehe said. Only
all of last night, and the night before, and peshapveek or more out
at the ranch. 'But the more | think of it the beitesounds. We? The
two of us? You don't plan to dictate to me the wayfather did to

my mother?"

'‘Not a chance.' He leaned over and, almost aw#rié simple, picked
her up and settled her in his lap. 'Not a charglee' shifted around
until she was comfortable, and then turned her fgcéo him. He

needed no further invitation. The door opened ahalftvay through

the kiss.

'Oh. Excuse me.'" Rachel sat up, embarrassed. Itthassame
cleaning woman who had interrupted her the evebeaigre. 'There,’
said the beaming old lady, 'l told you .so, didiPi't

‘You surely did,' Rachel said, smiling.
‘Told you what?' Charlie asked.

'‘None of your business,' they told him simultanéous



CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHEN they came back from their ride Rachel was receddoom the
wind, and happy. They stabled both horses, wipethtdown, and
gave each of them a pail of oats. 'You know,' sl as they worked
together, 'you never did tell me what happened itedehdrix.'

‘Your old foreman? He comes up for trial on thetfof September,
charged with rustling and embezzling. The other péiriders that
worked for him, the judge gave each a suspendeérsanand told
them to get out of Kansas. Satisfactory?’

'l don't know," she said, sighing. 'Mr Hendrix wedkfor our family
for so many years.'

'So when the trial comes up you can be his characteess.’
‘You're teasing me!'

'‘Not a bit. A good word from a good woman could kvarot of good
for him when he's being sentenced.’

She thought for a moment, nibbling on her lip. Thevill,’ she said,
and took his arm for the walk back to the house.

But there was more to worry her and, being by maguworrier, she
picked at him. 'You're sure that the Reverend bélhere on time?'

‘That makes six times you've asked,' he said. arwsver is still
"yes". He's bound to be!'

‘But it's a long way from Texas, love.'

'‘Not to my grandfather. Juarez Joe is flying him@r didn't you
notice that we've cleared an air-strip in back eflibuse?’



'Oh, | noticed, but—it's a very important day, Giear

'l know, | know. And you were the woman who didndnt to get
married.'

"That was before | found out how much fun it wobkl Youhave
enjoyed it, haven't you?'

‘Very much so.’

Mrs Colchester, who had begged to be returned tl,voame into
the room carrying a little white plastic container.

'‘Keep it at room temperature for thirty minutelse took said.

'‘Good." Rachel moved over to the table where tgbt lwas the
strongest, and set up a little chemical laboratdiyer own.

'‘And may | ask?'

'‘None of your business—yet,' she told him. 'Moveé authe light,
please. And be careful of that container! Good,lgali gave me the
darnedest scare. Spill that and I'd have to getaakit and try it again
tomorrow.’

'‘Oh?' He picked up the little container and snited.

'‘Don't do that,' she snapped at him. 'Put it dovisu can't imagine
how much trouble it was getting that into the cup.'

‘Well, | can see it would be hard,’ he sympathisgiie gave him
another sharp look.

"You know what that is?"



'Yes, | know what that is. No, | don't know whauyre up to with it.
But go ahead anyway.'

'‘Charlie!’
‘What have | done wrong?'
‘You just don't say that kind of thing. It isn't-risdone."

'In the Air Force it's done all the time,' he tbler, and grinned as he
did. 'Don't be so sensitive, love. People have Ipddinctions, and
those functions have names. Blame the problem aeQWictoria.
She's the one who cut all those useful names otheofanguage.
After we get three or four kids around the housei'li/find that you
need some short little word to use. Have you ewned tto teach a
two-year-old kid to say "Urinate"? Nonsense. So varatyou going
to do next?'

'‘Men,' she muttered. 'l don't know how I'm goinggt along with
you. Now if you'll stop bothering me, | have toléaV the directions
carefully. Let me see, now. First | take the tebetwith the white
powder in it, and | use this dropper to soak upesefiuid. And then
| squeeze the fluid in with the powder.'

‘No trouble there,' Charlie said. 'Even | couldtdo

‘They have them in the high schools now,” Mrs Cedtér
contributed. 'Kansas is a very advanced place.'

‘Well, then, Doctor?"

‘Then | take this little plastic gadget with theotiittle bulbs in it, and
put that in the mixture, and use it to stir thirg®und until the
powder all dissolves. After which | leave the buibghe liquid for
fifteen minutes.’



‘All very educational,' he said. 'Just what aresupposed to learn
from all this?"

'‘Why don't you read your paper?' Mrs Colchestergeatgd. She
brought it to him, gave him a little push, and Isetthim into the
over-stuffed chair.

‘Well, thank you,' he said, as he reached for ploets page.
‘You're really not interested?' Rachel asked.

'Of course | am,' he said sarcastically. 'And Iryou'll tell me all |
need to know when you get finished there.'

‘You know, you're a pretty obnoxious man.'" RachHetcked her
watch and went back to her little laboratory. M@lcbester picked
up the directions and read them to her.

'First, to wash off the bulbs in cold tap water. i touch the beads
with the fingers.'

'OK. Next?'

'‘Next you take the cover off the tube with the coless liquid, then
you put the beads in that tube— and leave thene thar fifteen
minutes.'

'l wish I'd had dinner,' Charlie grumbled.

‘Keep talking and you'll get nothing but bread armder,' Rachel told
him. 'Look, Mrs Colchester, only five minutes arickady there's-'

'Fifteen minutes,' the cook insisted. '"We can'tri® by guesswork. It
works like a recipe. | tell you what. | sing yoditle Indian song,
huh?'



'So why not?' Charlie commented. 'She sings betéer either of us.’
He slapped the paper down on the table. 'Wouldbalieve it, the
Royals baseball team lost another game. That n&arlesses and
one win in the past two weeks. What they need mesgoung
blood.™

'You said it,' Rachel yelled, holding up the tubghwthe two little
bulbs within. "You said it! We did it!" Both womeshouted their glee
and danced each other around the table.

‘Would you mind telling me what this is all abouEParlie asked. 'I'm
really getting hungry.'

‘Settle back,' Rachel told him. '‘Get a good gripyouarself. Ready?'

'Of course I'm ready,’ he grumbled. 'I'm a formmghter pilot.
Nothing really surprises me.'

‘Thank God for that,' Rachel told him solemnly.a@te Mathers, you
are about to become a father!

'‘What?' Charlie Mathers, experience and all, stedhlib his feet,
swayed slightly, and reached out to lean on his+atbe. 'What?'

'‘Coward,' she told him, and then squeezed him geéitiis is one of
those early pregnancy tests. See, the lower bdluraed green.'

'‘And so has Mr Charlie." Mrs Colchester giggled.

‘And don't for heaven's sake tell my grandfatherualthe baby,' he
told her as they watched the two-engine Caravanlecithe
landing-strip. Rachel was already in her weddingvgoa dainty
white lace and silk concoction that fell barelyher heels. It hugged
her from neck to waist, and then swept out in aindhous skirt,
fleshed out by a pair of starched cotton pettictfads provided the
necessary rustle as she moved. The collar was Baymardian, with



her hair carefully put up to match, and held upayrown of
orange-blossoms. On her bosom she wore his weddiihg ag
sparkling star sapphire, and on her right wrist \@mabracelet of
flowers. All in all, Rachel told herself, | feel ye—bridish?

‘That makes four times you've told me,' she sagthmevously. 'And
don't you tell him that you and | have been living here for the past
two weeks, either. | think that might be too mudn &n elderly
Methodist minister.'

The welcome was effusive. All of them walked bapkia the house,
where the old man allowed that he would love a alupoffee, and
then he sat down in the most commanding chairarkttthen. 'Now,'
he said, 'you're a cute little thing, Rachel Hamdhd®o when is the
baby due?'

Behind his grandfather's back, Charlie Mathers eddoén his own
coffee, and spilt a copious amount of the hot dgquuer his hand. 'Oh,
| don't exactly know," Rachel said nonchalantherHaps in seven
months. Something like that.'

'If it's a girl,' the old man said, 'l hope it tgraut to be as pretty as its
mother.’

‘And if it's a boy?' she asked.
‘Then,' he said, 'you'll have to try again.’

Rachel managed a nervous smile. This tall old mmahes taller than
his grandson, and only slightly bent with age, wderce she dared
not trifle with. And yet there was something he t@a#&now. 'About
the magazine,' she offered.

He shifted his weight in his chair and half turnedher direction.
‘Yes,' he said. 'What about the magazine?"



‘Well,' she stammered. 'I've—qgiven it up.'
‘There's one good step.'

‘And Elmer Chatmas will run it.'

'‘And that's another good step.’

'‘And we thought—well, we won't take out the mamir®ars thing,
or the UFOs. But we thought we'd turn it around dois
humour—and modern women. Kansas has a thousaretswiith a
good sense of humour. We're going to hire soméneint and let
them go whichever way they want.’

‘And that,' the old man said, 'is another good.sTdgere was a bustle
in the living-room as the rest of the guests arriv€dandfather

Mathers stood up, tall and sturdy in his eighty-sélveyear. '‘Come

on," he commanded, 'let's get this show on the.road

The living-room had been decorated—swamped, thed vgbiould
have been—uwith all the flowers the Kansas summeldagarovide. A
good half-dozen women from the magazine had unkksmtahe
decorations. Mrs Colchester had drafted help froenRotowotami
Indian nation, who arrivedn masseavith piles of food.

'l hope | do this right,’ Mrs Colchester murmurédaever been a
bridesmaid before. What do you think about that?

'‘Don't ask me,' Rachel said soberly. 'I've nevenlksebride before.’

'‘Nervous?' Frank Losen was the best man. They s&reding
together in a little group at the entrance to tiad-room.

‘Scared to death,' Rachel said, and bit her loipeolhold on to her
courage.



'About what?"

‘That's the problem. | don't know what I'm scarédw.' | need
something, she told herself desperately. | needesaord, some
phrase, some idea that ties us all, Charlie and &l the others, into
a viable, loving whole. What can | say?

Grandfather Mathers came into the room at that nmbniéo longer
the big, casual man, but clothed now in his robesface calm and
solemn. 'So that,' the good Reverend said, 'lealdise rest of it to
us." He managed to drive the four of them into aupgrat the
improvised altar. Almost it seemed as if he waglimgr them, as if
they were a quartet of heifers. Then he steppedndran front of
them, inspecting everything with an eagle eye. Haugged his
shoulders and managed to stand an inch or twa,téihgering the
bible he had used for seventy years.

'‘Dearly beloved,' he said.

Yes, that's it, Rachel Hammond told herself extytedDearly
beloved! She looked up at the man who stood bdasaigeand he
returned the look. His lips moved without speakibgarly beloved,’
he mouthed. Rachel Hammond, all her doubts respbepeeezed her
man's arm and turned back towards the preacher.

Those opening words floated out over the crowdkddahrough the
windows, and blessed the house and all who woultslehabitants.
Rachel Hammond missed all of the words that folw&here
seemed to be a protective blessing over the hawsalathe hearts
that would live in it. A blessing which released hér real and
fancied tensions, which erased all the memories fagrer had
pounded into her, so she could even think of thain mvith

equanimity.



‘And | now pronounce you man and wife." The finaftain. Rachel
Mathers turned to look up at the huge man stanbdesgde her,
drawing her to him with the strength of his eyasal Promising the
world and all its appurtenances. The flower thas ivar heart opened
and burst into blossom. That's it, she told heesatitedly. My dearly

beloved.



