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Susan would not be bullied into love

Burke Gerard dominated everything and everyoneisrCblorado ranch.
He expected to dominate the young city schoolteasi® because of an
accident spent two snowbound weeks in his wildttg. Susan, however,
was strong-willed, too.

At first she detested this powerful, primitive mahose love seemed more
like lust-she scorned him and battled him. Thencsime to understand him
and his kind of love-and yearn for it.

But, she wasn't the only one who wanted him. Tiffahe girl next door,
once engaged to Burke, was determined to havecad@hance.



CHAPTER ONE

THE brisk December wind blowing up white plumes frdra snowy patches
that dotted the Colorado landscape made Susanfthdok the warmth
spilling from her car's heater. A grey haze to west hid the Rocky
Mountains from her view, but she knew they towetleere, abrupt and
powerful . .. and arrogant. Strange that such ahdsdcription occurred to
her. She had never thought of the Rockies as artdigdiore. Beautiful and
exciting, even rugged, yes, but arrogant? distretti she knew that once
again her subconscious thoughts had drifted taijpeoming meeting with
Burke Gerard. Disturbing memories of a commandioger ringing over
the telephone lines sent a deep shiver throughnSusiander body. She was
crazy to have accepted Elizabeth's invitation tenspthe holidays at the
Gerard ranch.

As if to suit her mood, the day darkened, and sbegan to fall heavily. She
had dismissed the occasional white flake drifting darlier as of no
consequence, but this snow had the makings oflast@an. Switching on
her headlights helped little. The huge white flatask on a threatening air
as they thickened and swirled about the car, stickd the windscreen
wipers in ominous clumps. Susan uttered a few wfile words as she
gripped the steering wheel with nervous intengttywas one thing to drive
city streets, sanded and well-ploughed by maintemarews, and quite
another to drive unfamiliar country roads where Badn't passed another
car since turning off from the main highway fifteemnutes earlier. She
crept along, searching in vain for the turn-ofthe Gerard ranch. Elizabeth
had said it would be easy to spot, being market wilarge grey mailbox.
On a sunny day that might be true, but the maillmould blend in
remarkably well with the present grey skies. Justther headlights picked
out a familiar shape, and pulling to the side @&f thad, Susan rolled down
her car window and brushed the snow from the bdk wigloved hand. A
sigh of relief escaped her at the sight of thelblatters boldly spelling out
‘Gerard'.

Shivering from the cold, Susan rolled up her windowd cautiously turned
into the side road. Anxious to reach the ranch rgetbe snow further
intensified, she recklessly pressed on the acdelerdy the time her eyes
had flashed the message to her brain that theravagk in her path, she



was too stunned to think. Instinctively her rightf stamped down hard on
the brake pedal. Tyres with snow-packed treadghesttenuous grip on the
snow-slick road. Every tip that Susan had ever edsait coming out of a
skid fled her mind at the blast of a horn and tiglatsof the truck headed
straight for her. In panic she pressed harder erbthkes, putting a stop to
any efforts of her car to come out of the skid. ©kieer driver fought with
his wheel in a futile effort to evade her car. Boeeech of the impact tore at
Susan's ears, and the world spun in a crazy coditiglite. The crash threw
her against the restraining belt seat as her car sff the road to land with a
crunching thud against a very solid boulder. Skséeckher head against the
steering wheel, her body shaking with shock iratermath of the accident.

Suddenly her car door was wrenched open, and a wate demanded,
'What the hell do you think you're doing, shootergund the curve like
that?'

Guiltily aware that the fault was hers, and shihken by the accident, Susan
merely shuddered. A harsh curse hung in the duskgsaa large form
blotted out the lingering rays of the sun whicheeadl the car. Susan's head
was gently tipped back against the seat while @vgd hands swiftly and
impersonally examined her body. She opened her &ygsotest at the
intimate search, but her indignation died awayleslsoked directly into
penetrating grey eyes, deep set under a furrowed.bfhe face was
somehow familiar: tanned, rugged, taut with concefn thatch of
sunbleached hair, which had escaped from the paoka covering the
man's head, was dotted with flakes of snow. Sheedder eyes to escape
from his intense scrutiny and fought off the wa¥eveakness that washed
over her.

'Now is no time to faint, lady.' The deep voicetgdaon her ears.

'l have no intention of fainting.' She was pleased her own voice sounded
strong and clear. Willing her fingers not to tremkdhe struggled to undo
the seat belt.

Impatient hands thrust hers aside, and the belt quackly disposed of.
Strong arms pulled her from the driver's seatofi'dthink there's anything
broken—not that you deserve to come out of thicatied! Anyone who



drives that fast on roads like this . .. And themit your brakes, which you
obviously did. My God, the rankest amateur knowsstieer into a skid
instead of trying to get out of it!

Any thoughts that Susan might have had about amdhagfled instantly.
'So, sue me,' she flashed. Couldn't this brutehs®e shaken she was by
what had happened? If that wasn't just like orteeobrothers, to stand there
and rage instead of trying to do something abaaisttuation.

'l ought to wring your pretty little neck,' he reted, surveying the results of
the crash with a disgusted air.

Susan leaned against the front bumper of her car.léy§s wobbled and
threatened to fold at any minute. For the firstetishe looked about and
realised the total extent of the accident. Herwas totally off the road,
tilted at a crazy angle with the boot firmly wedgeghinst a large boulder.
The beam of its headlights reflected off snowflak@kng from the sky in
ever-increasing numbers. In the opposite ditchré deck-up truck rested
nose down, a back wheel spinning slowly in the air.

A restless movement at her side brought Susae'staih back to the man
beside her. It was darker now, and harder to makehis face. A faint
memory tugged at her mind, but she knew she hacrnmet him.
Impossible to forget a man like this! The heavykpaserved to camouflage
him to some extent, but there was no hiding thesmasshoulders and
extreme height. Masculinity and power emanated frioendark figure, and
Susan suddenly remembered that she was alone hidtstranger on a
country road, with night falling. She edged away.

'We'll have to walk.'

The pronouncement caught her off guard. "Walk?nidhgoing anywhere
with you!" she said shrilly.

'‘Now what? Let me guess: hysterics.' He reachdwircar, turned off the
headlights and removed her keys before shuttingoloe.



'‘Give me those,' she demanded, backing away agedtin her direction.
With an exaggerated sigh he dropped the keys ietambtstretched hand.
She struggled to reopen her car door with hanéferséd from the cold.

He ignored her efforts as he walked to his pickang turned off its lights.
Looking over his shoulder, he addressed her, 'Yoedd something warmer
to wear. It's almost two miles to the ranch.’

"You obviously weren't listening. I'm not goingany ranch.'

'If you weren't going to the ranch, why were yoividig hell for leather on
this road?' His tone was that of an adult tryingeason with a recalcitrant
child.

'l wasn't driving hell for leather,” Susan assehetly. Even in the growing
dark she caught his sarcastic glance. 'All rigig conceded. 'Maybe | was
going a little faster than the conditions warrantddw was | to know that
you would come speeding towards me?"'

'Oh, no. You can't blame the accident on me." Amsied shut the pick-up
door.

Hastily Susan renewed her efforts on the door leaaglhe moved towards
her. 'A typical male chauvinistic attitude,” shéorted. 'Always blame a
woman for your troubles.' She finally wrested oples car door. 'You can
stand around and whine all you want, but | haventention of doing so.'
Long experience with her brothers had taught hetrltler best defence was
to put them in the wrong.

This man was made of stronger stuff. He leanedhag#ie front bumper of
her car, crossed long booted legs, and drawlest'whatare your plans,
lady?’

Fully intending to show him that she was not the@driver that he thought
her, she grabbed the floor mats and placed one eagdh rear tyre. Ignoring
the look of derision on his face, she got in theasad turned on the engine.
The motor obligingly coughed to life, but the cafused to move. She tried
to reverse but only succeeded in grinding the exal of the car deeper



against the boulder. Annoyed, she put the car rst fjear again and
floor-boarded the accelerator. The car whined iotgst but refused to
budge.

The man yanked open the car door, and reachingrnned off the engine
and pocketed her keys. 'You're just wasting fuedIMieed a four-wheel-
drive to pull both these babies out.’

'‘Nonsense. Give me back my keys, and you can phusgh itry again.’
'Don't you ever listen, lady? | said it won't work.

'‘And are you always the final authority on mattérs?

'l am around here. | own this place. My name iskBugerard,' he added.

Of course, Susan thought with resignation. Belgtestie recognised the
resemblance to Randy that had teased at her. Hovd she ever have
forgotten this man's hard, sarcastic voice? Thelantmust have rattled her
more than she'd realised.

'l should have known. The great man himself. Topartant to his business
to spend time with mere mortals, even his own notieur arrogance
should have identified you for me immediately!

Burke Gerard said nothing for a moment, squintiogvial at her through
narrowed lids. 'And | should have recognised yowbyr caustic tongue,
not to mention misplaced courage in rushing in wheergels fear to tread,
not that | think you're any angel, Miss Osborne,'dnawled insultingly.

Leaning into the car, he grasped her chin withrra iand and forced it up
for his careful scrutiny. 'Well, well, Elizabettsshoolteacher come to call!
What a delightful surprise!’

Susan matched him, stare for stare. She realisgdfttihis man discerned
the trembling beneath her cool exterior, he wouktantly pounce on her
weakness. 'My arrival will be no surprise to Eliettb She's expecting me.'



'So she is,' he muttered. 'And what is little M{3arrie Nation going to
crusade about this time?' he asked in a jeeringevoi

'l don't know what you mean,' she answered coldly.

'Sure you do. You're just itching to get to thectaand set us all straight on
our duties and responsibilities.’

'If the shoe fits . . Susan flared.

'Oh, it doesn't fit, teacher, but you never botteoefind that out, did you? It
must be wonderful to know what everyone else shdalds that why you're
a teacher? Because you like to tell people whadd®'Me? You're the
overbearing bully who's always yelling out orders!

‘At least I'm not an officious busybody.'

'‘Busybody!" she shrieked, glaring up at him astbeds stiffly beside her.

Breathing deeply, she forced herself to calm ddwoew was not the time to
let this man rattle her with his unfounded accusetiintended to put her in
the wrong instead of himself. 'l can't see thattall name-calling is getting
us anywhere. We'd better decide what we're goirtpto

Burke Gerards's lips tightened at her patient, aralsle tone, and she
flinched when he reached towards her, but he wlsstoving her away
from the open car door. His eyes glinted at hedeandnovement before he
leaned inside the car. 'Where's your coat?'

Susan blinked at the unexpected question befonecigig down at the
fashionable waistcoat and sweater that she had/thoo earlier in the day.
Bright blue skies this morning when she was packiagl given no
indication that the weather was planning a drdstie for the worse. 'lt's in
the back,' she admitted with a guilty glance atdlearly inaccessible boot.

'Oh fine. Along with your hat and boots, | suppbbe, said, disgust at her
stupidity coating his words'.



'l could hardly have known when | set out that ¢ntineed to take a winter
hike, could 1?' she returned heatedly.

'This is Colorado, teacher. You should always lepared.’

'Quit calling me teacher! My name is Susan.' Shesesl to admit that her
landlady had reminded her only this morning howcilyi Colorado weather
could change. Moving away from the car and fromkBuGerard showed
Susan too late how both had. sheltered her fromrigieg wind. Her
bulky-knit sweater provided scant protection frdm biting cold, and she
could not control her shivering.

Heaving a loud sigh of irritation, Burke trampeceoto the pick-up. From
the dark depths he pulled something out and haindeder, commanding
tersely, 'Wear this.'

Taking the navy watch cap that he held out, Susagedy perched it on her
head, wrinkling her nose in distaste at the smottguo that clung to it.
Without a word, Burke reached over and yanked #pefecmly down over
her ears. She opened her mouth to protest, mathhitenging gaze, and
swallowed her words. This man was quite capabbbahdoning her.

'Very wise, teacher,’ he breathed. Reaching ingotthick's cab again, he
pulled out a dirty plaid blanket which Susan susggoiormally covered a
horse. One sniff confirmed her suspicions. Howetleg, blanket, draped
over her shoulders, did block out the biting cotay she resolutely
endeavoured to ignore the smell. Burke took onk kicher face and burst
out laughing. 'l suppose it does smell pretty gjrtima city girl!"

Susan couldn't answer. The change in Burke's fdwnvhe laughed had
rocked her back on her heels. Here was a charmhthatormal brusque
manner concealed very well. What a shame he didnt more often. Too
late she realised that Burke had turned and wadkes/ again.

'Where are you going?' she enquired.

'l told you: we'll have to walk to the ranch. Bouple of miles from here,
so the sooner we get going, the better. We've dyreasted enough time



here." A sideways look left Susan in no doubt asvtmm Burke was
blaming for the wasted time.

She shivered at the idea of walking so far in thid and growing darkness.
'Why can't we just wait for someone to come afte? Wfter all, I'm
expected. Surely someone will come looking for me.'

'‘Don't count on it. You wouldn't let Randy bringuybecause you said that
you weren't sure when you could get away. Whatit?a&nother date, only
it didn't work out, so here you are?"

Susan barely heard his last words, a sinking fgetimading her stomach as
she admitted to herself the truth of his first orfése had indeed refused
Randy's offer of a ride. Mentally she cursed thaethers whose cosseting
care had engendered in her a wilful independeniee tiith was, she didn't
come with Randy because she wanted to have hercanso she could be
free to come and go as she pleased. Since shéwaht to hurt Randy by

telling him that, she had used the excuse of aitltteachers' meeting. She
looked up at Burke, standing impatiently beside M¢ghat about you?'

'In case it escaped your notice, | was headed ther avay when you
rammed me. | won't be expected back for hours.’

'Oh." She was darned if she would apologise to foinruining his date.
Whoever the woman was, she ought to thank Susamtforely rescue.

Burke didn't seem to expect any other comment freen No doubt he
thought that he had at last browbeaten her intongggion as he gave her a
small shove down the road.

Suddenly Susan didn't want to leave the securityeofcar. She was cold,
she was tired, and the thought of walking two miteglling snow on an
unfamiliar road beside this cold stranger was niloa@ she could cope with.
What if Burke walked so fast she couldn't keep ith Wim? He was just the
type to walk off and abandon her. She wouldn't gth wim; Elizabeth
would send someone back for her.



'I'm staying here,' she announced as firmly ascsld through chattering
teeth. 'Someone can drive back and get me.’

Burke impatiently turned to her, started to say stbhrimg, and then merely
shrugged and began walking back in the directioni®tyre tracks. As his
body grew smaller in the distance Susan felt mowe more alone. One
lonely star popped out in the sky above her, markier decision. She'd go
and wait in her car. As she started towards illeagh leaves, brushed bare of
snow by the wind, rustled and moved. Susan stoppednic. Surely that
was only the wind? Never having lived in the coynshe could only
imagine the creatures that might be loose on & highthis. She had to pass
the leaves to get to her car, but her legs reftsdulidge. Frantically she
looked down the road. Burke was a tiny figure ia thstance. Wrestling
with the flapping ends of the blanket, she ranrdfte, hoarsely crying out
his name. At last he heard her cries and turnetjshan hips, to watch her
ungainly approach.

'‘Change your mind about waiting?' he asked saozdisti

Her lungs were searing from running in the cold &he gasped for breath
and struggled for dignity. 'l decided it wasn'ttigo expect anyone to make
an extra trip,' she managed eventually.

The look of disbelief on Burke's face told her thatsaw right through her
subterfuge, but he made no comment, merely waitmgatiently until she
had regained her breath, and then he ploughed thuwtieven looking to
see if she were following. His attitude was almesbugh to send Susan
scurrying back to her car, until she remembereddisarbing rustle of
leaves.

They walked along in silence, Susan plodding séy&ees behind Burke.
Resentfully she eyed his back and his easy-goimgest-or him this was
nothing more than an evening stroll, while she wasasily aware that she
would not be able to keep up this quick pace ferdhtire distance. Anyone
else would have realised that, but not this maetsbught bitterly, glaring
at Burke striding even further ahead of her. Hen @nevious contact with
him no doubt exemplified how he bullied his way aingh life
expecting—no, demanding—that everyone else doitdirig. Months had



passed, but Susan had neither forgiven nor fongoBearke Gerard's
arrogant treatment of her.

Night had completely fallen, but at least the snwas Rasing up. The
drifting flakes brought back a rush of memorieghaugh nominally spring,
the night she had met Elizabeth had been muchthike After a shopping
excursion at the huge Aurora Mall late one aftemoBusan had been
surprised to see snow coming lightly down as shieviiaked back to her
car. Two people struggling in the deserted car patlght her attention. She
could still remember the sick fear that had swapbugh her body when
she'd heard a woman scream and realised that shthevanly person near
enough to be aware of the woman's plight. Yellimgdly herself, she had
rushed to the woman's aid, fortunately scaringtlodf assailant, who was
little more than a teenager. Susan had felt illoakr again when she had
spotted the knife that the boy had dropped in insh to get away, but one
look at the elderly lady lying on the ground hadwaced her that she had
no time for any weakness. Two other teenage bayisjray in time to see
the mugger flee, had given chase, and although listythe boy in the
growing darkness, they did stumble over the baghbkahad tossed aside.
Returning to Susan's aid, they promptly calledpibléece and an ambulance.
By this time, the woman, who had identified hersefElizabeth Gerard,
was in extreme pain and shock, and refused to éosan to leave her, so
Susan had accompanied her to the hospital.

While the woman was undergoing emergency surgenyliat turned out to
be a broken leg suffered when the mugger had thengo the ground, Susan
had remembered the bag. Reluctantly going throwglshe had found
Burke's name and had endeavoured to contact himyiog him to be the
injured woman's husband. Unable to reach him, skdéft a message with
the housekeeper.

Hours passed before Burke had finally called thgphal, by which time
Susan was torn between rage at his lack of conaard, worry that
Elizabeth's husband was so elderly that he'd beable to cope with the
disastrous news. When the nurse had finally sumchbeeto the phone, the
crisp, deep voice coming over the wires had imntelliashattered any
illusions that Susan might have had about a parocloverwrought elderly
husband. First, he had demanded to know her nanteta® stunned to



argue, she had told him. Next he had informed lnegrit would be a day or
two before he could get there, so Susan was naWwarge of Elizabeth. She
was to make sure that Elizabeth wanted for nothinghe, Susan, would
answer to him.

Furiously Susan had lashed out that she was agstramd had asked what
kind of monster was he that he couldn't even camasit his wife in the
hospital. A short silence had greeted her outbarsd, then the voice had
informed her coldly that Elizabeth was his motlard that he was in the
middle of a blizzard, and unless she intendedhbatki to Denver, he was
stuck where he was for the time being. Icy contehgat roughened his
voice when he'd added that if she were anglingoByment, yes, he'd be
happy to make it worth her while to watch over imsther until he could
reach Denver and take over.

The tensions of the past few hours had built uBusan to an unbearable
pitch, and Burke's crude insinuations had beendik&atch to dry tinder. In
an explosive rage that had later shamed her, ghesd Burke her opinions
on his lack of concern for his mother, his lackedponsibility in caring for
her, and his lack of gratitude to Susan, not totrmoarhis insult to her. She
had been in full cry on exactly what he could didwhis ranch, his cows and
his blizzard when he had cut sharply into her batrsaying angrily that he
would be there as soon as possible and that sheldrad well better be
present at his mother's bedside when he did ged.tBefore she could react
to his outrageous directive, he'd hung up, lealierfuming at the other end
of the line.

Burke had been bossy, arrogant, self-centred amalg Tonight proved
that was his normal behaviour. Dark thoughts caringrhis come-uppance
at her hands gave her the strength to plod onsiridatsteps. Head bowed
against the slight wind, she could feel the mogstneeping in through the
thin soles of her shoes, while her fingers clutghtre blanket were growing
numb with cold. Head down, she failed to see thstsuntial bulk in her path
until she ploughed into Burke's hard body. His amssinctively enfolded
her as she lost her balance. The instant shetter fine wind felt heavenly,
and Susan leaned thankfully against his solid wlarmt



Burke said something, but the wind carried awaywuosds, and she looked
up with a questioning air. He leaned down and tddgbe cap away from her
ear. 'l said, we're over half way now.’

'Only half way?' Susan replied faintly. 'lt seemks we've been walking for
ever.'

Burke frowned down at her. T suppose you're gom¢etl me you can't
make it,' he said, his tone of voice leaving noldon Susan's mind that he
considered her a weakling.

She stiffened and stepped back from his shieldingga'Of course | can.’

Burke merely raised a sceptical eyebrow and startiedgain. Not having
the extra breath to bandy words with him, Susaed#er strength to move
her weary body down the seemingly endless roadhdrorelief Burke
slowed down his pace, but she refused to thank Nioitering under her
breath, she ploughed ahead. She would die beferevehld give him the
satisfaction of seeing her collapse at his feednleffort to take her mind off
her present discomfort, Susan deliberately turredtimoughts to Burke's
arrogant and ungenerous conduct at the time ahbiter's mishap.

If Burke had shown up at Elizabeth's bedside shtrdreafter, Susan might
have been able to forgive his behaviour, reasotivag hearing of his

mother's injury would upset any man. As it waszéibeth's younger son,
Randy, was the first to arrive. Summoned by higohliother, he arrived as
soon as the roads from Fort Collins, where he dédrthe university, were
cleared. After visiting his mother, he had offetedjo down to the ranch to
help Burke out, an offer his older brother had hed, no doubt to avoid

leaving Elizabeth in Susan's predatory hands. Bditahad scotched that
idea by insisting that she was perfectly all rightl sending Randy back to
his studies, secure in the knowledge that Burkelavba arriving shortly. -

It was a woebegone Elizabeth who had greeted Shedallowing evening.
Once again Burke had telephoned his excuses faomoing to the hospital.
Elizabeth had professed to understand, but Susamden enraged at the
man's neglect of his mother. Making an excuseawedeElizabeth for a few
minutes, Susan had hurried to a pay phone andidaileke once more. This



time she had immediately laid in to him for neglegthis mother. He had
been furious, calling her a smug, interfering, @ffus busybody, among
other names not so nice.

She had called him arrogant, callous and heartBstfie was enjoined, and
it wasn't until Susan noticed the significant lodk@m the nurses' station
that she realised how loudly she was shouting. Wiitta further word to

Burke she had slammed down the receiver, abrugynihating the

conversation. It had taken her fifteen minutes dol @own to the point
where she could return to Elizabeth's room withatdrming the patient

that her number one son was a boorish oaf whotdidre two beans for his
mother.

The next afternoon a radiant Elizabeth announcaicBbirke had been to the
hospital that morning to visit her, and that he vedsrning that evening. She
wanted Susan to stay and meet him. Susan, remergbBurke's harsh
indictment of her and the awful accusations sheadanhad immediately
recalled a non-existent meeting and had left thepit@l before Burke's
anticipated arrival. That set the pattern for teenainder of Elizabeth's
hospital stay. Burke apparently had as little wislencounter Susan as she
did to meet him, for he was always careful to infdglizabeth in advance of
his visiting plans, and Susan was just as carefuhake certain that their
visits did not coincide.

Belatedly aware that her emotions had overruledybed sense, Susan had
never mentioned that second phone call to Elizala@ith apparently, neither
had Burke. It never failed to amaze Susan that mamwas sweet and
generous as Elizabeth could have raised suchialsetin as Burke. Even
stranger was the fact that Elizabeth appeared toth#y oblivious to her
elder son's faults. And as much as Susan woulshréfie idea of putting
Burke firmly in his place, a warm and unexpecteenfiship was growing
between the two women, despite their disparateasts, and Susan had no
wish to jeopardise that embryonic friendship.

Which made this visit all the sillier. If Elizabetiadn't called with the
invitation just as Susan had finished reading @ddétom her older brother
Tom that had left her feeling like Orphan Annieg shiould never have
succumbed to Elizabeth's pleadings. A moment's giitowvould have



reminded her that she was lucky her brothers wetle ceans away from
running her life. If she had really been dispirigdhe thought of spending
Christmas alone, she had other friends. They wioal@ invited her to share
their plans, and in fact did. Only by then she wasmitted to Elizabeth.
Committed and not knowing how to get out of it.

Cautious enquiry had put paid to any hopes thabB&th's sons wouldn't be
home for Christmas. Not that she minded Randy,aBith's younger son.
She had met him many times at the hospital, andddum friendly as a
young puppy. Again she wondered how it was thatdbleth had managed
to give birth to two such total opposites. Seeiag@® at the hospital, Susan
had been warmed by the care and considerationhihdtad shown his
mother. Business and monetary interests would riatenfere to keep him
from Elizabeth's side if she needed him. Randy dadver delegate the
care of his mother to a perfect stranger much agdudd dictate a letter to a
secretary.

Susan's lip curled in scorn. Just thinking abouwt IBurke had ignored his
mother's welfare and how patient and understan8iingabeth had been
about his cavalier behaviour still made her blood. PAnd ordering her
around, a total stranger! The man deserved to te sh

Pulling the blanket more snugly about her to disaga the flow of cold air,
Susan concentrated on putting one foot in frothefther. Some other time
she might have appreciated the beauty of the el@ater night with the
snow glistening in the moonlight, but right now slle wanted was a hot
bath. The cold air tore at her exposed face, cgusn eyes to water and her
nose to run.

Burke gave a grunt of satisfaction, and involuihgashe looked up at him.
'What is it?"

'Do you see the glow ahead of us on the horizanasked.

She nodded, and then, realising he might not betabhake out her answer
in the dark, managed a breathless assent.



‘That's from the lights at the ranch.' He lookedvidaat her. 'Not much
farther now. Just over this last litthal.’

‘Little?' cried Susan, looking at the hill aheadhef. 'It looks like Mount
Everest to me!'

Burke chuckled as he strode ahead. Susan washairehte'd never heard
such a heartless sound in her entire life. Snifeindibly, she trudged on in
his wake. A hole in the road caught her complevéiguard and, yelping in
surprise, she tumbled to the snowy ground.

At her cry, Burke halted and returned quickly to bele. 'Don't you ever
look where you're going?' he asked in exasperation.

Disdaining his extended hand, Susan struggled tdeet. Burke reached
over to brush the clinging snow from her, and daped away his hands.
'‘Leave me alone!" she cried, near her breakingtpéifter the accident,

walking for ever in the cold and dark, and fallimgwas just too much to
endure Burke's snarling at her again. Why had ehee® Even if she had to
spend the entire Christmas holiday totally alohaf tvas better than being
around such an arrogant beast even for one second.

Once again, in defiance of the elements, Burkeesuahead. Indignation

speeded up Susan's own steps, but soon the nuetdiohglowed her back

down to a stumbling pace. Her head sunk deep bertchest, she trudged
on, oblivious to her surroundings, aware only @ ithtense cold, until once
again something in her path tripped her up. Thaseti Burke reacted

quickly, and a strong arm held her upright. Susas i@o exhausted to deny
that she needed his help. Wearily she leaned adaimshoulder. If she

could only rest!



CHAPTER TWO

IT took a moment before Susan understood the worals Bhrke kept
repeating in her ear. Finally they sank throughapathy, and she looked up
to see light streaming through the small panesdua in front of her. She
had tripped over porch stairs. Galvanised by thieamee light, she eagerly
forced her weary legs up the steps, uncaring thekdss solid arm was
helping her.

Before they reached the door, it swung open, bgiat heat flooding out into
the cold night to embrace her. Elizabeth stoodhédpen doorway peering
out into the darkness. Ts that you, Susan?' Somawseen switched on an
outside light. 'Burke, what are you doing back Rere

Burke hustled Susan into a large entry hall betaraeing to answer his
mother's surprised enquiry. "You might say Susah lamexpectedly ran
into each other," he explained drily. He went osketch briefly the details
of their accident. To Susan's surprise, no ment@s made of her
disastrous driving, Burke merely blaming the misbhaphe weather and the
icy roads. Tired from the unexpected hike and bdmbing cold, she was
content to let him do all the explaining as sheodtavearily in the hall.
Catching sight of herself in a large ornate mirhanging nearby, she
couldn't decide whether to laugh or cry. Wet tdsdsf blonde hair clung
limply to her face beneath the shapeless dark hat.

Her face was red and pinched from cold, while hgrseand nose were
suspiciously moist. Seen in the light, the pungalaid blanket showed
definite signs of its purpose, and Susan couldskeet horse hairs stuck to
her damp face and neck.

The sound of her name distracted her attention tl@runappealing image
in the mirror. Elizabeth, concern etched on hedkirface, was talking to

her. 'Why don't you head straight for the bathr@omd take a hot bath? You
must be absolutely frozen! | should have sent dribeomen out to look for

you earlier,' she fussed, taking the blanket frarsa®'s numb fingers with a
grimace on her face. '‘Goodness, Burke, is thabést you could do? This
smells terrible!" she scolded.



'Keeping Susan warm was my primary concern,’ harmetl casually,
shaking out of his outer garments, as obliviough® snow and water
dripping from his clothes as he was to the matra@ik-haired lady who
scolded his carelessness as she wiped up the floor.

Ignoring his implication that her own stupidity wassponsible for the
necessity of wearing the blanket, Susan turnecefyiét to Elizabeth. 'A
bath sounds wonderful. Just point me to the bathr@md | can fix it.’

'‘Nonsense; I'll help you. Where are your things?'
'I'm afraid | had to leave my suitcase behind.’
'Oh dear,' Elizabeth said in distress. 'Burke, lgyeu could have...'

‘No, I couldn't have," he denied firmly. 'Did yoxpect me to carry all her
luggage two miles in the snow? Someone can gehhegs in the morning,’
he added brusquely as he disappeared down the hall.

Even Elizabeth seemed disconcerted by Burke's @lmawbut she rallied
quickly, offering to lend her what she needed.

Only a few minutes elapsed before Susan was' ldyendnead back against
the bath's rim, letting the warmth of the waterpséerough her body.
Elizabeth had been generous with the bath saltstrensoft, scented water
lapped under her chin as she wearily closed hes. &at a good beginning
to a visit she wished she had refused. Burke cdutéive made it clearer
that he didn't welcome her presence. Any other mvaold have been
grateful to her for caring for his mother, but iirke. He had neither
forgotten nor forgiven what he called her unwaredninterference. That
was just too bad; under the same circumstancesshlel do it again in a
flash. All that nonsense about blizzards and resipdities. A son should
hire people to take care of his cows, not his motBerke Gerard had
needed a little shaking up to show him where hisripies should be. If he
chose to dislike her for it— well, it was often tla¢e of the messenger to be
cursed along with the message.



In spite of her philosophical rationalisation, Sushuddered to remember
the cold look in Burke's eyes when he had reahgled she was. Blaming
her sudden chill on a cooling bath, she turnedhenhot tap. Elizabeth
would soon be up to see if she had drowned, shegtitarowsily. On the
heels of that thought the bathroom door opposkeatie she had entered
through opened, and Burke walked into the bathrdeumiously Susan sat
up. The immediate gleam in Burke's eye drove hek bader the bubbles.
'What do you think you're doing? Get out of my batim!

One sleek eyebrow, arched in sardonic amusemenrayed Burke's

feelings as he slowly exited from the room, clogimgdoor behind him with

exaggerated care. The point is,’ the deceptivelg mords came from the
other side of the door, 'it's not your bathroors; mine. And you've been
tying it up for the better part of an hour now. Yeuwnot the only one who
was unexpectedly stranded in the snow," he addedphasis on the word
‘'unexpectedly’ to convey to Susan that no matteatwle had said to the
others, he blamed her for their accident.

Belatedly remembering that Elizabeth had mentidhat Susan's bedroom
shared access to the bathroom with Burke's, evekeBuimplied nasty
crack about her driving failed to penetrate Susanibarrassment. How
could she have blithely sat in the bath so londpeuit first locking Burke's
door? The memory of the gleam in Burke's eyesitento her voice as she
assured him that she was almost through.

'Let's hope so. Because you have only five mintdeget out of that tub.
Then I'm coming back in there to take a shower tdreyou're still there or
not.'

'You wouldn't!" cried Susan.

'‘No? Is that a dare?' There was a disturbing toméstwords, half threat and
half amusement.

'I'm not daring you,' she snapped. 'l said I'd bei a couple of minutes,
and | will.'



‘Too bad.' He was definitely amused now. 'l kindilefd the sneak preview
you showed me.

Fuming ineffectively, Susan viciously squeezed Wwet, soapy sponge,
wishing it were Burke's neck.

Of all the rude, infuriating males!

A short time later, sitting in bed and wrapped wmoéuminous flannel robe
belonging to Elizabeth, Susan pushed the tray dwag her legs. That
soup, was ambrosia from heaven! | didn't realises Imingry | was. |
apologise for putting you to all this trouble.’

'It's no trouble, Susan. I'm just happy that thevere no serious
conseqguences to your accident.'

Susan twisted the bedspread between nervous fingefigre looking
straight at Elizabeth. 'I'm afraid that the accidesmas all my fault. 1 was
going too fast, and reacted in all the wrong wélliypay, of course, for any
damages to Burke's pick-up.’

‘That's not necessary.' Elizabeth's voice was lagssthe removed the supper
tray to a nearby table. 'Burke told me that he dotisee any damage to the
truck—that both vehicles landed in drifted snows ldnly concern is that
you may have put a dent in the back of your car.'

'He probably thinks it serves me right,' retortes&n.

'l get the impression that you and Burke didn'tclyahit it off," Elizabeth
prodded.

Susan smiled ruefully at the older woman. 'Runm@mgan into a ditch isn't
exactly the way to his heart.'

Elizabeth laughed. 'No, | suppose it isn't. But wwa appeared as prickly as
porcupines when you walked in the front door. Isvadvious you'd been
having words.’



'Elizabeth, | had just walked two miles. | was toed to have words with
anyone. What are our plans for the holidays?' shetgdly changed the
subject.

'Oh no, you don't, young lady, I'm not that eapily off. Was Burke terribly
rude about the accident?’

'Wouldn't you be?' countered Susan.

'‘Burke is as susceptible to a pretty-face as the man. Surely after you
apologised. . ." Elizabeth's voice trailed offla stubborn look on Susan's
face. 'l see,' she said drily. 'No apology.’

'‘Apologise to someone as arrogant and bullying aké® You must be
kidding. Why, he's the most conceited, self-centréHier tirade ground to a
halt as she belatedly remembered that the man siselambasting was
Elizabeth's son. 'l guess he did sort of put mkhax;' she finished weakly.

Elizabeth laughed. 'He does have his bossy momleatsfter you get to
know him, you'll find he's not all that bad.’

"You could be right,” Susan conceded reluctanl\s just that after my
brothers, I'm allergic to any male who comes oa lilarzan.'

'Like Tarzan?' asked Elizabeth blankly.

"You know—me Tarzan, you Jane. Me heap big waryioy, little woman
who's too dumb to tie her shoes.’

'Susan, | can't believe you're saying that. Thatude went out with the
Dark Ages.'

'Not for Burke," Susan said darkly.

'Well, maybe sometimes he is a little autocratine'older woman admitted.
'‘But look at his background. As you know, my husbdied while Burke
was still in graduate school. Poor James had na idat he wouldn't be
running the ranch years from now, and he left thiimga rather messy state.



His business associates had no intention of allgvBurke to take his
father's place. Burke had quite a battle: youthlmsuch a disadvantage in
the world of business. Too many people tried to emmihe Burke's
authority, cheat him, wrest away control of the ifgrhusiness. Burke won
out over them, but at such a cost.'

"What do you mean?"

'He was such an open, trusting person. Thrownrdatthe business world,
he had to become old, wise and strong overnightbudk up a hard shell
around himself. He has a reputation for being toagtl ruthless, but he's
always honest and fair. Deep inside of him is stilbving, caring person,
but only to his family and a few close friends dbedivulge his inner self.'
Elizabeth glanced over at Susan and then contirnBedhaps, if he'd have
married, a wife would have softened his hard edges.

'I'm surprised that he isn't married," said Susamental picture of Burke's
massive shoulders and tousled dark blond hair cgteimind.

'‘Actually, he was engaged once,' Elizabeth confifieal the daughter of a
dear friend and neighbour. The two of them grewagether, and Tiffany
idolised Burke. We all knew that they would evelijuanarry. Burke
presented Tiffany with a diamond on her nineteditthday. Then my
husband died, and Burke was caught up in managengusiness and trying
to cope with a multitude of unfamiliar details. Thext two years were a
long, constant struggle for Burke. Looking backibnow, | can see that
Tiffany must have felt neglected. Everything prdigakould have worked
out, but then a friend of Burke's from his colletgys came to visit. Burke
asked Steven to entertain Tiffany for him. Theypelba month later.’

'Oh, no!" Susan was appalled. 'Surely a good friendldn't steal away
another's fiancee.'

Elizabeth shrugged. 'Steven Tallerton was the soioa wealthy family
back east, with a junior position in the old famlgw' firm. He was
charming, handsome, and used to getting what héeddaHe took one look
at Tiffany, and wanted her. To his credit, | besidne loved her and made her



very happy. They always appeared to be a devotgale€avhen they visited
here.'

They came back here to visit?' Susan's voice roastbnishment.

‘Not here; exactly. Tiffany's father still ranchasarby, and they naturally
came back to visit him. There was enough talk whéany jilted Burke;
we could hardly add to it by refusing to sociahggh them. Besides, it's
difficult to stay angry with Tiffany, because well, just because Tiffany is
Tiffany. What's more, the Senator, Tiffany's fathera good friend, and he
was hurt badly by Tiffany's action®. Sometimes lihe@st seemed as if
Tiffany had wronged him more than Burke. Burke didiay much when
Tiffany left. He just immersed himself in his worRf course he's seen other
women since then, but I've always felt that heleengot over Tiffany.'

Susan could see that Burke's unfortunate engagemémts Tiffany might
partially account for his misogynistic attitude,tlibat didn't excuse him
being rude, overbearing, and a positive bully. Hswher opinion that
Elizabeth and Randy must have cosseted Burke tah miter his ill-fated
love affair, so that naturally it was impossible fom to find a woman who
would spoil and indulge him the way that his motaed brother did. She
returned her attention to Elizabeth.

'So when Tiffany asked, naturally | said yes.'

Aware that her mind had wandered, Susan apologisadsorry. What did
you say about' Tiffany?"

'She's coming to stay with us over the holidays.’
‘Coming here?"'

'l thought I'd told you over the phone.'

'No, you said only your family would be here.’

'l guess we're all in the habit of thinking of Biffy and Ronnie as almost
family," Elizabeth explained.



'Ronnie? | thought you said her husband's nameSteasen.'

'‘Good heavens! | really didn't tell you, did I?faify was widowed a couple
of years ago. A terrible thing. Her husband wamfyto upper New York
with a client, and they crashed in a heavy fogfahy was devastated. It
wasn't until this summer that she appeared to &dyreo face life again. It's
been a long, hard haul for her. Ronnie is her dearglElizabeth answered
Susan's earlier question. They didn't have muehGtiristmas last year, and
this year Tiffany wanted to have a special onelmre for Ronnie, away
from their memories in New York. Plans were all madhen the Senator
got an invitation to go to China on an agricultuesdchange. Tiffany
wouldn't hear of him missing such a wonderful opyoity, and so between
us we agreed that she would come here to the ratochl like Tiffany, and
Ronnie is a sweet, intelligent child.'

'Surely that's a little awkward?’

'‘Because of Burke's and Tiffany's engagement?aB#ith asked. 'Actually,
they've continued as friends, and Tiffany told rnattBurke has been her
salvation since the tragedy. He and Tiffany's faflesv out east the minute
they heard about Steve and supported her throughfutheral.. Steve's
parents were so crushed themselves that they wan¢ comfort to Tiffany.
No," she added slowly, ‘there's no awkwardnesstabmuvisit. In fact...'

'In fact?' prompted Susan.

‘Just between you and me,' Elizabeth confided, Nappy that Burke is
getting a second chance.’

'Second chance?’
'Yes, don't you see? If Burke has been waitinthalse years to find another
Tiffany, here's his second chance to have ther@igiWait until you get to

know Tiffany. She's the sweetest, gentlest perSbe.couldn't hurt a flea.'

'She obviously hurt Burke,' Susan felt compelleddot out.



'She was awfully young then.' Elizabeth was comfid®8urke won't let her
get away this time. She's perfect for him.’

Following Elizabeth's departure, Susan wonderedvsitp what type of
woman was perfect for Burke. One who stood up sobhillying ways, or
one who catered to his every whim? Based on hereswounters with him,
she found it difficult to believe that he would gore a woman who had
publicly jilted him. Probably the idea of the rerescourtship was just a
pipe dream of Elizabeth's. Maybe she thought it tivas that Burke, in his
early thirties, provided her with grandchildren. eTthought of Burke
cuddling a small child on his knee made her gtinvds easier to visualise
him scolding than comforting.

Noise from the other side of the connecting dodheobathroom reminded
her of Elizabeth's apology that Susan had to shareoom with Burke. The
other guest-room had twin beds and Elizabeth hadlee to put Tiffany

and her daughter in there. '

Lying through her teeth, Susan had assured Elihathett sharing with
Burke was no problem. She didn't add that she daéro make darn sure
that she locked all the doors the next time sheimvtdeere. Burke's scowling
face flashed across her mind. Just knowing he e@isdoor would probably
give her nightmares. Making a face in his directsime wiggled herself into
a comfortable spot and quickly fell into a deepgainless sleep.

Used to waking early as she was, Susan was natiseatpwhen she looked
at the clock the next morning. She had intendesldep late, but habit had
prevailed. Still, there was no reason why she adulié here for a while and
enjoy the luxury of not having to rush to get reéatyschool.

Sinking back into the banked pillows, she gazedualloe lovely room.
Enormous pink cabbage roses on pale blue wallpamebed riotously up
to reach the extra high ceiling while a crochetedec was spread over the
double mattress on an old white iron bedstead. d,aagtique pieces of
mahogany furniture provided dark contrast to themrs pastel decor. A
white marble fireplace against one wall was laidhwibgs even though
radiators had obviously been installed at somer ldtte. Ruffled and
flounced white curtains over lowered Venetian bdindessed the windows,



one of which had earlier proved to be a narrow deading to a small
balcony. Idly Susan contemplated getting up to $e¢\the view from her
second-storey advantage would be, but decidedctinatl wait for more
energetic moments. As for now, she would lose Ifemsethe arms of
Morpheus. That sounded very literary, she told dievgith approval.

The next sound she heard was not nearly so eleganstomach growled.
Impossible to ignore it. She glanced again at thdslae clock; Elizabeth
had said she arose early to fix breakfast for hyesbSusan grinned. Only
his mother could think of Burke as a 'boy'. Whilmight not be stretching a
point to call Randy a boy, Burke was certainly avgn man.

More protests from her stomach convinced her thaias time to get up.
Stretching lazily, the first thing she saw when steavled out of bed was her
luggage just inside the bedroom door. Someone haddy been down to
the accident site. She spared a fleeting momemobtoy about damage to her
car before racing over to her bags. The woodenrdlazere lovely, but
definitely chilly.

It didn't take long to throw on a pair of jeans antleavy honey-coloured
sweater. Crossing the room, she paused to inspeainlage critically in the

mirror. A small smile played across her wide, gensrmouth. The tall

slender woman who stared back at her was a definfieovement over the
drowned rat of the previous evening. Dark eyebroargrasted pleasingly
with shoulder-length golden blonde hair, while geaolour tinted her high
cheekbones. Flecks of golden brown, green andlggldighted hazel eyes
defined by sooty lashes. An urgent message fromtin@my regions

suggested that she admire herself some other time.

As she stepped down the bottom stair into the dralythe inviting smell of
coffee assailed her nostrils. Following the enticatoma, she approached
an open doorway on her left. Voices could be heand,she headed in their
direction though a darkened room set with blackaosiettes of table and
chairs.

Pushing her way through a swinging door, she btirikehe sudden light of
a large kitchen. Burke was sitting alone at a lamend oak table sipping



coffee and staring out of the window, while Elizéihenher back to Susan,
was stirring something on the stove.

'‘Good morning,' Susan greeted them.

Leaning back in his chair, Burke coolly surveyed beer the brim of his
coffee mug. 'Good morning,' he returned brusquely.

Elizabeth turned in surprise. 'Why, Susan, whataredoing up so early? |
thought you intended to sleep in.'

Before Susan could answer, her stomach growledypadd she felt the red
colour rush to her face.

A muscle twitched in Burke's cheek before he turtteBlizabeth. 'There's
your answer," he said. 'All this country air isealdy making your city friend
hungry.'

'Well, | don't know if it's the country air, butertainly am starved. | know
I'm down awfully early, but. . ." Her stomach ruedblas if on cue. 'l don't
want to disrupt your schedule.’

"You're not. Come and sit down. | made scramblegseand there's plenty
for three.' Elizabeth placed a blue floral platéront of Susan and heaped it
with a fluffy, golden pile, similar to that in froof Burke. For the next few

minutes silence reigned over the table, broken daylyrequests to pass
something.

Her hunger finally appeased, Susan sat back ichwer with a sigh.
'‘Better?' Elizabeth laughed.

'Much; I'm embarrassed at how much | ate! You'dkhid been starving for
weeks. That was delicious, Elizabeth. Let me help with the dishes.'

'Sit and enjoy your coffee. Vera comes in lated ahe cleans up the mess
for me.'



Ignoring Burke's cynical glance at her offer offhebusan looked about the
kitchen. It was every woman's dream with its goldleed wooden
cupboards and shiny copper pots. What she liketvimesthe placement of
the table in front of an immense window that wasrfed on the outside by
two enormous pine trees. A sudden movement caugkars eye, and
closer scrutiny disclosed a large flat tray attalche the outside window
frame and filled with bird seed. Several black-caphickadees were
darting to and from the feeder, snatching up ldnigek seeds on each trip,
their distinctive cries cheery in the morning air.

Conversation behind her had ceased, and she |@vkadd to see Elizabeth
bringing over fresh coffee, while Burke was alsackieng the birds. She
was determined to be pleasant. 'What are the batisg?' she asked.

'Sunflower seeds. We grow them.' Burke held histgmpug out to his
mother.

A large flock of greyish birds with rusty backs begoecking around on the
ground beneath the feeder. 'Why don't they comt upe feeder?' Susan
asked curiously.

'Snowbirds are ground feeders,’ said Burke.
'Snowbirds?"

‘They're really juncoes, but locally most peopldi-cdnem snowbirds,’
Elizabeth explained.

A larger bird caught Susan's eye. 'What's that tifahblack and orange
one?' The red-eyed bird scratched furiously in alkpile of leaves, then
flew in a low arc to a nearby bush.

Elizabeth looked out of the window. 'A rufous- sidewhee. | have several
bird books if you're interested.’

'Oh, | am," Susan answered absently, her eye @mnge bluish bird that
swooped in and with a harsh squawk scattered thalesnbirds. Not
stopping to shell the seeds, he shoved one aftghaninto his beak.



‘That greedy fellow is a jay," Burke informed h&pparently he, too, was
maintaining the civilities for Elizabeth's sake.

'l thought blue jays had a crest on top."'
‘They do.'

'‘But he doesn't.’

'No, he doesn't.'

'‘Burke, don't tease!" His mother took pity on SusBimat's a scrub jay, not a
blue jay. We very seldom have blue jays out thisvast.'

'l didn't know that." Susan was sorry the instdr& said it, as the sardonic
look on Burke's face told her that as far as heswaserned, there was a lot
that she didn't know. Hastening to change the stbghe plunged ahead, 'l
can't imagine how | didn't recognise you the instasaw you. | shouldhave
seen the resemblance to Randy immediately.’

Granted, at twenty, Randy was beanpole-thin, baitddrk tawny hair, the
slate-coloured eyes and the well-shaped nose amd bclaimed the

relationship between the two men. It was in therspnalities that the two
differed radically. Randy was outgoing and boiststcis clear grey eyes
radiating trust and good humour. It was obvious Buake eyed the world

more cautiously, and his massive frame was hareégidgnnouncing that
here was a man who knew his worth and would fighhfs values.

Elizabeth smiled fondly across the table at heeredn. 'See, | keep telling
you that Randy looks just like you.'

'Please,’ Burke laughingly held up a protestingdhabon't tell that to
Randy. He complains enough that he walks in my @had

'‘And does he?' asked Susan curiously.

'Only in his own mind. He'll come around.’



'‘Come around?'

'He has some crazy idea that he has to prove Hirltgken he was younger
he wanted to climb the tallest mountains, thenhoaight he'd be a rodeo
champion. Now he's talking about joining the Pe@oeps or some such
nonsense.’

'Why is it nonsense?"

‘There's plenty for him to do around here. He dbested to run off to
Africa or Asia for meaningful work.'

'Give him time," suggested Elizabeth. 'He's stilliyg and uncertain of what
his plans are."'

'Do you want him rushing off to deepest Africa?’

'‘No, of course not. But | don't want to push hintoisomething that he
doesn't want, either.’

T was pushed, and it did me no harm.’

‘That's true, but | still feel badly that your fteuwas determined by
circumstances outside your control. Sometimesnkthi

Burke abruptly interrupted his mother. 'I'm not gdaming. | just want to
do what's best for Randy.'

Susan had heard that said to her over and oven agesn her brothers had
disagreed with any of her plans, and it still mdds angry. Without
stopping to think, she spoke up. 'lIt seems to meRlandy would be the best
judge of what's best for him!"

"You've been here less than twenty-four hours,ahredy you're telling me
how to run my family!" Burke glared at her.



'l am not! I'm merely trying to suggest that a nantwenty should be
allowed to decide his own career and not be fortdsomething he doesn't
want.'

'He's just a boy. How does he know what he wante&sl only twenty-two
when Dad died. | had no intention of taking ovex tanch for years.’

'‘And since you didn't get to do what you wanteddpwhy should Randy, is
that it?"

Burke threw down his napkin before answering iroll ctight voice. 'I'm
not taking out my frustrations on my brother, ifate what you're
insinuating. What I've done over the past few ydws been damned hard
work, but at the same time it's been an exhilagatihallenge. That's my
whole point. Circumstances pushed me into growipgmd doing a man's
work, and it was good for me. It would be goodRandy, too.'

‘Just because things worked out for you is no gighthey'll work out for
Randy.' Susan emphatically set her coffee mug erahle as she tried to
convince Burke of his wrong-headed thinking. 'l lbutp know. | have two
brothers who've dedicated their lives to makingdagisions for me.’

'Regardless of your vast experience, | think adwith my brother as | see
fit," he answered smoothly, his blue eyes glinaiegpss the table.

The edge to his voice should have warned her, lugars had firm
convictions on the subject of interfering brothersp matter how
well-intentioned, and she was not to be dissuad&d &iring them. 'If you
leave Randy to make his own choices, he'll alwagpect your judgment.
But if you insist on deciding his life for him, eve me, you'll only end up
alienating him.'

Burke threw down his napkin and stood up. 'You gastt leave it alone, can
you? Always interfering, knowing what's best foreerone else. | knew
your coming here was going to be a major headaobe,t was what

Elizabeth wanted. Well, I'll thank you to keep yself and your opinions
out of my way!" Storming from the room, he slamnikd outside door

behind him.



CHAPTER THREE

A swirL of cold winter air chilled Susan's ankles. Gujilshe glanced over
at Elizabeth.

'I'm sorry. Burke is right. | was interfering inreething that's none of my
business.’

Elizabeth shook her head ruefully. 'Burke doeskKetkindly to someone
telling him he's wrong. Sometimes | think he's b#enboss too long. Just
leave him be,' she advised. 'He's so wrapped tipeifiamily business, he
has trouble understanding Randy's lack of inter¢dbothers him when
Randy sleeps in, like this morning. Don't worry rBels as stubborn as they
come, but he's honest with himself. He only warttatg best for Randy.’

Susan doubted it, but she was reluctant to disagiteElizabeth, so she
was relieved when their conversation was intermifte the arrival of the
dark-haired woman she had seen in the hall theieydfore.

'Susan,’ said Elizabeth, 'l didn't have an oppdstuo introduce you last
night. This is Vera Ramirez, the real boss of buase. Without Vera, we'd
have fallen apart at the seams long ago. Verdikedyou to meet Susan
Osborne. Susan is the woman who saved my life.’

The housekeeper slicked back coal-black hair whiels already tidily
encased in a tight bun, and quickly wiped her hamser snow-white
apron before extending her hand to Susan. 'I'myhappneet you, Miss
Osborne. Everyone here at the ranch is very giatftou.’

Susan could feel herself blushing. 'Please, callSusan.' She shook the
other woman's- hand. "You mustn't believe Elizabetixaggerations. |
didn't do that much.’

Elizabeth stubbornly shook her head. 'You certailidy | don't know what |
would have done without you. Whenever | think attknife--!"

She shuddered.



'Don't think of it," said Vera practically. "Theaee more important things to
think about today.'

'Vera refuses to allow me to feel sorry for mysdtjzabeth laughingly
complained. 'And, as usual, she's right. I'm expgcTiffany and Ronnie
here some time this afternoon. | thought Burke wa@d meet them at the
airport in Denver, but evidently, Senator Paytordenarrangements for his
manager to pick them up.’

'Why do you call him Senator Payton?' Susan askeidusly. 'l haven't
lived in Denver all that long, but | thought | knelae names of both of the
Senators.'

'Ronald was a State Senator years ago. The namgopjiof stuck around
here. Maybe because he looks so much like a Seshatad. He retired
from politics years ago when Tiffany's mother déedhe could spend more
time with his daughter.’

Vera added as she swiftly cleared the dirty digtas the table, 'It's too bad
that the Senator didn't remarry and have more @nldt would have been
better for Tiffany.'

You're right, of course," Elizabeth agreed. 'Stee'tovely person, but

sometimes | think she could use a little more 'dgihe explained further to
Susan, 'The Senator and a succession of housekeepleited her too much.
Speaking of housekeeping, if you wouldn't mind mgpne to get Tiffany's

room ready, I'd appreciate it. Vera and her gidgehalready cleaned it, but
the beds need sheets, and | thought we might add sae touches.’

Hours later, Susan stepped back and surveyediikadd room. A basket of
bright red poinsettias contrasted gaily with stactlvhite curtains and deep
green spreads. With the red and green floral wadipahe room might have
been designed just for the Christmas holidays. Fsomewhere, Elizabeth
had unearthed a battered teddy bear, which novheéran one of the beds,
a perky red bow tied under the bear's lop-sided.chi

'‘Well, Mr Bear, what do you think? Will the ladieppreciate the basket of
red soaps and the books we found for Ronnie td?t€aasan picked up one



that she had read to her own kindergarten classlastl week. 'l wonder if
Ronnie will think this is as funny as my kids dishe mused out loud.

'Who are you talking to?" Elizabeth walked throtigldoor carrying a stack
of freshly laundered towels.

‘'To Mr Bear, here. He says he's anxious to meeexipected residents of
this room, and | have to admit, so am I

Elizabeth looked at the glass-domed clock on theplace mantel. 'Well,
they shouldn't be long now." The faint sound ofrddomes drifted through
the bedroom door. Elizabeth laughed. "That's wieatllright on cue.' The
two women headed out of the door and down the dustaarcase.A blast of
cold air heralded the arrival of a merry group.dkavho | found on the
doorstep,’ proclaimed a laughing voice as Randgtgcehis mother from
behind a precarious load of gaily wrapped packages.

The loud voices must have alerted Burke, and hgpstefrom his office to
merge with the newly- arrived crowd, swiftly embrag the diminutive,
fur-clad woman who stood with her back to the stailis enthusiastic
greeting was in vivid contrast to the chilly redepthe had afforded Susan.
The uncomfortable feeling of being an outsiderhasé twvarm and happy
reunion began to steal over Susan. She was justdming the possibility
of sneaking back upstairs to her room when Burkedsper standing
overhead. The momentary tightening of his lips ®lgan her presence had
reminded him of their breakfast table conversationmediately her chin
went up a notch, a gesture of challenge that thet gh his eye
acknowledged.

When he spoke, however, his voice was pleasard bilther to come down
the stairs and meet their company. With his arthcsisually draped over
the new arrival's shoulders, he turned her to fagsan. Susan gasped.
Nothing that Elizabeth had said had prepared hrethiewoman who faced
her. A mass of long black curls tumbled artlesslyrame a face of exotic
beauty, with translucent milky white skin and fydhuting lips. Her petite
figure was undeniably voluptuous, the curves enkary the frills and
ruffles of a lavender dress the same shade asuigerdyes. Instantly Susan



felt gawky and every bit of her five feet eightles. Burke's impatient hand
gestured her over, and reluctantly she left thetsany of the staircase.

Tiffany, I'd like you to meet Elizabeth's friendys&n Osborne. Susan, this is
Tiffany Tallerton, an old friend of the family.'

'No woman nearing thirty likes to hear herself diésd as an 'old’ friend,’
Tiffany protested laughingly to Burke before tumgpiio Susan. 'It's so nice to
meet you.' She spoke in a low, breathless voicemapanied by a smile that
immediately charmed a responsive one from Susan.

Before Susan could do more than murmur polite grget a small
whirlwind rushing through the open door engagedysv®e's attention, and
Susan turned to see a small girl about six or sggars old running towards
them, her dark brown pigtails flying behind as sii€hed up to Burke and
clutched at his leg. 'Hello, Burke!" Her shrill g¢ei was breathless from
running.

'Hello, Ronnie.' He grinned down at her.
'How many times have | told you not to run in tleeibe?' asked Tiffany, the
resignation in her voice making it plain that tas an oft-spoken and

seldom heard complaint. 'What will Burke think aiu?’

'He won't care. I'm his girl-friend." A defiant ®ef pigtails punctuated the
statement as she swung on Burke's leg.

Tiffany sighed. 'My daughter, Ronnie," she explditeSusan. 'Ronnie, this
is Miss Osborne.'

Solemn blue eyes surveyed Susan from head to N@ser pausing in her
swinging on Burke's leg, the little girl scowlelddon't like you.'

Taken aback, Susan could only helplessly ask, "Why?
'‘Cos you're a teacher, and | hate teachers.'

'Ronnie!" Appalled, Tiffany turned helplessly iniRa's direction.



He was frowning at the child. 'Veronica, you wiladdogise to Susan for that
rude remark!

"You know | hate the name Veronica,' the littld gited. 'Don't call me that!

Burke raised an warning eyebrow at her. 'Verorsaahat I'll call you when
| don't like how you behave. Like now, when you &veude to Susan.'

Evidently Burke reserved the right to be rude fondelf, Susan thought

acidly.

Burke and the girl stared at each other. The ahdd the first to back down.

She turned to Susan. 'Hello, Miss Osborne. I'mysbrwas rude." She

paused, and then, limpid eyes slanting slyly upuake, she added, 'Some
teachers are mean.’

Susan saw Burke bite his lower lip to prevent alesrbefore he replied
coolly, 'Elizabeth says that Susan is a nice tadche

Ronnie gave Susan a doubtful look. ‘Are you?'

'l try to be," answered Susan gravely. 'Besidgbt mow I'm on vacation. |
enjoy vacations just as much as you probably do.’

Ronnie cocked her head. 'l didn't know that teasliked vacations,' she
said slowly, thinking over this novel idea. 'Do \iike break time, too?"

'Some days that's my favourite subject,’ Susanweididfeeling.
"That must be when you play cards,' said Ronnievkmgly.
Susan was baffled. 'Play cards?’

"You know. Play cards,' the thin voice insistediri told Mama that you
were the Old Maid.'

A stunned silence greeted Ronnie's electrifyintestant.



Red starbursts of anger erupted in front of Sussyes. She immediately
realised that at some time Ronnie had overhear#eBtell Tiffany that
Susan was an old maid, and he had not been refewima childish card
game. Before she could explode, however, she casight of Ronnie's
frightened face. The young girl, sensing the temgidhe air, was aware that
she had somehow made a grievous mistake. Susadfarsmile. 'I'm really
better at Go Fish,' she said. 'Perhaps we cansplane time.'

'l don't know how," said Ronnie hesitantly.
'I'm a teacher, aren't I? | can teach you!

Her efforts were rewarded by a huge toothy griaazfeptance. Tiffany gave
Susan a swift, apologetic smile before quickly shgoher talkative
daughter up the staircase in Elizabeth's wake.

Defensively Susan turned to face the ridicule #eg was sure Burke and
Randy must be sharing. Embarrassment reddenirigdasRandy mumbled
about the luggage and quickly escaped up the atarburdened with his
packages.

No such embarrassing feelings troubled Burke asyleel Susan coolly. I
suppose that you expect some sort of apology frem m

'Certainly not," she replied, pleased that hererbid the hurt engendered by
his contemptuous remark to Tiffany. 'l know bettean to expect politeness
from you.'

Burke laughed, adding, 'Most women would have cangued at Ronnie's
comment. You weren't even fazed. No one would eweibt that you're a
schoolteacher.'

'Don't you mean "Old Maid" schoolteacher?' Susashiéd.
‘The remark did sting!" Burke observed in some $sgp ‘It shouldn't. You

must know that anyone who saw you would see at baaefar off the mark
| was. Still, it was a stupid remark to make, amdthat, | apologise. Ronnie



must have heard me talking when | was visiting thast month in New
York. I'm sorry she repeated what she overheard.'

'It doesn't matter," Susan replied coolly, hopimgt Burke didn't notice the
catch in her voice. She turned away.

Burke caught her arm, a frown darkening his fates, it does,’ he insisted.
'l pride myself on fighting my battles face to fabait having to listen to
Elizabeth constantly praise you is enough to makeme's blood boll. |

could hardly hurt my mother's feelings by pointiogt the faults of her
"perfect angel”. | guess the frustration of haviadhide my feelings about
you in front of Elizabeth just boiled over whenfaiy asked me if you were
as wonderful as Elizabeth painted you.'

"You're jealous,’ she accused.

'No way! Just curious as to what you hope to geamfthis "friendship”
with Elizabeth.'

'Don't judge me by your own standards!" she snappedusly. 'Didn't it
ever occur to you that | might just like your matbie

'l considered that. But the fact that you've reflsk of her invitations in the
past put paid to that notion. Which makes it al thore curious that you
suddenly decided to honour us with your presenge’'no

'l can't win with you, can I? I'm in the wrong ifdon't visit and you're
suspicious of me if | do. You ... you ... you'repossible!" she stormed,
unable to think of any words adequate to expresseleéings.

Burke frowned. "You should have fiery red hairyva@rn everyone about that
hair-trigger temper of yours. | think we'd bettgree to a moratorium on the
fighting so that we don't ruin Elizabeth's holiday.

"You have the nerve to say that to me! You staitteshe added childishly.
'‘And your continual nasty behaviour makes me dthddtl could ever agree
with you on anything.’



Burke grinned wryly at her. 'l think that the otiiyng you and | will ever be
able to agree on is that we disagree about evergythi

His unexpected grin disarmed Susan, causing hestdomer as she
acknowledged the truth of his assessment. Managinvgan smile, she
headed up to join Elizabeth and the others. Shkeldeal him watching her
climb the stairs, but she refused to turn aroungkk&s lightning-swift
change of personality had been entirely too disedimg for her peace of
mind.

Fortunately she didn't see him again until dinRemnie had been in and out
of Susan's room all afternoon entertaining her wihitatter of the small girl's
life in New York. Susan had helped Tiffany unpaakd in so doing, had
come up with a pretty good understanding of Tiffangharacter. The
helpless air that clung to the dark-haired womaas kased on her inability
to make a decision of even the slightest magnitutkhout seeking
assistance from everyone around her. Susan waatethake her when
Tiffany had asked for the third time her opinionngfat Tiffany should wear
to dinner. No doubt this defenceless, indecisivavas exactly what Burke
found so appealing. They were certainly suiteda8ukought in disgust. A
man who wanted to make everyone's decisions, avmhaan who couldn't
make any. The perfect couple.

Having ascertained from Elizabeth that the famibymally changed for
dinner, Susan waited until she heard Burke leagerbom before she
bathed. She had no desire to risk the events opis@ous evening. His
abrasive behaviour at their every encounter regefbrher belief that he
resented the fact that she alone had taken hisureeasd shown up his feet
of clay. The arrogance of him calling her an olddvjast because she had
told him a few home truths! She'd had her shaggra@bosals, marriage and
otherwise, but it was men like Burke who convinbed that marriage was
not for her. Men who always had to rule the livéshose around them. It
was her opinion that when a man said he loved yedhought those words
gave him the right to run your life. Years of ligiunder the dominating
thumbs of her brothers made her very reluctantisk her hard-won
independence. When, and if, she married, her haslvanld be a gentle and
soft- spoken man, as unlike Burke and her brothgsossible.



She Smoothed her bright yellow knitted dress dovaurad her hips and
finger-combed her hair. At least Burke had hadgrexe to admit that he
had been unfair. She firmly thrust from her mind timy burst of pleasure
she'd felt at his remark that anyone could seeghatwasn't an old maid.
Much more profitable to remember his hints thatwhs interested in more
than his mother's friendship. The man was beyoagéte.

Susan's arrival downstairs was the signal (or eweyto head for the
dining-room. She gazed about her appreciativelgvé this room! It's like
stepping back in time." Rich red wallpaper covaredwalls above polished
wooden wainscoting. At one end of the room sat amrmaous
marble-topped sideboard with stained glass pahatsgilowed like jewels.
The huge dining-table, set with rich floral poraeland glittering crystal
glassware, matched the sideboard. She looked umiktafrom a plaster
ceiling rosette centred over the table was a anitlcrystal chandelier. That
light is so beautiful,’ she added.

"You sound surprised,’ Burke said sarcasticallyhdivere you expecting?
Tin cups and plates and the trusty hunting knifpitd our teeth?'

Susan flushed with annoyance. So much for Burke@satarium. He just
couldn't resist any chance to needle her. 'l waeeting more utilitarian
surroundings,’ she snapped. 'Certainly not an sikguihandelier like that.'

'‘Be careful,” Randy warned, 'or you'll get coerg&d cleaning it. Mom
hates the job.'

'l suppose it is a lot of work," Susan conceded.

Tiffany laughed. That chandelier has been a bdneoatention in this
family for years. Uncle Jim bought it against Ebe¢éh's wishes while they
were on a trip to Ireland.’

'Uncle Jim?"

'My husband, James," Elizabeth explained. 'l wastadething plain and
simple, but James just went honkers when he savegithething, and had to



have it. | told him that if he wanted it, he hadkean it. Of course, he bought
it thinking he could get round me, but | was firm.’'

'Stubborn is really the word you want, isn't iteirBe asked drily. 'She and
Vera formed a conspiracy. Dubbing it Gerard's Fotlyey absolutely

refused to have anything to do with it. Dad loviedttlight and was always
polishing it.'

'Why don't you sell it, Elizabeth, if you dislikeso much?' asked Susan.

'Don't be silly," Burke said in disgust. 'Elizabetiould rather get rid of
Randy than the chandelier.'" Engaging his mothegrivate conversation,
Burke made it quite clear that the subject wasetlos

Feeling like a small child who had been unjusthpgled, Susan turned to
Randy who was seated beside her. 'l don't understahe said in
bewilderment.

‘The truth is, the chandelier was kind of a prijalee between Mom and
Dad, a part of the special something that theyeshdurke explained it to
me once. Dad was a hard-bitten old rancher, artditjiea was probably his

one frivolous act. The light is special to Mom hes=of Dad, but she won't
admit it, sort of in his honour, if you know whatnlean.'

'Yes," Susan said slowly, 'l think | do." She lodkeerhead at the hundreds
of crystal prisms catching the light and sendirgpitning about the room. 'l
suppose she really doesn't mind cleaning it now.'

Randy chortled. 'Guess again. Burke cleans it.’

‘Burke!’

'Sure. He says he's helping Mom sustain her act.’

The thought of Burke showing such insight and gefitsyi astounded Susan.
She never in a million years would have believed bapable of performing

what he surely felt was a tedious, female- orientathore as a gesture of
loving consideration towards his mother. She looledn the table where



Burke was teasing a laughing Ronnie. The smaldcagpeared to adore
him. As a kindergarten teacher, Susan approvegdfdatment of the small
child. He never talked down to her, but showed genuinterest in her

chatter and activities.

Susan blinked her eyes to fend off unexpected .t&rs felt like such an
outsider in this cosy family group, but now wagalish time to succumb to
self- pity. That was what had got her here in tret place. She should have
realised that spending the holidays here was natisute for her own
family. It was different for Tiffany; she had knowime Gerards all her life.

She looked across the table to where Tiffany watening to Burke's and
Ronnie's conversation with a slight smile on heefaA clinging dress of
shocking pink georgette with a high, ruffled coligave the illusion of
innocence, but the sheer fabric allowed tantaligilhgpses of a shadowy
vee to show above the low-cut bodice lining. Theatface of an angel
combined with the body of a temptress. Susan sighteele was no denying
that Tiffany's personality was as sweet as her. floewonder Burke had
been devastated by her as a youngster! Whateverdsgnt feelings were,
he hid them well behind a mask of warm and cougdaandship, treating
Tiffany much as he treated her daughter.

'Susan?' Randy's impatient tone told Susan thaatidoeen speaking to her
for some time.

'I'm sorry, I'm afraid | was wool-gathering,' sttbvatted, embarrassed at her
lapse.

Randy laughed. 'Not here, you don't.' He took pityher confused face and
added with a patronising air, 'This is a cattlecharWe don't/gather wool
here.'

Susan laughed dutifully at what was obviously ahfamily joke, and gave
him her complete attention.

'l asked if you agreed with Burke about my jointhg Peace Corps.'



'l think that's a decision that you and Burke hevenake," Susan answered
cautiously. Burke's sardonic nod of approbation ledgd her
circumspection. 'l certainly believe that PeacepSmolunteers serve useful
functions." Heedless of the growing storm on Bwkate, Susan rushed
ahead. 'lf you want to volunteer for the Peace €drthink you ought to do
S0 no matter what Burke says. After all, it's ylbir'

'l told Randy | have no objection to his joiningtReace Corps,' Burke said
through clenched teeth. 'If you'd been listenindiexa you would be aware
that the topic under discussion is whether it wdagdvorthwhile for him to
finish school first. | would have thought that y@s, a teacher, would agree
with me about the value of a good education no enathat course one
pursues in later life.'

Susan's eyes widened. Could Burke possibly be damg&andy's right to
decide his own future? Or was he simply playingtiioe?

Before she could admit that Burke was right abbet $chooling, Randy
spoke up. 'To tell you the truth, I've been havéegond thoughts about
joining the Peace Corps. What do you think abowt $ahool, Burke?' he
asked disarmingly as Susan choked on her wine.

Burke shot Susan a look of triumph before givingiéRaa non-committal
answer. The glint in his eye warned her that he nedgaking lightly what
he would view as her latest interference.

Elizabeth pushed her chair away from the tableorRmnnie is about to fall
asleep.’ She smiled down at the young girl. ‘Leth®kp you tuck her in,
Tiffany.'

Burke immediately stood and helped his mother omfher chair. Susan

rose to follow the others from the room, but Busk&'oad body blocked her

exit. Slamming shut the door, he relentlessly bddier up against the wall,

a hand on either side of her. She was aware ahbiscled arms and great
strength as he lightly pressed against her. Histdhreished hers, a searing
touch, and she forced herself to look steadily m&face. Dark grey eyes

glared fiercely down at her.



'Let me go!' Was that breathless voice hers?

'Not until we reach an understanding. | want yosttp interfering in things
you know nothing about.’

'‘Don't you mean you want me to stop challengingryauthority over the
rest of the world?' she taunted.

An odd, brooding look passed over Burke's face.u™m insist on
challenging me. | wonder why.'

"You know why. | just don't happen to think thatuyye an all-seeing god
who knows what's best for everyone else.’

'Is that really why you challenge me? | think stsnething much more basic
than that. I'm probably the first man you've met you haven't been able to
bring to his knees. You're a lady who's just logkior a man to master her.’

. 'That's exactly the chauvinistic garbage I'd exfrom you! Do you really
think I'd be interested in a big bad cowboy whakki he can throw his
weight around?’

'Let's find out, shall we?"'

'‘No!" she gasped, guessing his intent. One largel lecircled her neck
while his head descended with lightning speed. Ebipg harshness, she
was disarmed by lips, soft and gentle, that cacelses with light, soothing

kisses. In spite of her willing it otherwise, sheuld feel her body

responding to Burke's expertise. That was all is.wd@he couldn't be
attracted to a man who wanted nothing more thgohisically dominate

her. With her last ounce of willpower she pushetiat. He stepped back,
but she didn't kid herself that her strength wasraatch for his.

'What is it about you that drives me up the wallfoh't usually lose my
temper with women," said Burke, shaking his heautly. 'l always tell

myself that | will very calmly discuss my point elew with you, and the
next thing | know we're in a slanging match.’



"You know very well why you dislike me," Susan eipé&d furiously. 'I'm
the only person around who doesn't worship at jeet!'

Then it appears that our dislike is mutual,” Burdglied coolly. Without a
backward glance, he exited from the dining-room.

Leaving behind a limp and drained Susan. Now thak&s hard body was
no longer pressing her against the wall, her légsatened to collapse
beneath her, and she clutched at a nearby chaikeBuas every bit the
bully, the tyrant, the arrogant, self-centred belaat she had expected. He
had stood right here and told her to keep her mshtit when he was
bossing everyone around. There had been nothingmienintended in his
kiss. If he couldn't intimidate her, then he wodlg another way of
controlling her. She'd show him. With shaky fingene traced the outline of
her lips. Was it her imagination that she coullll fel Burke's lips on hers?

Several hours later she prepared for bed, tharnkfai no matter how
swollen and throbbing her lips felt, at least ne @tse appeared to notice
anything wrong. Not that they had much opportungydo so. Tiffany,
having safely tucked Ronnie away for the eveniragl, Ihorrowed one of the
ranch cars to drive over to her father's place.dgamas meeting friends in
town, and Burke had retired to his office. That Efizabeth and Susan
watching a Christmas special on television. At le8sisan assumed that
Elizabeth had watched it. When Elizabeth clickefdtioé set and enthused
about the programme, Susan discovered, to her anaeythat she had no
idea what it had been about. Luckily, Elizabeth badn so affected by the
story's plot that she failed to realise that Swsgas contributing little to their
conversation. Shortly after that, Elizabeth hadoaimced her intention of
retiring for the night, and Susan had gone up Wwéh thankful to escape to
the solitude of her bedroom where she could andgsambivalent feelings
about Burke's kiss.

As it turned out, however, solitude was not to eesshAnswering her door in
response to a light knock, Susan discovered Tiffariiie doorway.

Tm too keyed up to go to bed,’ the other woman anced. 'Mind if | come
in?'



Susan stepped back in wordless invitation, andaiiyffglided past, trailed
by the spicy scent of her perfume. Her cheeks wsiieosy from the night
air, evidence that she had just returned. 'l thouwghcould talk and get to
know each other better. I've heard so much abawtrgon Elizabeth. How
nice for her that you could come for the holidaysn't your own relatives
object?’

'I'm afraid there are only my two brothers. TomaiCommander in the
Navy, and he's been stationed in Japan since 2uttk. Mike, my other
brother, is in the Air Force in Germany.'

‘That's hard on you,' said Tiffany sympatheticaBut | have to envy you
having brothers. | always hated being an only cHildiould have liked
having older brothers around to give me guidance.’

'‘Guidance! Orders are more like it! My brothersdrto run my entire life for
me; | had to fight them every step of the way iergwdecision that | ever
made.' Susan spoke with feeling. Although she ablber two brothers,
normally the more distance between them, the béfitezir parents having
died when-the trio were quite young, the three fpent their formative
years being shunted from relative to relative. Hethers, eight and ten
years older than Susan, had from the beginningvasda protective stance
toward their younger sister. At first appreciati®&Jsan soon rebelled
against such cosseting care. Life was often a wae,zwith her brothers
assuring her that they knew what was best fordret,Susan asserting that
she could make her own decisions.

'‘But surely they loved you and had your best irstisret heart?' Tiffany
protested.

'Of course they did," answered Susan. That fagt mialde her feel guilty; it
never caused her to give up her struggles. Boydse college problems,
career goals—all had run the gauntlet of the twdemavho considered
themselves self-appointed arbiters of her life.

‘Are your brothers married?"



'Yes, both of them, and Tom has two adorable Iitgs." When they had
each, in turn, married, she had hoped that theicems would be for their
wives instead of her. On the contrary. They seetodthve infected their
wives with the same belief that Susan was totalbapable of leading her
life without their interference.

'How did you happen to end up out here in ColoradsRed Tiffany
curiously.

'Well, it's rather a long story. My brothers dedidehould stay with an aunt
who was living in a small town in Nebraska and ke#iwere. Naturally |
couldn't let them decide my life, so | moved to iaalhen Mike said that
he was being transferred to Offutt Air Force Bagleich is near there, so |
immediately applied for a job in Aurora.'

'‘But | thought you said your brother was in Germany

‘That's the crazy part,’ she admitted. 'After lalde all my arrangements to
move to Denver, Mike discovered that he was beerg ®& Europe. Once
again I'd reacted instead of acted,’ she said.dRBgretting her usual
impulsive behaviour, she had reluctantly moved tengr, giving up
friends and starting her life all over again. Hoeewnce in the Mile-High
city, Susan had rapidly come under Denver's spellragarded her hasty
decision as an extremely lucky one.

Until now. Almost two weeks of vacation to get thgh before she could
escape back to her apartment. Maybe it wouldn&dblead, she told herself
hopefully. Elizabeth was pleased at her visit, Raadd Tiffany were
certainly congenial, and Ronnie was unquestionaldyeet child. All she
had to do was keep out of Burke's way.

Tiffany returned to her earlier thought. ‘Maybe yd have to fight to get
your own way," she said. 'But don't you see? That gieel in your
backbone.' Tiffany gave a bitter little laugh. 'Myackbone is pure
marshmallow.’

'I'm sure that's not true,' Susan demurred.



'Yes, it is,' insisted Tiffany. 'With my mother dg when | was so young,
I'm afraid Daddy wrapped* me in cotton wool. He kgt face anything
happening to me.' She added thoughtfully, 'l reaflyy you.'

'You envy me?' Susan repeated, dumbfounded.

"You're so independent. You don't need a man to ¢ea | went straight
from my father's care to my husband's. At an agenwhost girls are off to
college trying out their wings, | was here keepogise for Dad, planning
my wedding to Burke.' Tiffany smiled shyly at Suséim sure you've heard
that | was engaged to Burke before | ran off andied Steve.'

'Well, yes, I'd heard something about it," she aishi

'It doesn't show me in a good light, | realise. ®aevanted me to marry
Burke, and | was agreeable until Steve came alldied].head over heels in
love with him, and he insisted we get married. éWrthat Daddy wouldn't
like it. Running away just seemed easier thandisggto all the shouting.'

'Surely your father wanted you to be happy?' suggeSusan delicately.

Tiffany shrugged. 'Of course he did. The problenmswaddy seldom
consulted me on what would make me happy.' Sheepalefore adding
reflectively, 'Daddy, Burke, Steve—they all told mdat to do, and it
always seemed easier to do what they wanted thamgte.' At Susan's look
of disgust, she added defensively, They meant waky wanted what was
best for me.'

'‘But Tiffany, how could they know what's best famu? Surely you are the
only person qualified to know that.’

'l know. It sounds so reasonable when you saét.'voice trailed off. 'Men
get so loud when you disagree with them. | doké §houting and arguing.
Life was always so much more pleasant when | agraéd them." She
laughed ruefully. 'l sound like a real weaklingndd? Letting Daddy push
me to marry Burke, and Steve push me to elope.@Bwds the only one who
seemed to understand when | explained.’



'He didn't argue with you?' Susan asked curiously.

'He wanted me to be happy,' replied Tiffany simfitie even volunteered to
give the news to Daddy.’

Susan choked. 'You told Burke but not your father?'

'l had to give Burke back his ring before | marrigve, didn't 1? To do
otherwise wouldn't have been fair to Burke. He ktieat Daddy would talk
me out of marrying Steve if | saw him before theddiag. He drove us
straight to the airport, and then came back and @4ddy, so Daddy
wouldn't worry when | didn't come home that nigbteve wouldn't let me
call Daddy until the next day—until we were goodl anarried, he said.’

'How kind of Burke,' said Susan weakly. It seentegingje to her that Burke
had allowed Steve to practically bully Tiffany imaarriage. He must have
been so hurt by Tiffany's telling him that she wakve with someone else
that he had let her go without a struggle. Tiffamgxplanation that Burke
wanted her to be happy was hard to credit. "Werehappy?' she asked.

'Oh, yes, marvellously so. Steve was wonderful, andgood to me.’

Tiffany's voice broke, and she quickly wiped a team her cheek. "When
he died, | wanted to die, too. If | hadn't had Renh don't know what |

would have done. And Burke. Burke was a tremendsupport to me;

Daddy wanted me to come home. | know he saw Steeath as a second
chance for him to get the son-in-law he wanted.'Dget me wrong; Daddy
liked Steve. It's just—well, he'd counted on me nyiag Burke for years.

When | refused to move back here it was Burke whs wn my side. He
convinced Daddy to leave me alone, and let timd ttmawounds." She
grimaced. 'lt seems I'm always leaning on Burke.

That's probably why he admires you so much. Yaorstrong.'

Susan could only stare at Tiffany's startling comm&Vhat on earth are
you talking about? Burke makes no bones aboutittdiiat he dislikes me.’

'No, no." Tiffany vigorously shook her black curlde admires the way you
rushed to Elizabeth's rescue, and he's gratefyldor care of her.’



Susan remained sceptical. 'So grateful he yelleteadind called me all sorts
of names?’

'Did he really do that?' Tiffany asked in amazeméiitSusan's nod of
confirmation, she frowned thoughtfully. 'It's ndkd Burke not to show his
appreciation. You know,' she added slowly, 'Burés told me several times
how he feels he's to blame for Elizabeth's accitent

'How in the world could it be his fault?"

'Evidently Elizabeth had asked him to drive hettaenver that day, and
he'd said that he was too busy. So then, when siseattacked, of course,
Burke felt terribly guilty.’

'l find it hard to believe that Elizabeth would trla Burke for her accident."

'I'm sure that she doesn't,’ agreed Tiffany. 'Wjoat have to understand is
how Burke thinks. He's been the man of the houskirarcharge of other
people's lives for so long that he's come to thohkhimself as a little
god-like. He takes care of so many of us, doingtwWieafeels is best, and
usually, he's right. Everyone is always thankingr hand saying how
wonderful he is. Sometimes | think he's becoméla Bmug about it all. So
when it appeared that he failed to take proper cbines mother—well... Let
me finish,’ she forestalled Susan's interruptide's embarrassed and angry
at himself because he thinks he let Elizabeth dand,of course, that anger
carries over a little to you, because after alli's®the one who was forced to
be a substitute for him.’

'You mean he resents the fact that | took bettex ofhis mother than he
did," said Susan drily.

Tiffany shook her head slowly. ‘I'm not sure | wabglut it quite that way.
Burke can hardly be held accountable for the weabaddy said that even
with all his hired hands working around the clolk,lost some of his new
calves. I'm sure it was no different for Burke. Rlthere were the others to
think about.’

'Others?’



‘The smaller ranchers in the area can't affordhilnge calving sheds and
heavy equipment that Burke has, so they're evere mdnerable when bad
weather strikes. Burke organised a massive airtrapet feed out to their
stranded livestock.'

Susan was startled. 'Burke did that?'

Tiffany elaborated on the blizzard clean-up operatifor some minutes,
before she departed, unsuccessfully trying to higge yawns.

She left behind a restive Susan. Burke could hapémed the situation a
little more clearly, she thought resentfully. Ifeshad known how badly he
was needed, then she wouldn't have been so indistgine drop everything
and visit his mother. When did you give him the appnity to explain
further? a tiny voice asked her.

She humped her shoulders against her own innesations. Burke should
have realised that she didn't understand. Aftershlk was a newcomer to
Colorado, and certainly knew nothing about ranfeh Not to mention how
upset she was about Elizabeth's mugging and subsegperation. Anyone
would have reacted negatively under so much sti#sgre did Burke get
off, expecting her to bow instantly to his orders?

Tiffany could defend Burke all she wanted, but tthiain't change the fact
that he'd been rude, inconsiderate and totallytbagpered. Maybe he was
upset about his mother and bedevilled by a kilterrs at the same time.
Was that any reason to take out his frustrationa erfect stranger who
was only trying to help? Perhaps her own behavimas less than

impeccable, in the light of Tiffany's disclosuresit she certainly owed no
apologies to Burke Gerard. He'd never even thahlkeedor coming to his

mother's assistance.

Besides, if she apologised now, he was just artogasugh to think that her
change of attitude was caused by his kisses. Sptasbtion on her hot
cheeks, she tried to put out of her mind the membhys warm lips on hers.
Hoping to divert her thoughts, she slipped betweeonl sheets and
resolutely opened the novel she'd brought with iee hero of the book
was a hard-boiled private detective. He remindecdh8urke.



CHAPTER FOUR'

SusaN awakened suddenly, her heart pounding wildly exghiet bedroom.
Whatever had frightened her was banished with faewing, but a residue
of an unknown fear held her trapped in its gripnBhg to focus her vision,
she gazed anxiously about the room. A half-ligbtrfroutside bathed the
room in a soft glow, enabling her to pick out tlakdshapes of the massive
old furniture. There was nothing to have causesl threasonable fear. She
must have been having a bad nightmare. Breathieglgeshe sought to
slow her racing pulse. Impossible to recall theadrgyet at the same time,
she was unable to throw off the paralysing fea@ad induced. The light in
the room made her wonder if dawn was on its wag. @aned her neck to
read the illuminated clock on her bedside tables inds showed it was a
few minutes past midnight; the light must be frdra moon. She pulled the
bedcovers up to her chin and closed her eyes, gateep would not prove
elusive.

A hideous howl caused her to bolt upright in fright sheet clutched to her
chest. The eerie, keening sound was repeated, lendliged under the
blankets, cowering there, her hands pressed tigigynst her ears in a futile
attempt to blot out the spine-chilling cry. Feasean choking waves in her
throat. Another fiendish yell sent her leaping frber bed, intent on seeking
sanctuary. Burke was the nearest to her. Withapipshg to gather robe or
slippers, she raced through the bathroom and paatskd door just long
enough to throw it open. The sight of Burke on &ismach, soundly
sleeping, brought her to an abrupt halt. The uhbadries had stopped.
Quietly Susan backed away from the huge bed. Adstawdling yell split
the night air. Immediately she found herself kmegelion Burke's bed,
roughly shaking his shoulder.

'‘Burke, Burke, wake up!" Was that hoarse whispesh@&here was another
eerie cry, and Susan redoubled her efforts to rbirse pummelling him
frantically in her fright.

Burke rolled slowly over on to his back and smiteatily at her. 'Hi," he
said. 'What time is it? What's up?'

‘A little after midnight," Susan answered the fgaestion. 'l don't know...'



'You look beautiful in the moonlight,’ he intertagd her sleepily.

She realised that his curtains were open, andttbahoon shone directly on
to his bed, pinpointing her kneeling beside him.bamassed, she tried to
scramble off the bed.

Burke's long arms snaked up and caught her fagt.Cn't change your

mind. I'm surprised to see you, but it's okay with," he said as he tugged
her off balance, causing her to fall heavily to thattress beside him. 'I'm
glad you liked my kisses.'

The shock of his words seared through Susan. Baalemisinterpreted her
presence in his bed! She'd apprise him of his kesfast enough.

Not fast enough. Quickly Burke rolled over, pinnimgy to the mattress with
his large frame. His head blotted out the moonlaghinfinitesimal second
before his lips cut off all her efforts at speekler mind fought a valiant
battle, but her body treacherously yielded, mowder to his firm length.
His lips demanded a response from her, a demanfdshé herself obeying.
A fiery cauldron of emotions poured over her askeig mouth and hands
gently and tantalisingly caressed her lips, heliégyeher earlobes and her
neck until he finally tried to capture the fluttegi pulse at the base of her
throat. 'I'm glad you decided to join me," he mattiethickly.

His words recalled Susan to her senses. Was sig?c&he didn't even like
this man. Stiffening, she tried to withdraw frons lairms.

His large body preventing her total escape, Bugieed himself on one
elbow and gazed down at her, his lips twisted sneer. 'lt's too late to
change your mind, teacher.’

Susan struggled to escape from his imprisoningpgréiss not what you
think,' she cried. 'l didn't come for that! | didwant—I don't want...’

'Yes, you do," he said as his head bent slowlets.h



Like a rabbit caught in a trap, she quivered, uaadlmove. Burke's tongue
darted out and lightly brushed her mouth. Obedyehtr lips parted,
proving to both of them his mastery over her.

A series of eerie cries sounded beneath Burke'domin Once again fear
rose in Susan's throat, shoving aside all othetiems Clutching frantically
at Burke's shoulders, Susan whimpered, "Vi$ttat awful sound?' Before
he could answer, the primitive yell was repeated, €he buried her face in
his neck. Even the sweet, musky scent of his sklad to comfort her as the
cry seemed to go on for ever. When it finally ceaste whispered, 'l heard
it earlier in my room, and | was so frightened ineain here.'

For a short moment, Burke was rigid, saying notheagd then he pried
Susan's hands from behind his neck. 'Go to the amndnd don't turn
around.’'

'Why?' she asked fearfully.

'In the first place so | can get some trousersaod, in the second place so
you can see your troublesome noise-maker.'

'Oh.'
'Oh," he mimicked. 'Unless you'd rather stay hdre2isked provocatively.

'‘No." Breathlessly she bolted for the window, BtsKew, amused laugh
following her from the bed.

A full moon shone brightly overhead, spotlightitgstcorner of the ranch
yard. The wind blew softly through the encircliradl pines, casting moving
shadows on the pale snow. There was a ghostly yéauhe night, and
Susan shivered in response.

'Cold?' Burke asked over her shoulder.

The air was chilly by the window, and the woodewofk felt freezing to
Susan's bare feet. 'A little," she admitted.



'Don't you ever dress for the weather?' he grumlaad she felt him walk
away. Seconds later he returned, slipping hugewsawi slippers on her
feet. Pulling her to him, he wrapped a quilt tigratound the two of them,
encasing them in a cocoon of warmth. Burke's blaestcseemed to burn her
through the thin flannel of her gown, and once aghie shivered, this time
not from cold. She hoped that Burke wouldn't notielee hoped in vain.

'Still frightened?' he asked. 'Not of me, | hopm. hot the big bad wolf, you
know.' He spoke quietly, his breath disturbing tévedrils of hair about her
ear. 'Of course,' he went on, 'if | were, you'dheeone I'd eat first.'

'Why?' In her surprise, the question simply poppetd

'‘As | remember my fairy tales, the wolf ate Grantdimeo first. With that
nightgown on, all you'd need is a lacy cap to dassGrandmother," he
teased.

Susan was glad the darkness hid the warm crimslentliat engulfed her
face. The old nightgown she was wearing was a frelia college days, that
had seen better times. Warmth was its only virtue.

'l should have realised that you didn't plan a ngikihassignation when |
saw what you were wearing!

'I'm sure you have more experience than | do irptbeer apparel for those
matters,’ Susan said tartly.

I'm sure | do."

Susan's indignant gasp could have been caused txe'Bwords or the
sudden tightening of his arms. "There, Over byttees, at the edge of the
clearing. See him?'

A large dog trotted out from the shadows and sdtismaunches, the moon
shining directly on him. Lifting his muzzle to tsky, he began to howl, an
eerie, mournful sound that chilled Susan. She Wasaf Burke's protective

clasp, but bewildered at what she saw and heard.



'‘But ... but ... that's just a German Shepherd' dbg, said at last.
He laughed. 'What a city girl you are! That's aatey

‘A coyote!'" Susan was thrilled at her first glimpsfethe Old West's most
resourceful rogue.

The animal gave voice once more, and the couplieldnstood quietly

listening. From a far hillside a mournful answeratied back. For some
minutes the strange communications continued, bed, tas if at a signal,
the coyote stopped, rose to all four legs andddotiilently back into the
shadow of the trees.

Susan leaned back against Burke, releasing hetupdorteath in a long sigh.
‘Thank you," she said shakily. "That was terrific!'

"You're welcome. The old boy puts on quite a shiwesn't he?'

She nodded.

"You're not frightened any more?’

She shook her head.

'‘Okay, back to bed with you," he ordered briskljhapened the quilt that
encased them. The cold draught chilled her, andt@ble a sudden step,

tripping over the hem of her nightgown.

Burke swiftly wrapped the quilt around her againl @&wept her up in his
arms.

'What . . . what ... are you doing?' she stammered.

'What big eyes you have, Grandmother," he tautedstarted towards her
room. 'I'm putting you to bed where all good litiigrls belong." He
unceremoniously dumped her, quilt and all, on hest &nd stared down at
her, hands on hips. 'Unless,



of course, you'd rather be a bad little girl?' bkeal, looming above her.
Hoping the dark successfully hid her warm fluste shid, 'No, thank you.'
Burke laughed as he walked to the connecting door.

'‘Burke?' Susan forced herself to speak. 'I'm s@hg faltered, ashamed that
she had let her fears run away with her.

'Sorry about what?' he asked coolly. 'Sorry you evole, or sorry that you
exposed a chink in that armour of independencewear?'

Susan stiffened. 'I'm sorry | bothered you. It wbappen again.'

'l wish | could believe that,' he returned enigmaty. Closing the door
firmly behind him, he left.

Susan eyed the closed door with smouldering ematida was impossible!
From her very first contact with him, she had kndahat he was the type of
man that she disliked the most. Bossy, arroganif-ceatred. And
confusing, she thought suddenly. She would havearg ridicule or at
least to be patronised for her fears, but Burke beeh almost kind. Still
wrapped in his quilt, she snuggled deep in its leifig warmth. Memories
of his strong protective arms came back to herhasdsifted off to sleep,
breathing the heady, masculine scents that cluhgstquilt.

The sun was warming her room with its golden bearnen Susan next
awakened. As she stretched her arms above her theagight of Burke's

quilt on top of the rippling blankets brought backa rush the memories of
the previous night. Burke had shown her a new afidrent side to his

personality.

Was it possible that the resemblances between hianhar brothers had
blinded her to the differences?

She felt a warm flush crawl over her body at tredllection that whatever
else Burke was, last night he had not treatedrharkrotherly fashion. She
caught herself up before she could dwell on Burkesses. It wasn't so



surprising that a man who had wakened from a sele®p to find a woman
in his bed would react in a physical way. She nitustake the mistake of
reading something into his actions that wasn'teh®he blushed to think of
her own initial response. What must Burke think?

Glancing at the clock, she was relieved to see latavit was. Burke would
long ago have headed outside or shut himself iyssioffice. It would be at
least lunchtime before she would have to face him.

Her relief was short-lived. The first person she s& she walked into the
kitchen was Burke, leaning back in his chair, dinglcoffee and listening to
Ronnie. He looked up as she entered, the glearmao$ament in his eyes
quickly suppressed. Refusing to give him the pleasaf knowing how
disconcerted she was, she greeted him coolly befmeeking to the other
three seated at the table. Having learned thaaldith kept breakfast warm
on the back of the stove, she dished herself upesoefore joining the
others. Eating hungrily, she was content to letatfers do the talking.

It was Randy who precipitated the embarrassing nmbm&nybody else
hear Moonlight last night?' he asked around thketab

Curiously Susan looked up to see both Burke armhBéth nod their heads.

Ronnie giggled. 'Randy, you're silly. You can'tthigs& moon.You can only
see it.'

Randy shot the child a superior look. 'l didn't #a moon, Ronnie. | said
Moonlight," he corrected.

Susan knew she must echo Ronnie's look of bewildetml agree with
Ronnie. You can't hear moonlight either.’

'Shows what you know,' Randy retorted. Teachenstamlvays as smart as
they think they are.’

Susan realised that she was being teased, andosked| helplessly at
Elizabeth for an explanation, but it was Burke vepoke up.



"You not only heard Moonlight last night, you samh

Susan frowned in puzzlement, but then comprehengiockly dawned.
'Oh,’ she said delightedly, 'the coyote! You dadl toyote Moonlight.’

Randy laughed. 'Give the teacher an "A". That ald lgas been visiting us
on moonlit nights for three or four years now. Aast,' he qualified, 'we
think it's the same one. He sings quite a songsrlbke?’

'He certainly does. | really enjoyed the show.'cGetg the disbelieving lift
of Burke's brow, she hastily added, 'l was a lgttared at first, but once |
saw him and realised that the noise came from atepyt was exciting."'

'We're just pulling out all the stops to entertgou,’ Randy said. 'You were
lucky. Normally you can't see him from the room yeun.'

'Oh, but I wasn't in—that is to say . . ." She ledkn confusion at Burke.

With only a slightly mocking look at her predicamdre came to her rescue.
‘The noise awakened Susan, and, being a cityshiel was naturally a little
frightened and wanted to know what was going onsls® woke me up. |
knew once she saw her midnight monster she'd feed romfortable, so |
invited her to view Moonlight out of my window.'

With Burke's prosaic explanation, the talk arounel table turned to other
matters. Susan was relieved that Burke didn't roenthat she had
practically leapt into bed with him out of fear.dslenly the omission made
her very nervous. She would have thought that hddveave jumped at the
chance to expose any weakness of hers. She eyetthdirghtfully beneath

lowered lashes. To her chagrin, he was studyingpenly. Aware that he
had her attention, his eyes swept her body in d, asolent fashion, with

undertones so sensuous that Susan could almoghé&bkkat. Burke might
not tell her story in public, but he had no intentof allowing her to forget

her momentary lapse. A flush betrayed her embamast as she

remembered his warm, sinewy body and her own urdggaesponse to
him.

He chuckled.



'What's so funny about cattle rustling?' demandeaddy, referring to his
present topic of conversation.

'Sorry, my mind must have drifted off,' Burke anssee

Satisfied, Randy turned to answer a query of higherts. Burke held

Susan's eyes across the width of the table. ‘althiflerent type of conflict in

mind.' He spoke so quietly that Susan wasn't Suskd actually heard the
words or only sensed them.

She refused to allow him to unsettle her furthéfhat type of conflict is
that?' she questioned in a low voice, not eaggeio the others' attention.

‘The eternal war between men and women,' he rept@aptly. No snappy
comeback came to Susan's rescue. '‘And to the \gctes the spoils,’ he
added in a soft drawl. He flicked a look at Sus&eaving breast before
joining in the general conversation around the kiieest table.

Shaken by the open challenge, Susan clutched splasattp at the napkin
lying in her lap. It wasn't out of consideratiom Fer feelings that Burke had
told an edited version of what happened last nightsimply was saving the
episode as ammunition for the next time she flaifiis authority. The
sexual innuendoes were nothing more than warnidggypical male
chauvinist, he could only deal with her on a sexeral. And because she
refused to view him through the same rose-cologtaskes as everyone else
did, he resented her very presence in this houssayEime he saw her, he
must be reminded how very much she held him inerapt. By putting her
down, he hoped to restore his own tarnished im@dgdl, just let him try.
He'd soon find that he'd met his match in Susaro®&h All her life she had
been fighting the notion of male superiority, arabihg held her own with
two brothers, she wasn't about to be defeateddfgst plus of lazy, sexual
masculinity.

Fortunately for the sake of Susan's nerves, Burie Randy were just
passing through, having breakfasted hours eadi®d, they were soon on
their way back to work. After breakfast, Susan waed into Elizabeth's
sitting-room where Elizabeth was reading a booklaud to Ronnie.



Like Elizabeth herself, her sitting-room was safdelush, with flowers
everywhere—in the carpet, on the walls, coverirgdimairs and sofas, down
the curtains, in prints and in paintings. The dffeas of sitting in a flower
garden. Books on wildlife were piled in comfortalpiefusion around the
room, while bird figurines, flowered bowls and Qrial vases decorated
table tops. Any remaining space was taken up byogfnaphs, Elizabeth as a
bride and young mother, her husband—a tall, broad mho resembled
Burke—and numerous photographs of Elizabeth's $mma infancy to
manhood.

It was the photographs that drew Susan's atterticgpite of her will not to,
again and again she was compelled to study aldiffierent pictures of
Burke. She was especially attracted to a studiyefthree-year-old boy who
sat tall and proud on his first pony, disdaininghatch the saddle horn. The
photo of a triumphant younger Burke, robed in cag gown and holding
aloft his college diploma, always made her wonamv fiffany could have
rejected the laughing, vibrant young man who exédisuch zest and
promise. Tiffany had said she had been happy vatthhhsband, but Susan
wondered how often the other woman had sat inrtlum, and seeing that
picture, regretted her elopement. If she had, shst tve doubly grateful to
be getting a second chance.

In a more recent picture, the photographer had fdaBgirke at work.
Mud-spattered jeans, a stetson pulled low overfdishead, and a sweat-
stained shirt could not detract from the sexual meéigm Burke exuded.
Rolled-up sleeves exposed his hard, sinewy armsnéng Susan of how
those same arms had felt so warm and comfortingpes around her. The
image of him asleep with his shoulders and backdas he had been the
previous night, teased at her mind. Try as she imimliorget, she could
almost feel his silken skin and hard muscles béneat hands. She shook
her head to rid herself of such disquieting thosight

She was reacting to Burke's physical presence dikéeenager with
overactive glands. Was her life so unsatisfactbgt she was starting to
fantasise? She thought about Tiffany. Not that naider than Susan, the
other woman had already jilted one lover, marriea] a child and been
widowed. At twenty- four, Susan couldn't even cldime lover. She had
dated any number of men, but not one had stirretdlbed enough to allow



him into her bedroom. The truth was that she hacyd been afraid that if
she did give herself to a man, he would demand ¢@taership of her life as
well as her body. She wasn't ready to take thatadNow she wondered if
she'd been reading too much into the act of sechaps if she had taken a
more casual approach years ago, Burke's blatan@bgxwouldn't affect
her so. Maybe her problemasin her glands. Magazines always made it
sound so simple, this tricky sexual business batweale and female. What
she probably needed was a good rousing love a#a,then those tight
jeans that Burke strolled around in would be naghmrore than blue denim.

‘A day like today certainly forecasts that Chrissnmonly a couple of days
away.' Elizabeth's voice interrupted Susan's thtsugh

Susan looked out of the window. A fresh wet snow fallen while she
slept, and all the trees and shrubs were coatedtimn sheath of white,
creating a fairy wonderland. The warm morning smhich danced off the
snow and dazzled the eyes, was melting the snothemtrees, sending it
crashing to the ground in powdery white explosioBke agreed with
Elizabeth before asking, 'When do you put up yomsdmas tree?"

Elizabeth gazed with consternation at &rforgot all about a tree! | hate to
say this, but it's been several years since wawepe up,’ she admitted.
'‘But with Ronnie here, of course we have to puagee.’

'l love Christmas trees,' Ronnie confided.

'Me, too." Elizabeth hugged the small girl beside H've missed celebrating
the holidays with all the traditions we used to fkeafter the boys were
grown, they lost interest, and it wasn't much facatating a tree all by
myself, but if you girls won't mind helping me, lale to have a tree again.
After all, what's Christmas without a tree?'

The decision made, Elizabeth was anxious to geestaWhy don't you go
run get your coat, Ronnie, and get permission fyoor mom. Maybe she'd
like to go along.’

Ronnie readily agreed and left the room. Elizalsétlod up, frowning down
on Susan. 'l hope you have some warmer clothes tthase you were



wearing the night you arrived." At Susan's nod,ataed, 'I'll lend you some
boots if you need them. Hard telling how much thevs may have drifted in
places.’

Elizabeth's remarks made little sense to Susare Wuld think that the
roads to town would be all cleared by now.’

"To town?" Elizabeth snorted. 'We're not goingotert.'

'l thought we were going to get a tree."

'We are,’" Elizabeth explained patiently. 'With @iis land, we certainly
ought to be able to find ourselves a suitable ¥é€'ll just go and chop one
down.’

'‘Chop one down? Won't Burke be angry about that?'

'Don't be silly; Burke won't care.’

'‘Burke won't care about what?' asked Burke as texezhthe room behind
Tiffany. 'Seems to me those words could get yow iheap of trouble,

Elizabeth.'

'Don't be ridiculous! We've decided that we ne@hestmas tree, and | said
we could find a tree somewhere on the ranch td use.

"You decided?' Burke drawled. 'Or Susan decided?’
'Susan brought it up, but | should have thouglit boner.’
Burke frowned. 'I'm not sure that a tree is a gaoled.'

Irritated by his negative remarks, Susan couldsidl her tongue. 'Don't tell
me you're a Scrooge, too,' she snapped.

He raised his eyebrows at her tone. 'l simply tibtgat a tree might be too
much work for Elizabeth.’



'‘Nonsense,’ said his mother briskly. 'Susan andchirdmave promised to do
all the work. I'm just going to supervise.'

How like Burke to put her in the wrong, Susan thdugriously. Trying to
make it appear that she was selfishly demandinmgea dt the expense of
Elizabeth's health. She glared at his back as imeduto his mother with
instructions.

‘There's a good-looking stand of trees down insteh pasture where the
creek makes a sharp right turn. | think you'll fendatisfactory tree there.’

Thirty minutes later, when Susan join@others, bundled up as they were
against the winter chill, she discovered that Rahdg been tapped by
Burke to accompany the women on their tree-cuttixygedition. Elizabeth
and Ronnie were both cosily ensconced in the beakds the ranch pick-up,
with Ronnie bouncing up and down in her eagern@egying the small
girl's exhortations to hurry, Susan quickly slidoirthe front seat beside
Randy. Burke's hand, firmly anchored on the dooevented her from
closing it as he leaned across her to speak to\Ramging to ignore the
scent of soap and leather that clung to him, siheaxttrated instead on the
way his blond hair curled above his jacket. Findbed itched to play with
the tendrils were firmly jammed into her pockets.

Finishing his conversation with Randy, he slowlydired once more past
Susan. This time, however, he murmured in her regassing, 'l may be

Scrooge, but you do a great imitation of Katharigautting the door on her
uncomprehending look, he waved them off with advigep of his hat. For

the next fifteen minutes, Susan ignored the swidomversation around her
as she puzzled out who Katharina was. The answesnw came to her,

prompted a gasp of indignation. He'd called héras!

'Sorry about that," Randy smiled over at her in@gpp

Susan stared at him blankly, until another patchcgfsnow had them

slithering in the direction of the ditch and healgibing the door handle. As
Randy confidently brought the truck back under manshe realised that he
had misunderstood the cause of her gasp.



'Where's your mother?' she called over her shottdRonnie.

'‘Burke was going over to Grandpa Payton's ranctl,slie decided to go
with him.'

Lucky for them they had her around to babysit whikey did their
romancing, Susan thought in annoyance, totally nggothe fact that
Elizabeth and Randy were present. But her disgednéttitude was no
match for Ronnie's contagious spirits which perdatie whole cab; even
Susan had to smile as the child commanded Randyrite faster, a
command that Randy, thank goodness, disregardetkalth he started
Ronnie singing silly Christmas songs, and soon #ie rang with
guestionable music and giggles as they all joimdRiandy's bringing the
truck to a halt was the signal to stop the singMée're here," he announced
unnecessarily. A stand of evergreens in all shapeéssizes dominated the
brush-covered land.

'‘Burke was right. There are some nice trees h&al'Elizabeth, a pleased
look on her face.

Susan jumped out of the truck, the spicy pine stiekling her nostrils.
‘They're all so lovely. It seems a sham” to cut ohthese down.' As the
others walked through the stand of trees, exclajrower first one, and then
another, she went on her own treasure hunt. Findimgt she sought, she
called the others to her side. 'How about thattrelee suggested.

'Where?' Randy asked in bewilderment, doubting divection of her
pointing finger.

'Right here," Susan answered, continuing to poimat inisshapen tree a few
yards from them. 'That tree is perfect.'

Ronnie giggled from behind Randy. 'Susan, that tsesilly-looking! It
bends over and wiggles and has only one side. Ltwke aren't any
branches at the back.'

'Exactly,’ said Susan decisively. 'Mother Naturedenghe other trees
beautiful, but it's up to us to do something forstipoor guy. Pretty



decorations will give him a new lease on life, &edides, cutting this one
down won't bother anyone.’

Elizabeth and Randy eyed the scraggy tree doufptfuthink we can find a
better one,' said Elizabeth hesitantly. 'Wouldati prefer a more cylindrical
tree?'

'l hate to cut down a beautiful one. It seems sualaste. What do you think,
Ronnie?' she appealed.

Ronnie giggled. 'Burke will kill us if we bring tharee home,' she said,
sounding remarkably adult.

Sensing Susan's determination, Randy walked artumdree. 'Maybe it
won't be too bad. We can set it in the corner,jasiddecorate the front side.
If I cut off a few branches here and wire them éhidne poked among the
evergreen boughs.

‘That's a great idea, Randy. Thank you.' Susareduto the others. 'Well,
what do you think?'

Elizabeth shrugged. 'It's up to the rest of youhil is the tree you want, go
ahead.’

'Elizabeth," Ronnie piped up, 'remember the stotyngad me about the tree
that felt so bad because everyone said he wadgangno one wanted him
for a Christmas tree?' At the older woman's nod,small girl continued,
'Well, we don't want this tree to feel bad, do we?'

‘All right, this tree it is,' Randy laughed. 'Justnember when Burke blows a
gasket, this wasn't my idea.'

'If you really think he'll be angry...?' Susan euirto Elizabeth in concern.

'‘Nonsense. Randy is just teasing. Burke couldnd lesss if we even have a
tree. He'll never even notice that this one is—etittla different.’



"You just wait until we finish with it. It will be .. the most beautiful tree
you've ever seen,' Susan guaranteed rashly.

‘It willl' It will'" Ronnie dashed up to the treedhugged the trunk. "You'll be
the happiest tree in Colorado,' she promised.

Randy pulled a chain saw from the back of the tracll soon the loud,
whirring sound of sawing filled the air. Elizabeind Ronnie wandered
down to the stream and poked at the ice with a stielf, and Susan strolled
through the trees enjoying the fresh scent of thegpand the scolding of
squirrels, indignant that their territory had besvaded:

Randy finished sawing down the tree in no timellatad the twisted pine
was installed in the back of the pick-up for thieire ride to the ranch house.

An hour later Randy stepped back and surveyed Ykegeeen tree that
sprawled in the corner. There, that's not so hadjt?" he asked
optimistically.

Ronnie laughed. 'It looks funny with no back andtase branches tied on
in front.'

'It's just right," Susan interjected hastily. "Yaid a lovely job of shaping the
tree, and after we put on the ornaments, it wdkliéabulous.'

Randy gave her a quizzical took before turningisonmother. "What do you
think, Mom?"'

Elizabeth cocked her grey head to one side andutigreurveyed the tree. 'l
think Susan has more imagination than | have,ashest admitted.

Susan was stricken with doubts. After all, this Wesolder woman's home.
'If you really don't like this tree, we could godeselect another.’

‘After all my work?' asked Randy indignantly.

'l love this tree," Ronnie added defiantly.



Elizabeth laughed. 'We wouldn't dare, would we?idiess | applaud the
sentiment behind your selection. I'm sure we canaga nicely with this
tree. Now," she added briskly, '‘what do we do fratations?'

Susan looked blankly at her. 'l assumed that yausbane.'

'Well, this family has never thrown out anything,teere must be all kinds
of things somewhere. Randy, go and ask Vera if lsiteavs where the
Christmas things are stored. Susan and Ronniecaiitly you and pick out
what they want. No sense in hauling all that jumkere to the living-room.’

Ronnie and Susan were ecstatic when they saw bkbe @i furniture, old
clothes, books and toys scattered about the daftl,dttic where Vera sent
them. Randy finally succeeded in dragging thenh&ltoxes of Christmas
decorations, and with great difficulty, kept themntheir chore of selecting
what they wanted. Their choices made, burdened tvéhsures, they
descended once more to the living- room. Elizabeth pleased with their
selections, and they gaily decorated the tredaalihing asElizabeth and
Randy, prompted by the old, familiar decorationsdged up old memories
about past Christmases.

Susan sat back on her heels and looked about thiotable living-room.
In earlier days the large room with its high cajlitall windows and distinct
mouldings would have been called the parlour. Qleryears the Gerard
family had stamped its own personality on the roamg only the deep
wine- coloured velvet curtains showed the Victoriafluence. Modern
leather loungers mixed freely with gay chintz sadesped with patchwork
quilts. Computer magazines and ranching journadsesha side table with
an abandoned stetson hat. The old- fashioned mérbfgace boasted a
huge crackling fire, but glass doors preventedrten's warm air from
escaping up the chimney. This was a room that badved generations of
cowboy boots, pets and children, and now it toeksitrawny, lopsided tree
in its stride. She looked the tree over critically/ell?' she challenged her
decoration partners. 'What do you think now?'

"You've done a magnificent job of disguise,’ sdiddbeth tactfully.



'It's not half bad,” Randy admitted. 'Provided cofirse, you can persuade
everyone to stand directly in front of the treetlsey don't see how it leans
forward or notice the gaps at the back.'

Susan stuck out her tongue at Randy, and turn&btmie. 'What do you
think?'

Ronnie giggled. 'l love it. | can hardly wait fouike to see it.’
Randy turned his head towards the window.
'‘Speak of the devil—I thought | just heard him godr mom come in.'

'Randy, let's turn off the room lights and turntba tree lights and surprise
them.' Ronnie jumped up and down in her excitement.

'‘Okay, kid. Run and hit the light switch when | gayI'll just crawl under
the tree and plug in the cord.’

In her excitement, Ronnie failed to listen to Rgralyd she ran eagerly to
the switch and immediately plunged the room intikdess.

'Hey, not yet!" Randy's muffled howl sounded froeméath the tree. 'l can't
find the wall outlet.'

Susan tried not to laugh as she heard the swigifibganches and several
soft plops as Randy brushed the tree, knockingoends on to the floor. At
least nothing sounded as if it broke.

Voices could be heard in the hall. Suddenly Susarbtéd her wisdom in
selecting a tree that everyone insisted that Bwé&eld not like. Had she
deliberately tried to irritate him again in retrttmn for his calling her a
shrew? No. She had long hated the practice ofnguttown perfect trees,
while leaving the weak and ugly to proliferate. Tép@estion was, how
would Burke view her actions? She felt herself gomid.

Footsteps paused in the doorway, and the roomlaaded with light at the
same time that Randy found the wall socket andgadgn the tree lights.



Susan's eyes flew to Burke standing stock-stilthe doorway, his eyes
riveted on the Christmas tree. An astonished Tyffstood behind him. No
one uttered a sound. Susan looked around and wexhdfleher own face
mirrored the guilty expressions etched on everygse's face.

Randy backed out from beneath the tree, sayingt tNee wait until | say,
"okay", Ronnie. Now you can turn off the lights.’

‘Too late," Susan said as she tried not to laugineadstonished faces of the
couple who remained speechless in the doorway.

Randy, still crouched on all fours, turned his healdok at Susan. "What do
you mean, too late?"

She nodded towards the door, and Randy's head Iemgi\about. 'Oh," he
said sheepishly as he spied his brother. 'Hi.'

Burke slowly advanced into the room. 'You all Idide you've been caught
stealing the family silver,' he observed. As hekedlcloser to the tree, his
eyes widened, and he looked incredulously at RaBttywly he walked
from one side of the tree to the other, peeringadipat the branches. Once
he reached in and tested a limb that Randy hadlwirplace.

Susan held her breath, as she felt everyone elsel@imag, awaiting Burke's
judgment. He stood, his back to the room, and saitling. Susan saw his
shoulders begin to tremble and then shake violently

'‘Burke?' Elizabeth questioned quietly.

He wheeled to face his mother, and it was immelyiaigparent to everyone
that he was fighting a losing battle with amusem@ihie silent chuckles
gave way to booming laughter. Gradually the silesfdhe room penetrated
his mirth, and he worked at bringing his laughteder control. ‘Where in
God's name did you find that—that misbegotten exdosa tree?"

Randy squirmed under Burke's quizzical interrogat®usan could see he
was torn between loyalty to her and a reluctancédathe butt of his
brother's ridicule.



She opened her mouth to speak, but Elizabeth &ledther. 'All of us
selected it. Is there something about it that yoo'tdike?' she asked with
excessive politeness.

Burke threw a withering glance at her mother. "¢an't convince me you'd
pick out an ugly tree like this.’

'I'm satisfied with our choice,' Elizabeth returned
Ronnie stamped her foot. 'It's not ugly. It's béalit

'Ronnie," her mother reprimanded, 'don't throwrtans! | think it's rather
charming,’ she added hesitantly to Burke.

'It looks pretty good if you stand right in frorfRandy defended the tree.

Sudden tears sprang to Susan's eyes at the stedbf@nce of the others. She
couldn't allow them to suffer from Burke's ridicuhen the choice had
been hers. She swallowed hard. 'l selected the Titee others were kind
enough to go along with my choice." She glared @k®& daring him to
make a cutting remark to her about the tree.

He opened his mouth, and then evidently thinkingebeof it, closed it
again. He turned back to the tree. Instantly hisikters began to shake once
more with silent laughter.

Without pausing to think, Susan swept up a smathyeork angel that had
fallen from the tree to the floor and fired it ailRe. The soft cloth ornament
hit him squarely in the back.

Astonished, he turned to look at her, studyingeheroment with narrowed
eyes. 'You wanted someth-ing?' His silken voicedurat anger.

'Stop laughing,’ she spat out, and nodded towaotsi. The little girl was
sadly picking up the fallen ornaments from the fjdwer sharp shoulders
slumped in dejection. A guilty expression flashedoas Burke's face, and
then he walked over to Ronnie. '‘Need any help mpyittihose back on the
tree?'



The little girl shook her head as she tossed tharoents carelessly in the
box they had come out of such a short time ago.

'Hey," Burke admonished, 'aren't these ornamentsl gmough for your
tree?' He picked up a lopsided paper clown thatistiecarded. 'I'll have
you know | made this myself when | was about y@e.a\re you so angry at
me you won't put it on your tree?'

"You aren't going to make us take this tree doRoPinie asked hopefully.

An embarrassed flush spread over Burke's faceharaoked at his mother
for guidance. She looked away. Burke took a deepthr 'Of course you
don't have to take the tree down. And | apologisddgughing at your tree. If
you're sure this is the tree you want?'

'Itis, itis!" Ronnie clapped her hands and didtle dance around the room,
stopping in front of Burke and looking up at hiM/e can call it a happy
tree,' she said.

'Why do you think that?' Burke reached down andlgea her hands,
swinging her from side to side.

'‘Because it makes everyone laugh,' she crowed.

Everyone laughed with Burke as he swung the yourgig into his arms.
"You're right about that," he agreed, as she rezdahdm with a moist kiss
and a tight hug.

Elizabeth stood up and smiled at Ronnie. 'Now tathave our tree up,
what we need are packages under it. Do you supymseould help me
carry some from my room?"

The little girl eagerly assented, and the two te# room, with Tiffany
drifting out after them. Randy gathered up his $pahd with an awkward
grin at Burke, followed them. Having no desire &léft with Burke, Susan
edged towards the door.



Before she could reach it and the safety it prodhiBeirke grabbed her arm
and held her captive. 'Stay a minute. | want tio talyou.'

Susan had not forgiven him for calling her a shrém.busy.'
‘This will only take a minute. | want to apologise.

'For calling me a shrew? | couldn't care less whatthink of me!'
'For laughing at your tree,' he corrected her.

Susan averted her eyes to avoid the laughter ghepmihis. 'l don't care if
you don't like it," she said stiffly.

''ve changed my mind. | do like it. At least," berrected himself after
looking at the tree and shuddering dramaticalllkd the effect of the tree.
As Ronnie said, it makes everyone laugh. | donrikth've seen Tiffany
smile like that since Steve died. I've watched wathh both her and Ronnie.
You 're good for them. You've pepped them up. Tiffaespecially, has been
moping around too much.'

'‘Burke!" Susan was aghast. 'She's just lost hdyamak'

'It's been almost two years,' he reminded herofi'tdexpect her to wash
Steve totally out of her life, but | do think itBne she got back to the
business of living. She's still a young woman.' péeised before adding
abruptly, 'She ought to remarry." Jamming his hants his pockets, he
paced around the room. 'If | could only be sure Bbe/felt,' he said, almost
to himself. He narrowed his eyes in speculatioSwan. 'l don't suppose
she's said anything to you?'

'No. That is, about what?' she faltered.

'‘Getting married again. Isn't that what we're tajkiabout?' he asked in
exasperation.

‘That's what you're talking about,’ answered Suzsatly. T don't think
Tiffany's plans are any of my business.’



Burke snorted. 'l doubt that.' He took another tamound the room.
‘Tiffany's never had many female friends, but gkeslyou and talks to you.'

'So?' Susan didn't like the thoughtful look on Baskace.

"You could give her a little shove. As a teacheinpout how Ronnie needs
a father.'

'l will not! Do your own persuading.’

'I might have known you'd put a spoke in my whesalidd Burke in disgust.
'How can you be around her for more than five sds@nd not realise that
she needs to have a man around? Don't make thakmist thinking that

just because you don't, no woman does.'

Susan stiffened. 'A woman doesn't marry to proadather for her child or

to have someone handy to change the lightbulbe,'ssid indignantly.

‘There's a little thing called love.’

'Is that why you've never married?'

'You needn't say it like I'm ninety years old. lknly twenty-four," Susan
said tartly.

"You didn't answer my question,’ he persisted.

She raised her chin. 'Not that it's any of yourifess, but yes, I'm holding
out for love. What did you think?'

‘That you don't need a man, that you intend to @rtivat men are
superfluous to your life.’

'l don't know where you got that idea.’

'Maybe when you made it so very clear that youtptno favours from me
the night we met— including a helping hand up wiea fell.'

'Oh." Susan reddened. 'That was just because $ovasgry with you.'



'With me? | didn't run into you.'

'No, but you snarled and roared at me. Then yokedadff and left me.'
"Your choice.'

'No gentleman would have left me stranded like.that

"You know darn well you were prepared to standeteerd argue all night
with me. If | hadn't walked off, we'd still be stling there fighting.'

Refusing to dignify his accusation with a denials&n continued, 'You were
an unfeeling brute when | was cold and tired."'

'You were so miserable that if I'd said three kimards in a row to you,
you'd have sat down in the road and cried.’

'I would not have!

'‘We'll never know, will we?' He grinned unexpecyedEvery time | think
about how determined you were not to give me thisfaation of knowing
how much you hated that stinking horse blanket. &liss danced with
laughter.

'I'm glad you were so amused," Susan said, tryonggriore the dip her

stomach had taken at the winsome look on Burkeés tawas crazy the way
her pulse was affected by a man she didn't evenHikeathlessly she turned
the subject. 'l thought we were talking about Tiffaneeding to get married,
not me.'

Her words wiped the laughter from Burke's face, haisdeyes narrowed to
dark slits. 'We were, weren't we?' He turned awsg/you were so quick to
point out, Tiffany isn't your problem.’

'l didn't mean that," she denied hastily. 'l jushk you're worrying too
much. She just needs time/



'‘Maybe you're right.' He started towards the hstithe door, he turned for
one parting look at the tree. 'The more | lookhat tthe more | can see it's
exactly the type of tree you would choose.'

'What's that supposed to mean?' Susan was instugibycious.

Burke chuckled. 'Figure it out yourself,' he retolit'You're the teacher.' He
strolled from the room, leaving behind a fuming &us



CHAPTER FIVE

As it turned out, Tiffany was the one who brougptthe subject of her
remarriage the next day.

'‘Am | interrupting a great story?"

Susan set aside the book she'd been reading mvaster of fact, this book is
so boring that any interruption is welcome.' Eligibhad decided to lie
down to rest for a while and, knowing Tiffany andrfiRie were wrapping
gifts, Susan had been reluctant to disturb themw Idbe smiled with
pleasure at Tiffany. The dark-haired woman was séi@sn a stunning
trouser suit, the emerald-green colour a vivid blag for her exotic
beauty.

'l want to thank you for being so good to Ronniee'S fallen in love with
you," she said.

'She's an easy child to be good to. You've donatetious job of raising
her.'

'‘Sometimes | don't think | had a thing to do witiwhshe is. She was so good
and happy, even as a baby. And | know that I'vdeosed her at times.
Especially after Steven died. | was so caught umynown loss, | forgot
what Ronnie must be suffering. Burke came out avd is a glance what
was happening. He really raked me over the coalsdimg so selfish. | cried
for days.'

Susan was indignant at Burke's lack of compas$@mu shouldn't let him
get away with pushing you around like that. H&®m bully.’

'‘No, no; he was right. Every time Ronnie trieddtkto me about how sad
she felt, | changed the subject or hushed her opuse it was so painful for
me. Poor little girl. | forgot that she needed tege, too.'

'What's done is done,’ Susan said briskly. "Yogtteall of Ronnie's future
in which to make up for any omissions of the past.’



Tiffany strolled over to the window where she bregier fingertips along
the sill. 'I've been told that | ought to get reneat for Ronnie's sake. What
do you think?'

'l think that's a stupid reason to get marriedsa®usaid bluntly, casting
Burke into imaginary perdition. She should havewnde'd never listen to
any advice of hers. Tell him to mind his own besis, and you'll get
married when you want to ..." Her voice trailed atfthe dreamy expression
on Tiffany's face. 'You do want to,' she guessed.

Tiffany whirled around, the dreamy expression regth by one of

uncertainty. 'l think so. That is, he did tell mghbuld get married, but he . .
. well ... he hasn't proposed. I've given him ewggortunity." She sniffed.

'Maybe it's all in my imagination. Maybe he's jost interested.’

'I'm sure he is,’ Susan said soothingly. Shouldahg&iffany that Burke had
tried to talk her into pushing the other woman ini®arms?

'I'm not so young any more, almost thirty. Althought's not too old to have
children. He's wonderful with Ronnie, but he dessrto have sons, tall and
proud like he is." Glumly Tiffany added, 'Too prdud

Susan had no difficulty in translating the crypgenark. After all, Tiffany
had jilted Burke once.

Pride wouldn't allow him to lay himself open toaejion again. This time
Tiffany would have to do the pursuing. She attemteput her thoughts
into words. 'Perhaps you ought to ask him to mgpory.'

'I couldn't do that. What if he said no?"

'Isn't it worth the risk? He might say yes. | thitik time you stood up and
fought for your own happiness. You can't spenddisé of your life letting
other people decide what you want to do," she pdiout gently.

Tiffany smiled wanly. 'I'll think about it," she @mnised. Pausing as she left
the room, she added, 'l wish | was more like yoou ¥now what you want,
and you don't let anyone stop you getting it.'



Once that might have been true, Susan thought wByliyyever since she had
met Elizabeth, her whole world seemed to have besssed topsy-turvy. She
ought to feel happiness for Tiffany, not this jeslp eating away at her
insides. She wasn't jealous because Burke lovefthniif it was just
that—well, it might be nice to be a Tiffany. A womahom men took care
of and cosseted. Burke would never shout at Tiffangxpect her to tramp
miles in the cold and snow. He would see to heth&elg, make sure that
she had what she wanted without ever asking hedaradl in his power to
protect her from the vagaries of life. Susan cauggself short. She was
describing her brothers' care for her, a smothdawug that she had fought
against all her life. Was that something to yearf? No, of course not. Then
why did she feel so discontented? She must be fénaliday blues. Casting
aside the boring book, she decided she would gsead Ronnie wanted to
go outside andplay. A romp in the snow would chegrup.

Positively she crossed the large entry hall, hetsteps alternately loud on
the wooden parquet floor and soft as she steppethemsmall gleaming
Oriental rugs scattered about. A loud swishing sowut into her

melancholy thoughts, and she quickly halted an&#ddaup.

Randy was swooping backwards down the stair raihiglong legs astride

the banister. Heart caught in her throat, she veattihm land with a graceful

thud at the bottom, his back to Susan. " "Welg'shid with mock sternness,
'no wonder there's no finial at the bottom!'

Startled, Randy turned and shot her a shamefagedlgs been missing for
years. Dad said he used to come down the same Wwag he was a kid.
Mom's not the first mother who's threatened toaeplit. She says when we
grow up, she will," he added.

‘Judging by present behaviour, I'd say she stdl duaite a wait,' said Susan
drily.

"You're just jealous because you're too old armicto do it," Randy jeered.
‘I am not!

'Sure you are. | dare you to try it.'



Challenged, Susan refused to back away. 'All rigbti wait right here.' She
ran swiftly up the stairs. Halfway up she stopped &urning to Randy,
asked, in what she hoped was an unconcerned vbicw, do you know
when you're at the bottom?'

'Practice.’
'Oh." Susan bit her lip in indecision.

'‘Come on, Susan.' Randy grinned boyishly. 'I'ltbatou before you can fly
off.!

'Promise?’

'‘Cross my heart and hope to die,’ he said solenméatching actions to
words.

Reassured, Susan ran lightly to the top of thersstand straddled the
banister, her back to Randy. 'Ready or not, he@nie,’ she chanted. Her
hands were warmed by friction and the pictureshenwall flashed by as she
careened in dizzying descent. At the bottom she ifteo space and knew a
moment of panic before strong arms caught her afdiifer close. Randy's
beating heart sounded a thunderous counterpohertown.

‘That was fun, Randy. Wait a minute—I want to dagain.' She turned and
looked, not into Randy's laughing face, but intork&s set white
countenance with darkened grey eyes blazing dowerat

'What kind of stupid trick was that? Are you tryitggkill yourself?’

He continued to hold her off the ground, and Sistarggled to free herself.
'Put me down right this instant!'

His immediate compliance was unexpected, and stuethawkwardly and
had to grasp his arm to maintain her balance. Bed@inued to stare
angrily at her.

'Where's . . . where's Randy?' she managed testutt



'He's %one," Burke said coldly. 'There's some exéushim, he's still a kid,
but you ought to know better than to try a haredaa stunt like that. One
expects a teacher to have a few grains of goodsens

'Oh pooh,' scoffed Susan airily, delighted to des her cavalier attitude
further enraged Burke. 'Just because you're totodh@ve fun any more.’

She unconsciously parroted Randy's taunt, evemesvas guiltily aware
that Burke's anger had its roots in his fear far he

'Is that so?' Burke demanded furiously as he desged her hand which was
still, to her mortification, clutching his arm, asthmped up the stairs.

Susan stood hesitantly at the bottom of the stegrcth wasn't like Burke to
walk off, letting her have the last word.

'‘Get out of the way!" he cried, and Susan steppglian the nick of time as
he flew down the banister and landed nimbly onfaet before her. He
turned around, hands on hips, eyes glaring at heo. old, amIT he
demanded.

Susan's mouth quivered, and she bit her lip, beitvgs unable to keep her
laughter from spilling out.

Burke glared at her, and then reluctantly a smiggéd at the corners of his
lips, and he grinned ruefully at her. 'l never cbusist a challenge,' he
admitted.

''ve never been so surprised in my life! The iaddayou sliding down
banisters.' She giggled again at the memory. T8t@krson on earth . . ." she
began.

'‘Obviously you don't know me as well as you thinduydo," Burke
interrupted. His hands rested on her shoulder &sded her.

'‘Obviously," Susan retorted.



'We should remedy that.' He pulled her closer gmktl her chin up with a
closed fist. 'One should always know one's enehiig.'face descended
towards her, eyes narrowed, watching for her reacti

She dropped her eyelids, but his face was impriotedher brain. Those
devastatingly attractive crinkly lines about higgythe deep wrinkles like a
gash beside his mouth.

His mouth. Lightly, gently, he kissed her, and sfleved her careening ride
down the banister. She clutched at his shirt tdgush away, give herself

support, or pull him nearer—she hardly knew whiekelings she had never
experienced raced through her body as he nibbdedet and slowly, yet
inexorably, parted her lips with his own. When hgded her closer to his
muscled form, she went willingly. She felt his wahands on her hips, the
anchor that kept her from being flung into spacagesn and again they rode
in dizzying climb and descent. She felt his tongusurely investigating the

hidden recesses of her mouth. Curiously, hesitastig touched her own
tongue to his. He became still and passive, andlyoshe explored the

newness of the sensations that poured over heasAtsatisfied, she began
to withdraw. Instantly, he captured her head, &igé hands thrust through
her hair and holding her lips firm against his. Nibwas he who took the

lead again, demanding that she follow him on atwipegions she'd never
dreamed of. She went spinning off into dazzlingcepa

'Why are you kissing each other?’

Susan fell back to earth with a thud. She spramngf f@am Burke. Ronnie
stood halfway down the staircase regarding thenh witense interest.
Susan tried to move further away from Burke, batdrm held her entrapped
at his side.

'Men like to kiss pretty women," Burke answered.

'Daddy was always kissing Mama. Do you think thatlsy she cries
sometimes at night? Because she doesn't have anyd&i$s her?’



'I'm sure your mother misses your daddy very muBlyke answered
soberly, leaving Susan's side. Catching Ronnienups arms, he sat on the
lower step, gently cradling his small burden indmsis.

Cuddled trustingly against Burke's chest, Ronnid sadly, 'l miss my
daddy, too. | wish he didn't have to go away. Maaia God needed him,
but Mama and | need him real bad, Burke.'

'l know, sweetheart." Over Ronnie's head he thrasa a silent plea for
help, as the small girl sniffed.

She sat down beside them, but left Ronnie in Baraghs. Burke was the
best medicine for Ronnie, holding her and giving ¢émmfort. He was so
good with Ronnie, and it was obvious that she atlbien. There was no
doubt in Susan's mind that Burke would make Roreme excellent
stepfather. And father. Tiffany was set on givingtsons. The photo of
Burke as a child flashed across her mind, and sberkhat any sons of his
were bound to be sturdy and robust. And probabtkgas well, she added
to herself. Tiffany would have her hands full cafitng that family of
males.Shecould control Burke's sons. A firm hand and angvheart was
all they needed. Now where did those outrageousgttis come from?

Ronnie sat up, drying her eyes. Tm sorry | criearkB," she said softly.

'It's okay to cry when you feel bad. Don't evel &ry about missing your
daddy, honey. | miss him, too. Any time you wanhsone to talk to about
your daddy, you come to me, okay?"

Ronnie nodded, her eyes still bright with unshedgeShyly she threw her
arms around Burke. 'l love you.'

Burke hugged the little body so trustingly curladhis lap. 'l love you, too,
sweetheart.' He cleared his throat. 'Now that we liasettled that we're a
mutual admiration society, why...'

'What's a mutual admir . . . whatever you said®tthild asked, screwing her
pixie face up in perplexity.



‘A mutual admiration society?' In answer to her,nogl explained, 'lt's a
group of people who like each other.’

'Oh." A thought struck her. 'Can anybody join? Lakelub?'

'Well, | suppose so. | hadn't thought about it. WiDo you want someone
else in our society?'

Ronnie nodded her head decisively. 'Susan. She®sand pretty.'

Startled hazel eyes met cool grey. 'Would you c¢argoin our mutual
admiration society, Miss Osborne?"

The thread of mockery in Burke's voice remindedaButhat he had just
called them enemies. Ignoring him, she turned torfko 'Thank you very
much, Miss Tallerton. I'd be honoured.’

‘That's settled then.' Burke stood up, gentlyrsgttonnie on her feet. ‘Now,
who wants to ride into Castle Rock with me to bagne supplies?'

'l do! I do! Ronnie hopped up and down in her tient.
‘Susan?'

Before she could turn down the invitation her pneseforced him to issue,
Ronnie interceded.

'Please come, Susan,' she pleaded. 'Burke goestaneaand people stop to
talk to him, and they talk and talk and talk. ..’

'‘Okay," Susan laughed, 'l get the picture. You wagb and I'm supposed to
come along to save you from possible boredom.’

Ronnie wasn't sure what possible boredom was, Hriksew when she'd
won, so she raced upstairs to inform her mothénetreat in store.

'‘Susan.' Burke's deep tones prevented Susan fridowifog the small girl.
‘Thanks.'



‘Thanks? But | didn't do anything.'

'You stayed and kept us company. Most people wdidde been so
embarrassed when Ronnie broke down that they wioal® made some
excuse and left or else tried to cheer her up.’

'l couldn't have done that. Then Ronnie would ltheeght grieving for her
father was wrong." Honesty forced her to add, "Mane wonderful with

her.'

'Surprises you, doesn't it,' he mocked.

'Yes," she snapped. Couldn't he even be gracioosit adccepting a
compliment?

Burke shook his head. Temper, temper. You realykhhave red hair.'
Irritated that he'd once again managed to get uneleskin, Susan blurted
out the first thought that entered her mind. Tiffamcrazy to want to marry
an arrogant beast-like you!

'What?' He shot the word at her.

Susan was appalled that she had violated Tiffasopiéidences. 'l shouldn't
have said anything.’

Burke gripped her arm compellingly. 'Well, you dibw finish it.’

‘Tiffany," she faltered, Tiffany talked to me albouabout what you said
yesterday. | ... | think she's considering remggidt... it may be that she's
gathering her courage.’

'She said my name?' Burke was relentless.

"Yes—no—I don't know. Who else would she be tallabgut?' she cried.

Burke stared at her, an arrested look in his éyéso else indeed?’



Without answering, she turned and went up thesstair
Burke shouted after her, 'Fifteen minutes!
'What?' she stopped and turned halfway up thesstair

'‘Be ready to leave in fifteen minutes. Oh, and S8ushe added
provocatively, 'any time you want to slide down themnister, just let me
know." The memory of grey eyes brimming with amusetrfollowed her
up the stairs.

Standing in front of her mirror, she wrenched a bdhrough her hair. Men
like to kiss pretty girls. Burke's words to Ronra@ round and around inside
her head. He hadn't been answering Ronnie's quesdionuch as he'd been
sending a message to Susan that she shouldn'hiskasses seriously.
Burke wasn't about to surrender tamely to Tiffaftgreher treatment of him.
Who could blame him if he played hard to get, anth@ same time amused
himself with his mother's houseguest? How could s kissed Burke
like that, forgetting all about Tiffany? She slanthieer comb down on the
dressing table. Burke could just find someone &iptay his kissing games
with.

One of the ranch wagons was parked in front ohtinese, but there was no
sign of Burke or Ronnie when Susan arrived outdileathless from her
hurried preparations. No smog marred the perfegt daving Susan a

magnificent view of the distant Rockies, the snawered peaks stark
against the clear blue sky. White fluffy cloudstéid with danger, daring the
ragged peaks to rip them apart. Nearer to herpszalk and scrawny pines
dotted the rolling hills. Leaning against the frofthe pick-up, she studied
the front view of the large, imposing Gerard homReund roofs, peaked
eaves and fanciful wood trim all spoke of the Vi@a influence, and lent

the house a bold vitality not often associated watich homes.

‘Not what one expects way out here, is it?'
Burke's deep voice gave Susan a start. '| musttadgave me quite a shock

the first time | saw it in the daylight. A Victonanansion lording it over the
rural countryside must be a little unusual.’



‘The house takes a little getting used to. The @ewho built it in the
mid-1880s was a miner who found his mother lodel, #ien became an
honest-to-goodness cattle baron. When he decidethtoy, he went up to
Denver, looked around at what was being built anodight back an architect
who designed and built this home for the new brietetunately, before he
could get carried away inside, his more practicadedowas able to insist
more on comfort than fanciful ornamentation. He mhanage to sneak in a
few Victorian touches, however.'

If Susan hadn't been studying the ornate ironlfimfach topped the highest
tower of the house, she would have thought befoeessid absently, 'The
staircase must be one of his touches.’

'l believe it was. Luckily for me."'

Ronnie's excited arrival at the truck gave Susaexanse to ignore Burke's
provocative remark. Wordlessly she obeyed his itjon to buckle up, and
the pick-up took off with a roar. Burke was obvilyus a good mood, and it
was a beautiful day. The best thing to do wastmsit back and enjoy the
outing.

Her decision made, she looked out of the windoven@y the passing
landscape. Small grey birds, the kind that Elizalbetd called snowbirds,
flashed up from the edge of the road as they passm@ and there rough
tracks slashed through the land, and huge boulaledsrocky pinnacles
thrust themselves into the blue sky. As they weaxdling west, the
Rockies loomed larger and larger, with the fladl&ecoming rolling hills.
Fences paralleling the road were heaped with gianbleweeds and odd
bits of rubbish testifying to the wind that occamatly swept down through
the hills. Lone trees dotted the landscape, whiésldary windmill stood
sentinel against the sky. Susan was about to ugkerBurke's teasing
conversation with Ronnie to ask how far to town whkke was diverted by a
flash of white to her right. As she watched, atedbzen animals bounded
into view, their rumps shining white in the mornisgn.

'‘Burke, look. Are those antelope?"



Burke squinted in the direction of her pointingdar, and slowed the
pick-up to a stop. 'Well, you can call them thategyone does, but actually
they're not true antelope and should be calledgiroms.’

'‘Whatever they're called, they're beautiful.'
'Where are they?' Ronnie bounced impatiently updmweh on the seat.

As Burke directed the small girl's attention in tlgit direction, the animals
paused on a high knoll, looking back towards thiekr Smaller than most
deer, their distinctive brown and white coat wapeafect camouflage
against the sage-covered landscape.

'Why don't they run?' asked Susan, puzzled atrbreghorns' behaviour.

‘They're about the most curious animals aroundyTdg@ist as interested in
you as you are in them. That's frequently their i@, Many a handsome
buck has lost his life because he went to invetgigahandkerchief stuck on
a pole by an enterprising hunter.'

‘That doesn't seem fair. Is that why there arerytraales in this group?’

‘There's a male up there,' Burke countered. 'Saebif guy with black on
his face and down the side of his neck? He's a.male

'What's a male, Burke?' Ronnie asked curiously.
‘A daddy pronghorn.’

'‘Susan is right, Burke. There can't be any dadgythare. None of them
have any horns.' 'She's right. None of them hatlerayl Susan agreed with
Ronnie.

‘Talk about a couple of city slickers," Burke tehs€ronghorns don't have
antlers, they have horns. What's more, frequentgnehe females have
horns. All of them, however, lose their horns a #nd of the breeding
season, and this guy has already shed his. Helll §gtem back in time for



the mating season late next summer. He'll need themto fight off all the
other bucks who'd like to steal his harem.’

The buck stood at rigid attention on the top of tise, still intent on the
truck, curiosity and caution obviously warring wthhim. Suddenly,

caution seemed to win, and with an almost conteaystdlash of the white
hairs on his rump, the larger animal sprang awlhg, dther pronghorns
bounding in his wake; in seconds, the landscapeomnas again barren of
visible life.

'What scared them, Burke? Will they come back?'riRos disappointment
was clearly marked in her voice.

'It's hard to say what scared them. Keep an eykegeand you might see
more. There aren't as many of them roaming arosrideae used to be, but
we still have plenty," he consoled her as he starpe the car.

Like Ronnie, Susan was silent during the rest ef titp, scanning the
landscape in the hope of sighting more of the bieduwiild creatures. In her
mind she could still see the magnificent buck abdmkregally surveyed his
surroundings. For some reason, the buck remindedflzepicture of Burke
that Elizabeth had shown her. The picture wasrofdstride a large stallion,
his face alert and watchful, intent on somethinghim distance. There was
about the two the same air of command and mascaifmgance ... the buck
with his harem, and Burke, she had no doubt, wigh h

In town, Burke dropped Susan and Ronnie off in riiddle of the old
section where interesting shops vied with eachrofibiethe passers-by's
attention.The two were quite content to browsertivaiy up and down the
street, exclaiming over the inexpensive as welihasexpensive from the
various craft and gift stores. When an intricatelgrved bird feeder
decorated with the image of St Francis of Assisigta her eye, Susan could
not resist buying it for Elizabeth in spite of tfaet that she already had a
Christmas present for the older woman. The timattelll to them by Burke
passed before they realised it, and Susan wasiokddo look down at her
watch and see that unless they hurried very fastkeBwas going to be
impatiently waiting for them at their designatedetneg place. Awkwardly



carrying the bulky package, she hustled Ronnie dinerstreet, oblivious to
the other's protests.

'‘Burke won't be there,’ the child insisted. 'Peabieays stop and talk to him,
and then he can't get away.’

While not doubting the truth of Ronnie's statem&usan was determined
not to make Burke wait for her. Therefore it wageat relief when the place
for their appointed rendezvous came in to view, durede was no sign of a
huge, irate, pacing male. Slowing to a more modepaice, she silently
thanked whoever had held Burke up this time. Aipaldrly busy street ran
just ahead of them, and Susan took Ronnie's hamhptory to crossing.
Unfortunately at that same moment, the obstrepgraakage began to slip,
and comic farce ensued as Susan attempted to regatiml of it as well as
her wayward purse, all without relinquishing Rorsleand. Ronnie's efforts
to help spurred the package on to greater effoest@pe. Just as it made a
successful bid for freedom, and Susan foresaw lagdithés gift becoming
nothing more than splinters, an enormous grey-atadreached around her
and grabbed the package seconds before it smashiée tcement. She
looked up to see a large, red-faced man grinnirvgndat her from beneath
an enormous stetson.

'‘Looked like you needed a little help lassoing tinatverick,’ he boomed.

'l certainly did," she agreed, still breathlessrfiloer struggles. Thank you so
much for your help.’

‘Always willing to help a pretty filly, ma'am.' Hgped his cowboy hat. 'The
name is Webb— Howard Webb. Saw you earlier when gouout of
Burke's truck. Leave it to Burke; he always corthks pretty ones!

Almost overwhelmed by the man's exuberance, Susé@ed weakly. ‘Do
you ranch around here also, Mr Webb?"

'Dear me, no, honey. I'm a banker.'

'A banker?' she repeated incredulously.



‘Sure 'nuf. That's how | met old Burke there, aadrydaddy, too, as far as
that goes.’

'My daddy?' she echoed weakly.

'Why, | knew you were Senator Payton's daughtemthneite you stepped
out of Burke's truck. Betting's been high arouncetibat Burke wouldn't let
some polecat rustle you out from under his eyestime around. Now that |
see you, | can understand what all the shoutirgpsta

'| think there's some mistake, Mr Webb.'

'Susan.’ Ronnie tugged on her hand. Ignoring th# ednversation, she had
been watching the street. 'Here comes Burke now.'

Embarrassment turned Susan's face a bright red.

She had to extricate herself from this situatiofoleeBurke reached them.
'‘Mr Webb--'

'Oh, call me Howard. Everybody around here does.’

'Howard, then. | believe you're under the misapgmnsion that I'm Tiffany
Tallerton. The truth is...'

'‘Burke, you ol' coyote, how ya been?' Tine, Howard] you?' Susan bit her
lip as the two men, plainly good friends, shookdsan/Vith luck, Howard
Webb would not repeat his mistake to Burke. Atrast words, she sighed.
She should have known better. 'Why | was just gatoriMirs Tallerton here
... 'Mrs Tallerton?' Burke turned to Susan, hightieyebrow arched
quizzically.

'I've been trying to explain to Mr Webb . . . Hodashe gritted her teeth at
the interruption,

'that I'm not Tiffany.’'



You're not? Why, | could have sworn this littledyahere was calling
Senator Payton "Grandpa" the last time | saw her."'

At Susan's silent plea for help, Burke attemptedxplain. "That's correct,
Howard. This is Ronnie Tallerton,' he indicated g whose hand was
linked with his, 'her companion, however, is Su€sborne, a friend of
Elizabeth's from Denver who is spending the holsdaith us.'

Howard's red face turned even redder, if possi®ed to think that |

thought you were Mrs Tallerton! | apologise, Missb@rne. When Burke
showed up with a lovely lady in tow, with word anoluthat Mrs Tallerton
was back in town, | naturally assumed That | was'sBusan finished for
him.

'l sure am sorry.'

Howard's visible embarrassment combined with hedneontinuously and
profusely to apologise to Susan quickly made h&eexely uncomfortable,,
and she was thankful when Burke swiftly and easdyminated the
conversation, leading her and Ronnie back to tiektr

Driving back to the ranch, Burke failed to alluddfie conversation, but one
point was driving Susan crazy. 'l don't see howvl&bb could mistake me

for Tiffany when they've both lived here all thi®es. The community isn't

that large.'

Burke laughed out loud. 'Howard, a native? Good,loo. He grew up in
New York City.'

'‘New York?' Susan thought of the cowboy boots pegfriom beneath the
tailored suit, the bolo tie with its huge turquosene. 'You've got to be
kidding!

'‘Nope. He moved out here a few years ago whenonnpany bought into a
local bank and appointed him to manage it.'

Susan giggled. T think he's more western than Rugeks.'



'Funny you should say that. He has a palomino hwasged Trigger.'
‘You're making that up!

You're right, | am. | just like to hear you laugh.

'Susan does have a pretty laugh, doesn't she, BuRkanie's entry into the
conversation spared Susan from having to reply wwok&s surprising

comment. 'Mama said listening to Susan is likestisig to a mountain
stream. I'm not sure what Mama meant, but | dotlkiésten to Susan. She

reads to me, you know.'

'No, I didn't know. Do you like that?'

'Yes. Mama doesn't like to read to me. She saysahe sit still that long.
Mama doesn't have a nice voice like Susan, bussheful pretty, isn't she?'
The small child looked artlessly up Susan.

"Your mama is very pretty," Susan agreed.

'Of course, you're pretty, too, Susan,' Ronnieeddb add.

‘Thank you very much. | think that you're prettyvas!." Ronnie shook her
head. 'No curls,' she explained succinctly.

Susan looked helplessly at Burke.

'Hey, are you saying bad things about my favowitiefriend?’ he asked in
mock fierceness.

'‘Am | your favourite girl-friend, Burke?' asked Roe wistfully.
'Didn't | give you my dessert last night at dinné€ demanded.
Ronnie laughed and rubbed her cheek against Buak®'s'l love you.'

'l suppose that means you want my dessert tortipht,he teased.



Concentrating on the landscape outside the wind®uwsan winked away
incipient tears. The warm relationship that Ronarel Burke enjoyed
tugged at her heartstrings. Ronnie obviously tdu&erke very much to be
so honest and open about her emotions with him. alloadults could
establish that Icind of rapport with a small childwas forcing Susan to
view Burke from another angle.

Inside the truck there was silence. Ronnie soow girewsy, and at Susan's
suggestion, lay down, her head resting in Susap'sdnd was soon fast
asleep. Brushing back the hair from Ronnie's fardh&usan looked up to
see Burke watching her, an odd expression on his faou're good with
kids,' he said brusquely.

Susan shrugged off the compliment. 'That's my job.’'

'l have to admit that | was surprised when Elizalteld me you taught
kindergarten.'

Why?"

'Oh, I don't know." His attention returned to tbad. 'From our encounters,
limited as they were, | would have expected yohda person who'd go in
for real teaching, like in high school or college.’

Ronnie's sleeping presence forced Susan to swakowritation at Burke's
provocative remark. She had to content herself watmarking quietly,
That's an ignorant idea that is, unfortunately stidsy too many parents
who feel that kindergarten just doesn't count. @ndontrary, the first year
of infants is the most important year of a chikthool career.'

'I'll concede important, but most important? Leagio tie your shoes?' he
scoffed.

'Kindergarten today is more than learning how ¢oybur shoes, or naming
colours, or saying the alphabet. Of course, wehdt too," she hastened to
add, 'but so many of our activities deal with regdieadiness and number
awareness, not to mention social and physical dpveént.’



'You mean, now it's all down to business, and ngging or reading of
stories?’

‘Certainly not. Hugging is just as important asrewgaybe more so with so
many single parents and working mothers. As fodireg the more we read
to children, the more anxious they are to read Hedves.'

'Sounds like a lot of work.'

'Maybe to some people. To me it's a challenge, tedrewards are
tremendous. To see the look of satisfaction onca fahen little fingers
successfully complete a puzzle, or to watch twddodin work out how they
can both use the same toy either by playing togethtaking turns, or to see
the delight of a child when he or she recognisesien word for the first
time--' She stopped her flow of words abruptlyrtga guess I tend to get a
little carried away. It's just that kindergartens important. The rest of a
child's school career is influenced by that yeasiBes,' she returned to his
statement, 'what you do for a living is a lot offedDo you like it the less for
that?'

‘Touche You must have been on the school debating teananswer your
guestion: yes, running the ranch and the busisesdat of work, and yes, |
enjoy every minute of it. | didn't at first, | have admit. | suppose that
Elizabeth's told you about Dad dying and leavinggh in rather a mess.' At
her nod, he continued, 'There were times when Isgangry at the fates for
taking him and leaving everything for me to stragghout. A couple of
times | even found myself hating Dad for dumpinghéd responsibilities in
my lap.’

'l think anger at a person who died happens tofalk.’
‘That's right. Your parents are dead, too.'

'Yes, when | was much younger. But | had people edred for me, not the
other way around.' She was curious. 'What did yao o do?'

"You'll laugh. I wanted to be a veterinarian.'



Remembering his tenderness and concern for Roantehaving seen the
way he cared for his livestock, Susan was sure dwddwhave been a good
one. 'Are you sorry that you didn't get to becorwet2 Do you still hate the
ranching?'

"You know, it's a funny thing. I'd make a goal, asay that as soon as |
reached it, | would turn things over to someone,etsxd go back to vet
school. Then, that goal attained, something elsédvoome up. One day it
finally occurred to me that | really loved ranchiagd the business. It was a
challenge that | thrived on, and we began to bramdah Now the Gerard
empire, so to speak, encompasses not only theopeeftion, but we have
interests in gold and mineral developments all therstate, not to mention
investments in real estate in Denver.' He glanaed at Susan. 'It probably
sounds like I'm bragging.’

'‘No," she said slowly. 'l think a person shouleéb#hused by his work. If not,
perhaps he ought to try a different career. In, fibett's why | think . . ." Her
voice trailed off as she realised the directiohef words.

'Why you think | ought to let Randy make up his awimd,' Burke finished
her sentence.

She nodded her head defiantly.
"You could be right.’
'Oh, no! Don't agree with me," Susan mocked. "Yauith your reputation.’

'Don't take it to heart,’ said Burke drily. 'lfifobably never happen again.’
Signalling that their conversation was over, heaoetp whistle a popular
country tune, tapping his fingers on the steerifgesV in time with the
catchy melody.

Ronnie continued to sleep, and the remainder ofitleeback to the ranch
was accomplished without conversation. Susan wad @i the silence, as
the day's events had given her a great deal tk #loout. Burke was turning
out to be a much more complex person that sheuygubsed him to be. She
was already aware that he was greatly respectéisbgnch personnel, and



now, if this Howard Webb were any indication, higids and neighbours
also held him in high regard. While he appearethke his responsibilities
very seriously, at the same time, he took timeadutis busy schedule to
comfort a small child. Perhaps she had been toshhar her initial
condemnation of him.

She felt the truck slowing down, and looked upurpsise to see that they
were already coasting to a stop in front of thedeouriffany, who had
evidently been watching for them, ran from the Rowslling bright
greetings. The cessation of motion awakened Roramd, she stretched
against Susan. Then Burke lifted the small girhfrihe seat and, cuddling
her against his shoulder, carried her towards thesd. Slightly chilled by
the removal of Ronnie's warm little body, Susanfesefl a pang of
loneliness as she watched the trio, Tiffany takimg steps to each one of
Burke's while Ronnie sleepily detailed the day'semtlures. Of course
Burke was kind and gentle in his relations with Rien It was only to be
expected that his love for Tiffany would also enpass her daughter.



CHAPTER SIX

THE days of the Christmas countdown flew by. Elizabetbmewhat
confined because of her still weak leg, prefercestay around the house, so
it was Ronnie who was Susan's constant shadowgiaelipeout of doors.
Tiffany appeared to spend more and more time atféairer's ranch,
muttering vaguely about chores and responsibilgesh time she left. The
possibility of Tiffany actually making a decisioeesned so remote that
Susan privately wondered whether the Senator'shrarenager and hired
help simply ignored her and went about their bussné did seem odd that
Tiffany spent so much time away from Burke, buntl&isan reasoned that
perhaps the other woman was still trying to makehepmind. After all,
even if she did love Burke, she had been livinblaw York City for some
years now, and maybe she was reluctant to leavagteity for the radically
different ranch life. Perhaps by spending so muak bn her father's ranch,
away from Burke's influence, she hoped to discdveine could be happy
back in Colorado.

Burke appeared unbothered by Tiffany's frequeneémadxss, so no doubt he
understood her dilemma. Susan had caught a glimpgeem once in
absorbed conversation, and it was readily app#odrer in the quick minute
before Burke ushered Tiffany into his office thatWwas trying to talk the
reluctant woman into something. Susan was troutied he was taking
advantage of the confidences she had let slipreefdiffany into some type
of commitment. Careful study of the two of themnataltime, however,
failed to give her any clue as to how Burke's cshipt was progressing.
Tiffany was a will o' the wisp, not to be pinnedndoby subtle questioning,
and Susan was reluctant to ask outright if sheasadd Burke to marry her.

Fortunately, there was too much to do on the randhrood over others'
difficulties—new-born calves to see, baby kittensplay with, and of
course, Elizabeth's wild birds to feed. If Burkeswaaiting patiently for
Tiffany to make up her mind, he was seriously dagrther daughter.
Perhaps he felt if Tiffany saw how Ronnie adored,lshe would marry him
for the sake of her daughter. Susan soon grewgeathim to join her and
Ronnie on their ranch excursions, discovering tiatcould be fun and
entertaining company when he wished. Of courselidhget irritated when
Susan insisted that she could climb the laddertmday loft, only to look



supercilious when her foot slipped and he was tbtoecatch her. And he
wasn't too happy when he found her carrying a buickieof baby mice to
release out in the fields away from the trapsrséte barn. But he did agree
with her that a kitten for Ronnie was a good idea] she even sided with
him once when, after they'd baked cookies oneradter, having convinced
a reluctant Vera to turn over her kitchen to thdma, told a suddenly
exhausted Ronnie that she had to help with cleaming

That was not to say that they began to agree arytiwveg. To the contrary,

they disagreed on most things. Susan couldn't staedCountry and

Western music that Burke insisted relaxed him. ®o, It was a lot of

whining voices and twanging guitars that irritatext nerves. Over dinner,
Burke baited her for drinking red wine while théets were drinking white
wine with their chicken. Occasionally Susan wondafdurke was taking

the opposite side of every issue just to be contrar

At lunch one day, Elizabeth had feared that theyld/come to blows over
their differing positions on farm aid. After th&usan tried to keep politics
out of their mealtime conversation, realising tthegt others suffered while
the two of them battled. Susan herself didn't ntimel verbal skirmishes.
Burke's thought-out arguments kept her on her &es$,had her devouring
the daily newspapers for ammunition to supportdpanions.

Once, when he had arbitrarily made a decisionHerentire household and
later informed them of it, Susan had clicked hezlfi@nd saluted, letting
him know exactly what she thought of his dictatways. A clenched jaw

was the only indication that he'd seen her litilgpldy, but that night at

dinner he made a big show of asking everyone what lshe wanted to do
about Christmas Eve services. An hour later, aftgreat deal of debate,
indecision on Tiffany's part and Elizabeth's askiugke's opinion several
times, it was at last determined to attend Midniglass in Castle Rock. By
this time, Susan, who had missed a Christmas progeashe had wanted to
watch on television because of the long discussias doubly incensed
when Burke murmured in her ear that he knew ah@lihat was what they
would decide, and he'd already made all the arraegés.

Christmas Day came and went, but the gay memanigsried on. Dawn had
barely peeped over the low horizon before Ronnie lastling everyone



out of bed. Unwrapping the presents had been ayhapgpd scramble with

ribbon and paper flung to all corners of the ro&fizabeth was as delighted
with the bird feeder as Ronnie had been with haradytoys, and Burke had
promptly installed the feeder on the deck outsiliteaBeth's bedroom where
the birds quickly discovered it.

Ronnie had, without question, received the mossegnts, but even Susan
was remembered by everyone in the house partyslamdvas thankful that
she had selected small gifts for everyone els&lixabeth's insistence, she
had brought the unopened gifts from her relatiees] opened them on
Christmas Day. Elizabeth had exclaimed over theieskgly embroidered
happi coat that Tom and Marie had sent from Japad, Tiffany had
declared herself green with envy when she had tbeechunk of malachite
dangling from the gold chain, a gift from Mike abhithda.

From Burke, Susan had received a curious trio pégaack books. All dealt

with young women who had moved to the West in thgsdt was being

settled. Since all the heroines seemed singuladgpendent, and at the
same time unprepared for the rigorous life thegbarked on, there was no
doubt in Susan's mind that Burke had selected dlo&dwith mischievous

motives in mind. Pretending to be in ignoranceisitent, she had thanked
him graciously for the books, and was gratifiedée the devilish lights in

his eyes give way to perplexity. Once she'd begawling them, however,
she had become so interested in the characterscafadcinated by the rich
fabric of their lives that she'd forgiven Burke foge at her expense. The
truth was, the joke was on Burke, because the caomitmeme of all the

books was the inner strength of the women.

Susan's fingers moved nimbly over the ivory pianeysk and the
light-hearted notes of a Broadway melody ripplaatigh the living-room.
Two days after Christmas, the lopsided tree huremewore drunkenly to
one side, and fallen brown needles on the flooegatice that it was time
to it take down. Susan smiled reminiscently as thloeight of the happy
Christmas morning they had enjoyed, with Ronnieis gnd enthusiasm
infecting everyone in the house.

The house was quiet now except for her singindysimftaccompaniment to
the sprightly melody. Tiffany's father was arriviag Denver airport early



this evening, and Tiffany, along with Elizabeth aRdnnie, had gone
eagerly to meet him; they were not due back uaté kat night. Susan had
expected Burke to drive them, but a station wagomfthe Senator's ranch,
driven by his ranch manager, had come to pick then@n up. In the flurry
of their departure, Susan had met Neal Ruthertblmanager, and been
left with an impression of quiet strength. Tiffamyindecisiveness,
exaggerated by excitement, rendered her incapdlideiog ready on time,
while Ronnie threw an uncharacteristic tantrumysefg to leave without
her favourite toy bear, which was temporarily mslaEven Elizabeth,
normally the most placid of women, had dithereduahmtil Burke had
escaped to his office in disgust. But Mr Rutherfoadl dealt calmly with all
the crises, real and imagined, and had soon burdled/one into the car,
winning Susan's lifelong admiration.

Idly she wondered where Burke was now. He had gomshortly after the
others had left. Randy, she knew, had gone into tmameet with some of
his college friends. Occasional sounds from thehleh indicated that Vera
was busy fixing dinner. Susan had already beentlglimformed by the
housekeeper that she worked better alone, so twase no point in
volunteering to help her.

'Susan, I'm sorry to interrupt, but | just wantedetl you about dinner.' Vera
stood in the doorway, immaculately attired, as us8ace there's just you
and Burke for dinner tonight, Elizabeth told megm home early. | put a
casserole in the oven, and it should be ready incam or so. There's salad
and dessert in the refrigerator. I'll do the distoesorrow.’

Thanking the older woman, Susan returned to heropgmaying. She hadn't
considered the fact that she and Burke would berghan intimate dinner
for two. Hardly intimate in that huge dining-rooshe reminded herself.
Besides, Burke would most likely come in at the asmute, eat quickly,
and immediately withdraw into his office. There wasnything for her to
worry about.

She was still trying to convince herself of thabhdaat the same time
wondering what she was worried about, some tinez l@hen she heard the
front door open and close. Burke's firm steps sedmd the hall and then his
office door slammed shut. After waiting a few miesifor him to reappeatr,



Susan got up from the piano and walked to hiscefto deliver Vera's
message about dinner and see when he wanted tBaming before the
door, she unconsciously squared her shoulders.diMhghe feel like Daniel
bearding the lions in their den?

Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door.anbeering grunt was
unintelligible, so she cautiously opened the dout peered inside. Burke
was seated at his desk, his back to the door. défigir stood erect on his
head as if he'd been wildly combing it with hisgins. Not deigning to turn
and acknowledge her presence, he asked in anaditeice, 'What do you
want?'

'l just wondered when you wanted ..." She brokerotfonfusion as Burke
whirled around in his chair. The bleak look on fase startled her into
speech. 'What's wrong?'

‘Nothing.' He turned away, his stiff back an impeaige barrier.

She tried again. 'When do you want to eat dinner?'

'l don't. Eat without me.'

Susan hovered in the doorway. Clearly Burke waitelde alone. On the
other hand, she hated to leave him when he waslplaoubled about

something.

'Did you ever have a dog when you were growing tip®' question came
unexpectedly.

'‘Not of my own," she replied. 'We moved aroundrmech. Sometimes the
relatives we were staying with had dogs or cats.'

'l got a dog for Christmas when | was three. A lbee@gppy. His name was
Joey—Jumping Joey.'

Susan was pleased to hear the small note of amuséina¢ had crept into
Burke's grim voice. 'Jumping Joey?' She encouragedo continue.



'We had a hand years ago, Old Charlie, everyoredchim. Old Charlie's

favourite expression was "Jumping Jehosaphat”. WkHt puppy, he

jumped all over me on Christmas Day. | had trogalging Jehosaphat, so |
dubbed the dog Jumping Joey. It's hard to exphanelationship between a
kid and a dog, but Joey was my best friend. Heovadd me everywhere,
slept with me. Once when | was rounding up cowd, rag horse shied and
threw me, Joey turned back a cantankerous old dosvtthought she might

like to grind me into dust.'

'He sounds like he was a very special dog. Whapéragd to him?'

Burke stood up and crossed to the window, staruignto the dark. 'Died in
his sleep when he was seventeen. Old age. Danmteiglammed his hand
down on the window sill. "That's how a dog shoulkeldjust quietly go to

sleep. Not be shot to death!

'Shot?' Susan was appalled at the implicationsuokd&s statement.

'Shot. How do you think it feels to have to go &eitla kid two days after
Christmas that you shot his dog?'

The anguish in Burke's voice pierced Susan's headtsuddenly he was not
the arrogant male she verbally fenced with, bumalsboy who had been

somehow wounded. Instinctively she moved to staidra him and gently

touched his shoulders.

He grabbed her arms and held them tightly acrasshest. 'Actually, Jose
shot the dog because he had the rifle, but | tofdth. Damn!'

Not knowing what to say, Susan hugged him tighter head resting against
Burke's back, hoping he would understand that she @ffering silent
comfort.

'People never listen. The county sheriff, Ted Gadylavarned Carter and the
others just last week that their dogs were susgexteunning in a pack. Of
course they all denied that their good-natured pettd kill anything.'

‘They actually killed?"



'First it was just running deer. Then, during thetdDer snows, they caught
one. The dogs can run on top if the snow is crydtet the deer break
through. They didn't even eat it. Then they stas@drying cattle. Two
weeks ago, a rancher down the road heard a commatiin his yard and
chased them away from his best mare and her newrigit by the main
house. He was the first to describe them to thef6hiEhen, a few days later,
Neal Rutherford found one of their prize quartesegrall tangled up in his
paddock fence. The horse had to be put down. Diogsprere all over the
yard.'

'How awfull' exclaimed Susan.

'It gets worse. A kid getting off the school busel@ne afternoon was
cornered on his way home. Luckily he was nearl&résd which he promptly

climbed. His mom went looking for him a couple aluns later, and her car
scared off the pack. The kid got a good look atdbgs and told the sheriff
who asked around and figured out who the dogs piglizelonged to. He

went to visit all the owners, but of course by tladirthe animals were home
and looking innocent as newborn pups. To a manptgers denied that
their animals had been out. Ted warned them tlatitigs would likely be

shot on sight, if allowed to run loose any more.’

'‘And you and Jose caught them today," Susan guessed

‘They'd cornered a young heifer. We tried to stiaeen off, but that collie
smelled blood, and he wasn't to be denied.'

"You can't fault yourself for doing what needed&done. The dog turned
bad.'

'It sure as hell isn't the dog's fault. There'scanvincing some people that
even if you live in the country, you can't let aais» roam free. This
particular pack all comes from those new housingeigpments. A couple
of black labs, a mongrel or two, the Carters' eplind even, for God's sake,
a beagle. A bunch of loose dogs get together, heg tevert to their
ancestral behaviour—with a difference. Their armmsshunted and killed
for food. These dogs are well fed; they just hoantlhe thrill, and after they
kill something they head for home where they beconw more the family



pet. Even if they don't join a pack, the odds &rthey run loose long
enough, they'll end up getting hit by a car. Andt&ahad the nerve to stand
there telling me how he loved that dog. Hell, iftheved the dog, he'd have
taken better care of it. He even threatened td sue!

'Surely he wouldn't stand a chance in court?'

'Of course not,’ Burke said impatiently. 'The stieras with me, and he told
him so. There are too many witnesses to testifiiealog's actions. He'll 6e
lucky if the Senator doesn't sue him for loss sfdtallion.’

Susan felt her way hesitantly. 'It must be a h&eribeling to have to kill a
dog, as much as you loved yours.'

'Carter's got a kid about Ronnie's age. He toldthel'd murdered his dog.
The kid started bawling and ran over and kickedmtee leg.'

'He should have kicked his father!" said Susanigngr

Burke uttered a short laugh. 'l felt like it." Somikethe tenseness left his
shoulders. Thanks for listening. | didn't mean tong all my troubles on
you.'

"You know us teachers, always listening to somés lgcbblems,’ she joked,
hoping to lighten the atmosphere.

Burke squeezed her hands before unwrapping them Fig huge bulk.
"You said something about dinner. I'm not very hnyngut let me wash and
I'll join you while you eat. Don't bother to seplkace for me.’

Disregarding Burke's instructions, Susan put tvatgd on the table. Vera's
casserole smelled heavenly, and with luck the aramald stir Burke's
appetite. Her aunt back in Nebraska always maiaththat things looked
better on a full stomach.

Burke arrived as Susan was setting the salad dialthe His eyebrows rose
at the sight of the dishes at his place, but heersathing. Dishing up her own
dinner, she led the conversation to the bookshbat given her. She was



surprised to learn that he had read all three,saogter} that certainly
destroyed her theories as to why he'd given hebdloks. No one reading
them could possibly be unaware of how positiveydhthors had portrayed
women. Setting that discovery aside for later thughe made a
provocative remark about the role of women in mst@and they were
quickly engaged in a lively debate over women'strdoutions towards
settling the western frontier. Although she refeaidfromcomment, she was
secretly pleased to see that Burke became so essgrostheir conversation
that he absent-mindedly helped himself to the food.

He finished the last crumb of his cheesecake ahd@un his fork. 'Every
schoolboy knows about the Pikes, the FremontsC#reons, but I'll bet you
can't name me one famous woman of the Old West."'

'‘Annie Oakley.'

'Big deal! A trick shooter in a Western show. Thaidt exactly saying she
influenced history in any way.'

‘Just because | can't name one, it doesn't meglithe't exist. Men may be
all you read about, but who do you think washed tbacks or cooked their
biscuits? Besides,' she challenged, 'men would Heack a hard time
populating the West without women, and in the firsdalysis, the
abundance of people and towns are what tamed tls¢."We

Burke threw up his hands in surrender. 'You'vergetthere. If it wasn't for
women, we never would have settled the West. Ofssguhe addedhey
couldn't populate the country alone, either.’

'l never said they could,' replied Susan virtuousiy only point is that that
while it took equal effort, the women were just ttarn busy to write about
their exploits, so all we ever hear about are tha.hthe stood up and began
to gather their dirty dishes.

Burke picked up his own and followed her into tlitellen where he helped
her clean up. When the dishwasher was finally itrdussly humming
away, they returned to the living-room. To Susanlsprise, instead of
shutting himself in his office, Burke suggested thay play cards.



'Since everyone else has abandoned you this evehiagks like it's up to
me to uphold the family reputation for hospitalitye said as he shuffled the
deck.

Susan might have absolved him from any such redpbtys but she had no
intention of allowing him to brood over the day®sts. There was no doubt
in her mind that what had upset Burke the mostthasight of the little boy
who was grieving over the loss of his dog. His mefiees to his own
childhood pet told her that he had visualised himsehe little boy's place
and was imagining all the pain that the other nessuffering.

They settled on gin rummy. Susan made sure thateBkapt his mind on the
card game by insisting that they play for ten dslla point. 'Purely
imaginary,' she said at his look of horror.

Burke was good, but years of whiling away the haumstrains with her
brothers had honed Susan's skills, and she wakaetsy opponent that he
had anticipated. After several hours of play, Sissrback and chortled. 'I'll
take some of your cows, your best horse, two gattesand a lien on your
house.’

‘That's what | like: a good winner," Burke saidhastallied up their final
totals again in disbelief.

'‘Be glad I won. I'm a terrible loser," Susan coadidStanding, she stretched
to erase a crick in her neck. A yawn escaped befoeecould stop it.

'Winning all my money wear you out?' asked Burkigydr

"You know how it is. Wealth is such a burden,’ sausan airily. She looked
at her watch. T thought Elizabeth would be backdbwy.'

'Knowing the Senator, he'll probably entertain theati the night with lurid
tales of his Chinese adventures, some of them pipleaen true.'

Susan laughed. 'In that case, | think I'll say gogldt, and head up to bed.'



Burke caught her hand, preventing her from leavifftank you,' he said
quietly..

Her pulse speeded up at the warm look in his eydgegulled her to him.
'Don't thank me," she said breathlessly. Tm thevdm@won all the money.'

"You know what | mean," he murmured as his heageatigowards hers. His
lips felt cool and soft against hers. In the baokigd, the records that Burke
had put on earlier were still playing, a slow, senss beat that mocked her
racing heart. The scent of his aftershave mingl&ti e aroma of the
Christmas tree in the corner. Even with her eyesed, sparkling lights
danced in her head, and she felt giddy with inegblie anticipation. A large
hand on her lower spine ground her hips closeruk®s male firmness,
and the warmth from his large body enfolded herewhis mouth sought
admittance, she eagerly welcomed him.

There was no coherent explanation for what she deasg, but she felt

compelled to give Burke whatever he wanted. Whesugh thumb trailed

down the side of her neck and traced the necklinéeo blouse, she
trembled, but didn't pull away. When exploring feng dipped lower,

thrusting aside obstacles such as buttons, her m@algtion was to turn
slightly in Burke's arms, allowing him greater agx@ his quest. Wisps of
lace were no barrier to determination, and Sushréssts were soon
swelling to fit Burke's soothing palms. His gentt@nipulations quickly

drew from her tremors of longing. She had no notibpassing time. There
only existed the here and now, the desire to pl@aske and the need to
guench her own burning thirst.

Burke withdrew his lips from hers, and slowly pudiner away. The loss of
heat from his warm body chilled her, and she loakdgaim in confusion. He
tipped her head back, his hand firm beneath herwhile he gently stroked
her bottom lip with his thumb. His skin tasted gaiiith a faint, clinging
residue of soap. She dropped her eyes before tiresm ook in his, and in
so doing, was at once aware of her blouse gapimem,opisclosing rosy
nipples hardened with desire. Swallowing a sobisaée haste to cover up.
Burke's large hands caught hers and held them\&tith slow, deliberate
movements, he bent and bestowed a light kiss dm g@a& nub. When she



made a move to pull away he dropped her handscat omaking no effort to
stop her as she fled for the hall and the stailetdoedroom sanctuary.

Safe in her room, his parting words echoed in leaxdh’'Sometimes | think
you are too generous, Susan.'

She forced her wobbly legs to carry her to her Wwhdre she collapsed in
despair. How could she have kissed Burke like ttsdtedding all
self-restraint? Tears welled up in eyes. She waslaThere was no point in
trying to kid herself that she had been tryingaméort him. When had she
fallen in love with him? How could she have beenbdiod as not to
recognise what was happening to her? The disconkenmtjealousy of
Tiffany's happiness, her own pain when Burke wasrg She had tried to
hide from herself what was happening, tried to aocer herself that Burke
was an arrogant, self-centred individual whom sbkspdsed, but the truth
was, the more she was around him, the more shisgddiow many good
gualities he had. There was no question but thavdee arrogant, liked to
have his own way, and disliked having someone,@alhea woman, point
out his errors. On the other hand, his agonisingytd over the day's events
and his suffering for a child he didn't even knavinped out his sensitivity.
The fact that everyone on the ranch held him iratgesteem should have
told her from the very beginning that there wasertorBurke than she was
giving him credit for. Maybe Burke was their bosait you can't buy
respect. And even as she'd admired his behaviotlr Ronnie, she had
discounted it as the act of a man in love withahiéd's mother.

The child's mother. Tiffany. Susan threw herselfvdoon the bed and
pounded on her pillow in frustration. How like iedook upon all men with

disdain, and then when she did finally fall in lpt@do so hopelessly with a
man who loved another woman. She was too geneBwge had said.

When she would have given freely to him, he hachpdsher away. His

words were a kind reminder that he was not freethatit wasn't right that

he accept her offering of love. Kindness. She didmint kindness. She
wanted his love.

Unrequited love. What a laugh. The independent womao didn't need a
man, loving and wanting a man who loved someore &lse tears streamed
down her face, and she cuddled herself in her arasbreasts were still



aching and tender with need. It was hopeless. ¥wa&/asn't she a fighter?
Hadn't she herself berated Tiffany for not beintjimg to fight for her man?
The memory of Tiffany's face glowing with love $etkt over her like a
heavy, woollen cloak, stifling the errant ray ofrgpEven supposing it were
possible for her to win Burke from Tiffany, she @@nit do it. Tiffany
needed Burke. And so did Ronnie. Susan could revbappy knowing that
she had deprived Ronnie of the fatherly love thatso desperately sought.

Hours later she stared wide-eyed at the ceilingidas long ago dried up.
Life had dealt her hard knocks before. She hadadpen, and she would
cope now. In a few more days she would be back homleer own
apartment. Then she could forget about Burke, fondget had transpired
this evening. Burke Gerard was not for her, andstb@ner she faced that
fact, the better for her.

She had no fears that what had happened wouldargexith her friendship
either with Elizabeth or Tiffany. By now she knewrBe well enough to
know he was too honourable ever to kiss and telenEif the other two
women did happen to find out, what did it mattetiiem? Susan was the
loser. They were both getting what they wanted, steght bitterly.
Elizabeth was getting the daughter- in-law she diate, and Tiffany was
getting a second chance with the man she lovedaBecond she hated the
young widow. Tiffany had discarded Burke once, aod, it appeared all
she had to do was crook her finger to win him b#tckasn't fair.

Fair. Life wasn't fair. How many times had one ef hincles told her that?
Was it fair that Tiffany was beautiful, had an emcting daughter and
owned Burke's heart? Was it fair that she'd beeastated by the death of
her husband at so young an age?What was fair?il&k Tiffany; how
could she begrudge the other woman her chancepgiress? Too many
people in this world were suffering far more thars&. Surely it wasn't too
much to ask of her to hold her head high for the feav days. No one need
ever know how badly she was weeping inside.

'All you have to do is get through the next few slaghe jeered softly to her
twin in the mirror. 'Sure, easy for you to say.u$lag in the midst of
applying her make-up, Susan allowed her mind todeaback over the past
several days. Some minor crisis had arisen in thenvBr office,



necessitating Burke's presence there. His abseace ldéft her with
ambivalent feelings. On the one hand, it was &frelot to be around him,
having to pretend that she didn't care, but comhgrshe longed to be in his
presence, to gather memories and impressions taisuser when she
returned to Denver herself, and he was no longkerworld.

Life had been made somewhat easier by the remévatfany and Ronnie
to the Senator's ranch. Logically Susan refusdalame the other woman
for her own inner pain, but emotionally, she resdrthe very fact of her
existence. She missed the chatter of the smalll,chilt she suspected that
eventually she might even have come to be irritétedher, knowing that
Ronnie was another reason that Burke belongedffanyi

Fortunately Elizabeth was so full of the stories 8enator had regaled her
with that she didn't seem to notice that Susan wtasggling with
unhappiness. And if Susan didn't respond when ltier avoman chatted
about Burke's and Tiffany's growing closeness,dbleth's own satisfaction
more than made up for any lack of enthusiasm oar8sipart. Randy teased
her, Vera went silently and efficiently about hexilg chores, and Susan
silently counted the hours until she could retteaDenver. Her apartment
began to seem like a far-away sanctuary, a soudtgrtdaaven where she
could curl up and lick her wounds. The healing pssccould never start
until she could get away from this house whichedted of Burke at every
step and turn.

Tonight was her last big ordeal. Senator Payton g#asig an enormous
New Year's Eve party, ostensibly to celebrate bimécoming from China,
but, according to Elizabeth, actually to sponsdfafy back into society
after her bereavement. Susan had tried to dedimevitation that Tiffany
had personally delivered to her, on the grounds sha wouldn't know
anyone there, but the other woman had been insisten

She grimaced at her image in the mirror. She minghthe loser in this
triangle that no one else even knew existed, bleiast she was going out in
style. Black silk jersey pants accentuated her Islegder legs, gathering
tightly about trim ankles. Very little of the sijkersey had been wasted in
fashioning the camisole top. The thinnest of strapkl up loose-fitting
triangles of fabric that silkily kissed her nipplegh each movement of her



body: She twisted sideways, checking her appearamtiee mirror. The

rounded curve of a breast was plainly visible. Melsin the shadowy vee
between her breasts, the polished green mala¢bite fom Mike was cool
against her flushed skin. The memory of Ronnie agpg Burke's remark
about her being an old-maid crossed her mind. Noveould accuse her of
that tonight. Crossing to the bed she sat downttapson wickedly

high-heeled sandals. Since she was going withriieeeGerard family, all

noted for their height, for once she could playnepown instead of trying to
disqguise it.

A sharp knock scattered her thoughts. 'Susan? duelsessed? May | come
in?' Burke called from the other side of the conimgcdoor.

She'd known he was back; she had been aware fpagtdour that he was
moving around in his room and the connecting batfr.cEven without the
telling noise, she would have known he was arounthb tingling of her
skin, her feeling of being vitally alive. She hadsgen him since the night
they'd played cards, but the memory was still emasamgly vivid. '‘Come
in," she answered nervously.

'It's these darn cufflinks of.. ." Burke walkedarnthe room, only to stop
abruptly and stare.

Pretending indifference to the stunned look onfhate, she questioned,
'What about your cufflinks?'

'l..." he cleared his throat, 'l can't get thenteiasd." He made no move to
approach her, however, but continued slowly to skharength of her body.

'Well?' she demanded. 'Do you want help or nofRigh of embarrassment
crept up her neck at his franks appreciative pérusa

'What? Oh, yes, the cuff links.' Walking over toes she stood in front of
her dressing table, he extended one arm, the whitdlapping.

Struggling to force the gold clasp through the dewpenings, Susan could
feel the warmth emanating from Burke's body. Fimghone cuff, she
looked up to find him gazing with interest at tlaege expanse of chest



exposed by the daring top. His grey eyes brimmedl amusement. 'Give
me your other arm," she snapped.

Silently he obeyed. As she wrestled with the sedimkgshe told herself she

would not ask him what was so funny. The cuff fasté she stepped away.
‘There. It's done." Refusing to meet his eyes”- tsineed away on the

pretence of looking in the mirror to straighten hair.

She looked, not at herself, but at his image thates] the glass. The black
and white of his formal attire emphasised his masshoulders and lean
hips. He was still near enough that his sharp,ytafiggrshave mingled with
the mellow fragrance of her own perfume. She chelar others walking in
the hall, but the two of them seemed cocoonedsiteat world of their own.
His mouth quirked up at the corners, and his laugkyes met her disturbed
ones in the mirror. She drew a shaky breath anderdrated on his black
bow tie. 'You're laughing at me,' she accusedvaiee mysteriously dry.

'l wasn't laughing at you,' he denied. He bent dewd nuzzled her neck.
‘That perfume you're wearing ought to be illegéd.a deadly weapon!

She jerked her head away from his electric toxtdu'te not laughing at my
perfume,’ she insisted.

‘All right," he conceded. 'l was laughing, but abyou. You look stunning,
and you know it. It's just that almost as soon aaw you, there flashed
across my mind the picture of Mrs Dixon.' He stepp#ser, using her
mirror to adjust his tie.

'Mrs Dixon?' She held herself rigid, refusing tolim@o his warmth behind
her.

'She used to teach at the country school wherent fee several years. Mrs
Dixon was about sixty years old, with grey hairttlemked like little metal
springs all over her head.' One hand flicked thedaling against Susan's
cheek. 'She had a fondness for pink nylon drest@sever, my most vivid
memory of Mrs Dixon is that she always had a brapshanging down her
arm, and was for ever reaching inside her dresshanting it up.' Burke's



fingers slid under one of the straps that held upa8's top. 'Somehow |
don't think lingerie is going to be a problem fauytonight.’

'No," she agreed, trying to ignore his burning déirsgas he toyed with the
strap.

Abruptly his fingers stilled and then withdrew frdrar shoulder. 'Aren't you
worried you'll get pneumonia?’

'l have a wrap.' She pointed to the heap of silk@nbed, black, with vivid
hues of red, pink and purple shimmering in the gtdwhe bedroom light.
'My Christmas present from Tom and Marie.'

'One brother in Japan and the other somewherefaisavay, | believe |
heard you say on Christmas Day.’

'‘Germany,’ she replied as she picked up the wrap.

He took it from her and draped it over her showdd&rhat's tough, having
your family spread out so much. You must miss thétis eyes followed
hers to the family photo she had placed on the oyakable. 'Those your
brothers?"

'Yes, and their wives and children.' Miss them?,8ae guessed she did. All
these years she had fought their interference gmateéd their well- meant
advice. Now, when she needed their words of wisdiw@y were out of

touch. Some comedian's idea of justice.

'Hey, come on, smile! We're going to a party, notake!"



CHAPTER SEVEN

Hourslater, Susan had to admit it was quite a partyk8iad played the
attentive host and introduced her to most of theoguests, but it seemed to
her that Tiffany and her father had invited tharemtopulation of Colorado.
Thank goodness no one seemed to expect her tddosoalkbmember names
and match them with faces.

If, as Elizabeth had suggested, this party wasamifs re-introduction into
society, it was a smashing success. Looking radiaabright red lace dress
that swayed seductively with her every movemerftaiy was inevitably
the centre of a small group of men. Susan smiléeé. finy, raven- haired
woman captivated everyone who came in contact Wwéh Seeing their
husbands hanging on to Tiffany's every word migbtise jealous thoughts
in the wives, but even they could not blame Tifféoyan unconscious gift
that had no doubt been bestowed upon her in tltbecrido wonder Burke
was smitten with her, and could forgive her anyghiven jilting him.

That wasn't a thought that Susan cared to pursugheswas thankful when
Burke interrupted her musings to hand her a glassre. He said nothing,
however, and she glanced up to see his gaze rieetddffany where she
now stood speaking to Neal Rutherford, her fatlrarish manager. As if his
gaze were a string pulling her, Tiffany looked upl @miled at Burke. A
quiet word and a pat on the arm to the man be®daid she flitted across
the room in their direction. Due to the surge afple at the door when they
had arrived, Susan had had time only for a quidlohe Tiffany before
Burke had urged her on into the house. Since therethad been little
opportunity for them to talk.

There was an air of suppressed excitement abodianiif "You look
fabulous, Susan! I'm so glad you were able to corhés is a very special
night for me, and | wanted you here to share ibwie.' At Susan's obvious
look of bewilderment, she gave a breathless latyghu'll understand later,’
she promised. 'And | owe it all to you. If you hadihown me that | had to
stop acting like a kite in the wind, blown everyiethway with every gust .
. . your strength and independence gave me thegeuo fight for what |
wanted.' Turning and smiling tremulously at Burklee added, 'As for you,



dearest Burke,' before bestowing a light kiss anchieek, 'I'll always love
you.'

The room took a dizzying turn for Susan. Even thosige'd known all along
that Burke and Tiffany planned to resume theirringeted courtship, having
the situation put into words gave her added paue.final irony was that she
was the one who had given Tiffany the fatal puséfoBe she could force
herself to congratulate the two of them, there avaslcome interruption.

'What are you doing monopolising two of the prettigals in the room?'
Howard Webb's booming voice preceded him as haegtdgurke. Wearing
a stetson and cowboy boots with his tuxedo, the arere again failed to
present the image of the staid banker. The lovelpdtte tightly clasped in
his arm greeted Burke and Tiffany warmly beforaniing to Susan.

'Susan, hard as it is to believe, this is LesliedoWeHoward's wife," Burke
began.

'What do you mean, hard as it is to believe?' igentan blustered before
Burke could introduce Susan.

'He means no woman in her right mind would be redrto you," Mrs Webb
said, the teasing lights that danced in her eyrsimg her long-suffering
tone of voice.

‘Then it's lucky for me you weren't in your rightna when you met me,
right, honey?' He squeezed her even tighter, i§ipts

Mrs Webb smiled up at the huge man beside herkiLfmr both of us, I
think," she said softly.

The love in the glances exchanged by the two brioaglhmp to Susan's
throat.

'If you two lovebirds can quit billing and cooingrfa minute, I'd like to
introduce Susan to Leslie," said Burke.



Soft colour stealing over her face, Leslie Weblméar back to Susan. 'I'm
sorry. | know who you are, of course. Elizabeth tudd me all about how
you helped her, and Howard told me he had met jewther day in town.
It's lovely to meet you at last, Susan/

With a wave of her hand, Tiffany had drifted awalyile the others were
talking, and now stood deep in conversation with faeher and Neal
Rutherford.

Rocking back on his heels, Howard watched the Trieere's more to this
than just a New Year's Eve party,' he mused shgewdlonder what's up.’
Glancing over at Burke, he asked, "You know?'

Still struggling to compose the emotions exacexbde Tiffany's blatant
display of affection for Burke, Susan was happydbeversation had been
directed away from her. She felt Burke shrug.

'l think your questions are about to be answerexyadd.'

Her interest caught by Burke's words, Susan watdhiéany as the petite
beauty stood whispering excitedly in her fathea's e

Holding up his hand for silence, the Senator clédie throat and signalled
for everyone's attention. 'First of all | want teleome all our friends and
neighbours for coming out tonight," he said inrasping voice. 'Tonight is a
very happy occasion for me, and I'm pleased to lpauell here to celebrate
with me .. ." he paused, allowed his words to smé& an appreciative and
eager audience, 'because tonight, we're celebnatihgnly the beginning of
the new year, but the beginning of a new life for daughter Tiffany and

my granddaughter Ronnie. All right, all right,’ $railed down at Tiffany in

response to an elbow in his side, 'Tiffany wantstanquit speech-making
and get on with the announcement." A few 'hearyshé@m his audience
brought on a grin, but the Senator doggedly stdhesn down before

clearing his throat portentously. An immediate hdsh throughout the

room. 'lt's my pleasure this evening to announeeupcoming marriage
between my daughter and . .." Here the Senatoepaadlick a quick glance
over to the side of the room where Burke stood \®ittsan. 'Between my
daughter and my good friend, Neal Rutherford.’



A bomb couldn't have created a more dramatic s#leBasan had to bite her
lips to prevent a nervous giggle from escapingpatstonished looks on the
faces of those around her. No wonder Tiffany haghte nervous earlier!
The few seconds of stunned silence might have beers, and then Burke
jolted the shocked crowd with his rousing appla@eickly Susan joined
in. The noise brought everyone else to their seasdghe engaged couple
was warmly applauded, with people surging towarnffedy and her fiance
to personally add their congratulations. The radHlof embarrassment that
had begun to crawl up Neal's face subsided in #leewf everyone's sincere
wishes, and Tiffany gradually relaxed her defiaatdhon his hand. The
Senator beamed impartially and benevolently orrdben at large.

In the confusion, Susan risked a look at Burkece fhut there was nothing
there to give her any clue to his emotions. Follmvguickly on her first

joyful feeling that Burke was now free was the soigethought that he must
be very hurt by Tiffany's actions. Even though heswputting on a good
show of not caring and of being pleased for Tiffatmg fact remained that
he had been expecting to marry her himself and hevhad been jilted
again. A tremendous feeling of anger against Tiféor her heedless
behaviour ripped through Susan. How could she puké through this

experience once again? Almost at once the realrsafiwhat Burke would

have to endure was demonstrated by the Webbs.

Leslie pressed Burke's arm warmly. 'She never wgs for you, Burke.'

He smiled down at his well-meaning friend. 'l knthat, Leslie. Don't worry
about it.'

Howard gave a broad wink to Susan. 'l can't gdtritugh Leslie's pretty
little head that Burke's* prospecting a whole difa claim this time. The
whole town's been set on the fact that Tiffany cdbaek to marry Burke.
Guess I'm the only one who knew different.’

Immediately the thought flashed through Susan'sdntirat here was a
solution to Burke's problem. Instinctively she knthat he would hate all
his friends and neighbours to pity him and gossipitd his back. Linking
her arm in Burke's, she smiled coyly at Howardthihk you have an
overactive imagination." She hoped she wasn't b&wgsubtle for the



Webbs. She wanted them to believe that she andeBloaki something
going, while at the same time she realised thBurke suspected that she
was putting on an act because she felt sorry far he wouldn't be pleased.

Leaving the Webbs to cogitate over her careful denial, she edged Burke
away. 'Let's go and congratulate Tiffany and Neslg urged. As they
walked away, she forced a couple of coughs. 'l gllee been talking too
much. My throat certainly is dry." She wanted teegBurke a little more

time to recover from Tiffany's surprising announeen

'What you need is some of that champagne that ¢éimat8r is doling out
with such a generous hand.' An arm around herufged her towards the
refreshment table.

Susan had no difficulty in playing the part in winghe had cast herself. She
thought back to the times she'd been in Burke's ama simply pretended
to herself that he had meant his kisses. After thatemed natural to touch
him as frequently as possible, rub her cheek aghiashoulder, and smile
warmly into his eyes. If he was puzzled by her beha, he hid it well
behind a fabade of proud possessiveness, so camyitiat Susan was in
danger of forgetting that she was merely playimgle. Others in the room
had no trouble interpreting their actions, and 8uwsas gratified to see that
the initial surge of sympathy for Burke appearetbécswept aside by their
curiosity about her.

Leslie Webb, coming up to her when Burke had bedlaat away by friends
to settle some argument, confirmed her succesisollld have remembered
that beneath Howard's country boy mask lies a astyte person,' she
admitted.

'Meaning?' Susan remained non-committal.

'He's a very shrewd judge of people. | should Hestened when he said
Burke was interested in you.'

'‘Nonsense, we're just good friends." Not for amghivould Susan make a
remark that might be quoted back to Burke with stisaus results.



Leslie frowned. 'l hope you're not playing gameghwvidurke. That could be
dangerous.'

'It's common sense she lacks, Leslie, not couragsan loves to flirt with
danger, don't you, Susan?' Deep tones from behisdrGmade her jump.

She turned to see Burke eyeing her speculativebvei@l glasses of
champagne made her reckless, and she reachedcapess his cheek with
her hand. 'l must,' she answered his questioove o flirt with you.'

Hooded eyes met her challenging ones before Buidgbgd her hand and
tucked it in the crook of his arm. 'lt's a shamanjarothers didn't beat some
sense into you when you were younger,' he saitysdt Leslie he added,
'I'm afraid | have to drag Susan away; Elizabethsmmeone she wants her
to meet.'

As Burke dragged her off, Susan called back over dulder, 'I'm
counting on you to rescue me if Burke starts bgatie, Leslie.'

Leslie's laughing reply was lost in the ringingoefls and tooting of horns as
the clock struck midnight, and the party-goers oasty saluted the New
Year. Burke manoeuvred Susan into a corner. His sgarched her face for
an eternal second and then his lips slowly desakrfsigsan’s lips parted as
if on command. As Burke's mouth found hers, shatéd away on a
timeless sea of effervescent waves and sparkliags.siThe noise, the
merry-makers, all faded away before the magic Batke's lips were
working on her. Sanity flooded back as she feltwaands cradle her hips,
and she broke loose from his arms.

He allowed her to step back only so far. '‘Happy Near, Miss Osborne.’

'Happy New Year, Mr Gerard,' she answered breatlyie$ thought you
said Elizabeth wanted me to meet someone.'

'She did, but this seemed more important.' He digpe head, and she was
drawn to him as if to a magnet.

'One kiss to a customer,' a rasping voice saidhisugdy behind her.



Susan whirled around.

Senator Payton, Tiffany's father, stood there, arbeg Elizabeth at his
side. '‘Been wanting to meet you, young lady. I'eartl Elizabeth brag on
about you, and the last few days all Ronnie's dertalk about her good
friend, Susan. It appears that you've been a migbby influence on both
my granddaughter and daughter.’

As Susan stuttered a reply, she dared not glanBarke. How soon would

he start to put remarks together and come up Wwéltbnclusion that Susan
was at least partly responsible for this evenistgstling announcement?
When he did, he would be furious. The fact that inegntions had been
good would not spare her his anger. Interferingybody—those were only
two of the names he would call her again. He'd neeéieve that she had
thought she was helping him.

Hiding her tumultuous thoughts, she managed to/riepEenator Payton. A
born raconteur, he soon had her giggling helpleaslfis stories. After

listening to one improbable tale, she glanced uBtoke to share her
amusement, only to flush hotly at the warm lookis eyes as he smiled
down at her. He chuckled before reaching out ong bym and tucking her
firmly against him. After that, Susan had no iddawTiffany's father said.

Her senses were totally occupied with Burke's presehis scent, the warm,
heavy feel of his hand resting on her hip, theisatibn that she had only to
turn her head to rub her cheek against his shauldher temptation to melt
into his side was overwhelming. The shaking ofdudy alerted her that the
Senator had finished another story, and she laudutidilly.

Burke frowned down at her. 'Getting tired?' he dsk@ftly.
Gratefully she grasped at the straw he offered'Adittle.’

'Elizabeth, | think we're keeping Susan up pastbegtime. How about
you?'

'It's been a very exciting evening, but I'm reaulgdll it a day. I'm too old to
keep these late hours.’



You'll never be too old," said Senator Paytonagwly.

‘Tiffany is busy now, but tell her I'll give hercall tomorrow. I'm so pleased
for her, Ron. You don't mind?' Elizabeth asked ansiy.

'‘Nope, whatever my little girl wants is okay by n®he was kinda worried
that | might not take to the idea of her and Nek&h being my manager and
all, but heck, I know a man when | see him."' Hegked heatrtily. '‘And so

does Tiffany. She asked him, you know. He wasrdualo aspire to the

boss's daughter. Tiffany told me that she had tduaignedest time getting
him to agree to the marriage. He wasn't real waldua this shindig tonight,

either, but I told him, out here we know how togeda man, and it's not by
the size of his bank account.’

'I'm sure that they'll be very happy,' said Elizhtsoftly.

"Ya know, Tiffany said the funniest thing. She dd&hl is the first man who
treated her like a woman instead of a little gHlis eyes grew suspiciously
moist. 'She'll always be my little girl to me.’

Burke cleared his throat. 'Since we're standinghieydoor, why don't you
two wait here while | go fetch our coats,’ he gaidusan and Elizabeth.

They nodded in agreement and he strode away, theg@eat his side.

‘It will probably take him an hour to return,’ Eizeth said in amusement.
'He'll be stopped a hundred times. We can only tiogiehe remembers what
he's after.'

Susan absent-mindedly agreed. She was thinking Seeator Payton's
words. All the time that she had thought Tiffanyswalking about Burke,
she'd been talking about Neal. All her worry aljmide was based on Neal's
being reluctant to marry Tiffany, who was not onth in her own right, but
also his boss's daughter. It had nothing to do ®itfke's injured pride over
being jilted.

'What a surprising evening this has been,' Elizabbserved.



'It certainly has,' agreed Susan wholeheartedighdih't have a clue about
Neal.'

'l suppose we should have had. It seemed straagdiffany was spending
so much time at the ranch. | couldn't imagine ttetfather had delegated
any of the responsibilities for it to her. | thouglerhaps he had asked her to
keep an eye on things as his way of trying to Kempmind occupied, but
then that seemed foolish when | knew that he wamsnigoher stay at our
place would resurrect her old relationship with gyt

'l know you were counting on that, too, Elizabétin. sorry.’

'All | want is for both Burke and Tiffany to be hap' said Elizabeth simply.
'If they found that happiness together, fine. Bt fact that they found that
happiness separately pleases me just as mucht telagou how happy |
am, Susan, for you and Burke.'

'Oh no!" Susan gazed in horror at the older wonsdne hadn't stopped to
think, when she'd set out on her path to deceivekdu friends and
neighbours, that Elizabeth might gain the wrongrespion also. 'Not Burke
and me. | mean—that is—well, you know how we alwdight,” she

stuttered.

Elizabeth smiled serenely. 'That was my first clie been suspicious for
some time. Tonight simply confirmed it. I'm so @ed. When | first met
you, | thought how right you were for Burke, butcolurse then I thought he
had his mind set on Tiffany. | should have realisescheart was waiting for
you to come along.'

'I'm sorry, Elizabeth. What you think simply istilie.'

'‘But tonight? A blind person could tell that younadly in love with Burke,'
Elizabeth said in bewilderment.

Susan bit her lip. This wasn't going to be ea8ptry to explain. I... | know

how people expected that Tiffany had come home &orynBurke. The

thought of everyone feeling sorry for Burke wag jusre than | could bear.
| thought if they thought that Burke and |—well,uysee, don't you?'



'l see more than you think | do,' Elizabeth saidtlye'Didn't it occur to you
to wonder about Burke's motivation in following ydead?'

'Even if he doesn't admit it to himself, I'm sunattBurke's ego appreciates
having me hang all over him and take away somé@efspeculation about
whether he is hurt over Tiffany's second defection.

'‘And what about the speculation when you leave,eaalyone realises that
your performance here this evening was nothing rttae that? Don't you
think that everyone will feel even sorrier for Barthat he was so devastated
by Tiffany's actions that he needed you to preterize in love with him? Do
you really think that his male ego is so fragilatttt could be shattered by
Tiffany's engagement to another man? I'm not sote gourse of action
here this evening was very wise.'

"You mean it was pretty stupid,’ said Susan miggrdgust didn't think it
through. Maybe after | leave you can tell everytiva | had a mad crush on
Burke, and he was just being kind to me. It doesalter what people here
think about me.’

'I'm sure it will all work out," Elizabeth said kily.

A heavy hand fell on Susan's shoulder, and shesduto look up into
Burke's hooded eyes. 'Here's your coat. Sorryoik tme so long. Senator
Payton wanted me to meet someone.’

A slight tremor of fear ran through Susan. Had Budverheard her and
Elizabeth's conversation? Suddenly she was ovemdtby the stupidity
of her actions. Why had she been so precipitataReBwas more than
capable of taking care of himself; he didn't need to shield behind.
Elizabeth's gentle recriminations would be likeiggacompared to Burked
fury once he put two and two together and realibatishe'd been trying to
protect him this evening. She risked a glance m direction. He was
helping Elizabeth on with her wrap and smilinganhgthing she said. Susan
breathed easier. He hadn't heard them talking.

She wasn't so sure when he helped her into the sadan. All three of them
were riding in the front seat, as Randy had stdeddnd at the party, and



somehow Susan ended up tucked between Burke amdbEth. The
conversation was general and filled with pleasastdabout the party, but
Susan could feel the tension radiating from Burkkigh where it rode
pressed against hers. Once, the centrifugal foace §oing around a curve
pushed her against Burke's shoulder, and he stiffert the contact. The
long ride seemed endless, and it was with a sigelief that she spotted the
ranch lights coming into view. She felt Burke'srgla at her sigh, but he said
nothing.

He stopped the car in front of the house to alldwabeth and Susan out. As
he helped Susan from the car, his hand squeezefiiihyatight on her arm.
Once inside, Elizabeth was inclined to talk overplarty, but Susan pleaded
fatigue and fled to her room. She had no intenabbeing around when
Burke returned from garaging the car.

Safe in her room, she relaxed. The past half hoeiddelt like a high-wire
artist who couldn't see if her safety net werelate. Tossing her bag on the
bed, she reminded herself that tomorrow the ordleald be all over. She'd
be returning to Denver, and school started the dayt That should take her
mind off Burke. The children would be so eager bare their holiday
adventures that she wouldn't have a moment to lhef$at suited Susan
just fine; she wouldn't have time to wonder if, nibnat Tiffany was going to
marry someone else, Burke might look her way. Sag two proud to take
another woman's leavings. Wasn't she?

She never had a chance to answer her own que&tiompsing movement
out of the corner of her eye, she turned quicklgd¢e Burke leaning with
indolent ease against the doorjamb. The fierce twokis face belied the
casual pose. Leslie's words about danger floodel ioéio her mind, and
she could feel her knees start to quiver.

'What ... do you ... want?' she stammered.

'Surely you were expecting me?’

'Of course | wasn't expecting you. Why should I'be?

'It's the only logical conclusion to your behavidomight.'



'‘My ... my ... behaviour?' she parried.

Burke shook his head in mock disappointment. 'Reaaher, you certainly
are slow to grasp a concept! And here | thoughtdybe eager to discuss the
fascinating subject of our relationship.’

'Relationship?’

'Must you parrot my every word? I'm referring, ofucse, to our . . . what
would you call it, anyway? I'm curious. Are we hayia love affair?' The
savage glint in his eyes warned her.

‘You're angry.’

'Whatever gave you that idea? A man would havestextremely foolish to
be angry just because a beautiful woman goes arellmd) people that she
pities him.'

Angry sarcasm coated his words, and she edged awegmfortably aware
of the leashed strength beneath his polished veAeber cowardly retreat,
Burke impatiently ripped off his bow tie and moveldser. Like a tiger
stalking his prey, she thought wildly.

I'm . . . I'm sorry if... if my behaviour didn't. didn't meet with your
approval this evening,' she began stiffly.

"You know damn well it didn't, and what's more, yaew it wouldn't. |
neither want nor need your pity." Moving swiftlyher side he grabbed her
upper arms with hard hands, and hauled her cldsis thest. 'Save it for old
ladies, widows and ugly trees,' he snarled befornesting her away from
him as if the merest contact with her were disfakte him.

Her arms smarting from his cruel grip, she backedyafrom him on
trembling legs until she was brought up short bg #hde of the bed.
Reaching out, she clutched the bed frame to supeoself. 'l wasn't feeling
sorry for you,' she insisted, but even to her oans ethe words carried little
conviction.



'No? Then what was that cute conversation withabkh all about?"
"You did overhear us,' she said weakly.

'Lucky for you,' he snarled. 'With the come-on yeere giving me all night,
how were you going to make sure that | didn't atgepr warm invitation to
join you in your bed?"

'It... I never...thatis, | didn't think . ..
'Damn right you didn't think. When have you ever?'
'I'm sorry," she whispered.

Burke leaned back against the wall, arms foldeftant of him, his anger
not so easily placated by simple words. He wasdnatneeded to hurt back.

Unease rippled through her. There was no doubtiat@usan's mind whom
Burke had selected to exorcise his pain on. Wakg wouldn't let him
intimidate her. Giving notice that their discussvweas over, she faked a huge
yawn. Tm tired. Perhaps we could discuss this énnttorning when you're
less upset.’

Even to her own ears, the words sounded patronising it should have
come as no surprise that her comment snapped tivkthat Burke had on
his temper. A swift arm snaked out and jerked Ipeagainst his steel chest.
Struggling to break free availed her not at allgiWf@ly aware of his shirt
studs digging into her chest, she beat on his deosilwith clenched fists
until he captured her hands and forced them betendack, one huge hand
of his imprisoning them there. Leaning back to @vhts punishing mouth
only served to bring her hips in closer contachwiis hard, muscled thighs.
Catching her head in his remaining hand, he sthledfrantic movements.

Susan closed her eyes, dreading his harsh assabkrolips. Both were
breathing heavily after the energetic tussle, d@msl ®uld feel his harsh,
panting breaths on her face. The smell of wine,lWoed with the sensual
scent of his aftershave, whirled about her nosthisthe background the
ticking of a clock kept time with the thundering leér heart. Now that he



had her in his power, Burke seemed content to titly aer. Aeons passed
while he failed to follow up his advantage, andaat, Susan cautiously
peered up at him from beneath lowered lashes. Hbeges and a brooding
expression on his face did little to reassure Berke meant to make her pay
the price for daring to pity him. Between her anffahy, they had dented

his manhood. He intended to use Susan to heal liimse

The fear engendered by that thought gave her streagd she renewed her
struggles. Almost contemptuously Burke halted harypefforts.

'Do you still feel sorry for me?' he asked remaessly.
'‘No, | don't. | didn't!" she cried.

Burke raised a eyebrow in exaggerated disbelief? 'When it must be the
other.’

'Other?"

‘A man would have to be a fool to turn down theiobs invitations that you
were directing my way all evening. Even my worstray never called me a
fool.'

'No!" Susan cried. Their silent struggle was inggrmit definitely unequal.
With contemptuous ease Burke controlled her, forbed head still to
receive his kiss. More an assault than a careskit iieeen possible Susan
would have cried out when he brutally forced openrhouth and thrust an
invading tongue into the soft depths. Fear of hisntions mingled with the
strong tremors of desire that his hard body wassang against her will. But
no matter how much she loved Burke, she couldrtiife take her like this.
Even one-sided, her love for him was too sweetltovahim to destroy it in
one night of anger. The thought lent fuel to héores to escape him, and at
last managing to free one hand, she swung wildhiat, finding his
cheekbone with a resounding smack.

Burke was instantly still, and she quivered witarfat the thought of his
retaliation. Fierce fingers dug into her shouldesshe held her away from



him, studying her face. Flinging back her headdaurage; she faced him
defiantly, only to be betrayed by a lone tear wtskipped down her cheek.

Burke uttered a short oath before gently lickingaguwhe tear and pressing
her head down to rest against his shoulder. K&/, 0Susan. | won't hurt
you.' The room was quiet as he held her close aghaim.

A feeling of utter contentment pervaded Susan'ddirand, catlike, she
rubbed her cheek against the smooth lapel of Butkgedo. When he freed
her arms, it seemed only natural that they fourair ttwvay up around his
neck. Rough thumbs massaged her shoulders befmfiegsithe silky
kimono down her arms. With her heightened sendes,csuld trace its
slithery path down her back, over her hips and pastegs to the floor. The
whispery sound teased nerve endings already afl@8ueke traced her
hairline with feathery kisses before working hispeaound to nibble on her
sensitive ear lobes. When he nudged her mouthpiogdion to receive his
kisses, this time she was eager to comply. Onestréip was slipped off her
shoulder, and then the other. He brushed one leagd down her side and
rested it on her hip, pulling her in tight againsh. His thumb gently rubbed
her skin just above the waistband of her trousers.

This time there was no thought of stopping him. ®haated him as much as
he wanted her. What did it matter what his reasere? She loved him, and
in loving him, needed to heal his wounds; if shalda@o so by giving him

her body, then it was right for her that she doBssides, just this once, she
wanted to share with Burke the special closenestscibmes only when a
man and a woman give entirely of themselves. Ifrgher saw Burke again,
she would always have the memory of their lovemgkinkeep within her.

'l thought we came home because | was tired," st secure in the
knowledge that he would know she was teasing him.

‘Then you should be in bed," he counselled, a wanad searching beneath
the silky fabric until it successfully located thensitive tip of one breast.

She could feel the champagne bubbling through éiesv'l planned to go to
bed and sleep,' she murmured.



You know what they say about the best-laid plads'hands were busy,
and her camisole top dropped to the floor expokirgbreasts to his view.
Warm delicious sensations flowed down to her stédmawly to turn hot and
wanting as Burke covered one of her breasts wiHijpé and slowly teased
the hardening nipple. She arched her body, prestnsgr to his demanding
lips, and moaned as intense pleasure rippled thrbegbody.

Burke leisurely licked his way upward, his tongaseping against the nerve
endings of Susan's skin. She shivered with anticipas he guided her to
her bed. Laying her gently down on her back, hérapped her sandals, and
then removed the last of her clothing, until ak stas wearing was the thin
gold chain with the malachite pendant cradled betwker breasts. Still
dressed, minus only his tie, Burke stood besideb#tdt his hungry eyes
stirring delicious simmering sensations in Susarm@&gsemoved his shirt
studs. From some deep womanly preserve that sher kew existed
within her, there came the knowledge that her nddasly pleased him, and
she stretched sensuously to tantalise and tornmen#flame erupted in the
smouldering grey eyes, and the small victory gaareabsense of power. She
reached out with her hand to urge him on. Recoggiker need, he smiled
lazily, but he was not to be hurried. He slowly &ied¢o undress while at the
same time admiring her body, his gaze so warm asdgssive that Susan
could almost feel its touch burning a trail up hedy.

Suddenly Burke's eyes narrowed, there was a hidisbklief, and then his
face went stiff and totally empty of any emotiofm'sorry. I'm afraid |
allowed myself to get carried away.' Anger coatexidold words, and Susan
flinched as he leaned over her, his fury a visibiee. A muscle clenched in
his jaw at her sudden movement, but he only shookd a blanket from
beneath her and threw it over her naked body. Hetlto walk away.

'‘Burke, wait! | don't understand!" she sat up ie bed, the covers falling
heedlessly to her lap.

Turning to reply, Burke immediately noticed Susameked breasts, and
such a look of mingled pain and contempt crosseddte that she hastily
slid beneath the blanket, shame flushing her skin.



"There's nothing to understand,' he said harstby said you were tired, go
to sleep.’

‘Butl.. .,

'‘Damn it, Susan, just drop it!" he exploded, histrils distended in anger. 'l
understand you're leaving tomorrow.' He had himgetfer control now. 'l
won't be seeing you in the morning, so I'll say djmge now.' His face
twisted into a sneer. 'lt's been real educatideakher.' He snapped off the
light switch, and then slammed the door behind him.

Susan knew she should get up to remove her makedhang up her
clothes, but she was so benumbed by Burke's huvtitds that a fire alarm
couldn't have moved her. What in the world had kapd? One minute
Burke had been pleased by her body-khdbeen. She couldn't have been
mistaken about that. The next minute, it was &e ifiated her. Curled into a
miserable little ball in an unsuccessful effortxstarm her body, she couldn't
stop the tears that flowed down her cheeks.

More potent than any wine, Burke's lovemaking hadyged her inhibitions
while she had become drunk on the taste, the smedlthe feel of his body.
He had teased and tantalised her until she hadeerup an explosive
shower of shimmering bubbles and shooting stars. wiling response
hadn't shamed her until Burke had rejected herwallg. Was he punishing
her because it was really Tiffany he wanted? Wasdjection revenge for
her daring to feel sorry for him? She would newsl sorry for him again.
How could he do something like that to her? Evew her body ached for
the fulfilment that only he could offer her.

True to his word, Burke was not present when Stisetly appeared at
breakfast the next morning. Her eyes were red-richera her voice husky
from crying most of the night, but Elizabeth apmehrito accept her
explanation that she was coming down with a caldsviWhether Elizabeth
sensed her mood, or whether Burke had had a fewsawsith his mother,
Susan never knew, but the older woman said littkr the breakfast table,
and the subject of the party the evening beforevaasroached.



Her packing quickly accomplished, Susan stumbledufh her goodbyes.
Words stuck in her throat; and tears threatenedjigimg Elizabeth a quick
hug, she climbed in her car and drove off, Elizhlsestrong sympathy a
tangible presence beside her. Refusing to lookraroto see if she could
catch a last glimpse of Burke, she stoically igdol@ndmarks that might
conjure up memories of happier days. She wouldanit at the barn where
Burke's strong arms had stopped her tumble, sheechot to see the
snowman wearing Burke's old cowboy hat, and she dtablutely no
nostalgic interest in the dried-up Christmas tezsing against the fence. A
boulder was her downfall. The sight of the rock vehghe and Burke had
met so abruptly proved too much for her self-cdntbe cried most of the
way back to Denver.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SusaN slumped down in her seat. Even the golden dafodibng the
pavement and the pale pink, flower-laden crabappke across the street
could not penetrate the wall of tiredness and ia¢htat pervaded her body.
The last day of school before a vacation was alveaysusting, with active
children doubly excited by the dual pleasures @fegk's vacation and a
party. True, the mothers who had come to help wighEaster party had
been a great help in channelling excited energigs\vigorous games, but
still she felt absolutely drained. Today, questitiret usually delighted her
with their proof of inquisitive minds had only sed/to irritate her. More
than once she had snapped at a child who had @®y demonstrating
initiative. Was she suffering teacher burn-out adig?

Even as she asked the question, she knew the art$grgaroblem lay not in
her teaching, but in her private life. She didmbw why she had hoped to
hear from Burke, but the weeks had passed withousi@n that he had even
remembered her existence. Elizabeth's letters rooedi with flattering
regularity, filled with friendly gossip about thanch and neighbours. She
had written all the details of Tiffany's weddinghieh had taken place only
last week. Susan had been invited, and after lefigatation, had sent back
a letter with her regrets.

Fighting the temptation to see Burke again, she karself that such an
encounter could only prove embarrassing for thenm.bBesides, hadn't
Elizabeth written that Burke was an absolute beasé¢ days, and that
everyone was walking gingerly in an effort to stayt of range of his

uncertain temper? The last thing she needed waBuike to take out his

anger on her again.

A passing neighbour, staring at her curiously, ghauner out of her reverie.
She'd better stop sitting in the car and take engtoceries. Ordinarily she
would have been home several hours ago, but thedebeen a small
gathering after school in the teachers' lounge thed a very necessary trip
to the grocery store was indicated. No wonder shs exhausted. She
wanted nothing more than a hot bath and dinnehdpear. . .



'Where have you been?' The car door was savagélgdi@pen. An irate
Burke Gerard stood beside it.

Her head leaning over the back seat as she'd gdtherparcels, Susan had
failed to see his approach, and now she couldstalg in disbelief. '‘Burke!
Was that hoarse whisper hers? Awkwardly she clinflwed the car, books
and packages clutched precariously in her grip.

'Here, give me those.' Impatiently Burke grabbemsé¢hclosest to disaster
and slammed the car door shut behind her. A compéibnd in the small of

her back propelled her irresistibly to the entraofcker apartment building.

Burke's speedy ascent up the stairs left Susahremihless to ask what he
was doing there. At her door, she fumbled with kiegs, her nerveless
fingers failing to co-operate with a brain that wasnb with the shock of

Burke's sudden appearance. His looming presencaadidng to help the

situation.

At last she managed to unlock and open the dodor8ehe could invite
him in, Burke shoved in behind her and slammedithe shut with his hip.
Had her apartment always seemed this small, thfg/8tOr was it Burke's
being here, his rampant masculinity somehow thnéagethe sanctity of her
refuge?

‘Tiffany was upset you didn't come to her weddihg,'said, his scowling
face accusing her.

...l was busy.'

'No, you weren't. You didn't come because of me.’

'If that isn't just like you! You are the most obvearing, arrogant male I've
ever encountered! It may surprise you to know thdbn't plan my life

around your existence.'

Stormy grey eyes darkened. 'l don't believe that gould possibly be so
busy that you couldn't take a couple of hours.to .



He never finished the sentence, because at thatemtoBusan's bedroom
door opened, and Burke was staring in shock asléepy, unshaven man
who emerged, obviously and inadequately garbedigatss old terry cloth
robe.

'‘Gosh, | didn't mean to sleep all day. You showadehawakened me before
you left this morning, Susie." The man stretched] yawned. He was still

half asleep, or he would have felt the electrigityhe air generated by his
appearance.

Burke dropped the packages he was still holdingt@nthe nearby
dining-room table. Ignoring the ominous rip of pgpe turned furiously to
Susan. 'Never mind. | think | can answer the qoasthyself. Always a
pleasure to run into you, Miss Osborne.'

The cold, biting words tore into Susan, and shddcouly stand mute, in
stunned disbelief as Burke turned on his heel éardreed out of the door.
The crash reverberated through the small apartment.

Mike looked at her in astonishment. 'Who in theldievas that?' -

A lone tomato rolled out of the torn sack and sredsbn to the floor at
Susan's feet. Looking down at the red pulpy messrdéing her white shoe,
she burst into tears.

Mike swiftly crossed the floor between them andwdteer into his arms.
'Want to tell your big brother all about it?'

There's nothing to tell,’ she sniffed.

'Well, you could start with who just slammed ouhefe.’
'‘Burke Gerard.'

'Gerard,' he mused. 'Where have | heard that nafoed?'

'He's one of Elizabeth's sons. You remember | y@d about meeting
Elizabeth Gerard.'



'Oh yes, the lady in the car park.' He frownedloth't remember you ever
writing about this Burke character, however.'

'Why would I? | hate him!" she wailed.

Mike hadn't been Susan's brother for twenty-fouasrgewithout learning
something, and he recognised that now was a gooe t© change the
subject.

'Why don't | take a shower while you clean up thisss and put away the
groceries, and I'll take you out to eat.’

Managing a tremulous smile, Susan agreed tearfatig by the time she
had finished and the shower had been turned c#fhald almost convinced
herself that she didn't care what Burke Gerard ghtuSo what if he had
obviously jumped to the conclusion that her brothhas somebody else. It
served him right. She was still trying to decidevhibserved him right, when
Mike came out from the bedroom, this time cleanvehaand respectably
clad in slacks, a sports coat slung over her arm.

They were debating over where to eat when the dtiggbaled. To Susan's
dismay, when she opened the door, Burke was stgritiere. At her
instinctive move to slam the door in his face, imei$t her aside and stepped
into the room, his hand outstretched in the dicectof Mike. 'l have to
apologise for my behaviour earlier. | left in suchurry that | didn't give
Susan a chance to introduce us. I'm Burke Geraitlyau must be one of
Susan's brothers.' Burke glared at Susan over $/ilesid.

Livid with anger, she glared right back. How datedact like it was her
fault he'd jumped to some nasty conclusion? Shedeiaad how far he had
gone before he'd recognised Mike from the picthia had stood on her
dressing-table at the ranch. Not that she cared.chkie rose a notch. 'I'm
afraid we were just leaving,' she said, looking niegfully at the door.

Both men refused to take her hint. After one thafugtglance at Susan,
Mike had come forward and shaken Burke's hand, anegshim in the way
that years of experience had accustomed Susandiosd had he measured
every boy who had ever carried Susan's books hmnedchool. She would



quickly disabuse her brother of any notion thatkBuwas in any way a
suitor for her hand. 'Mike," she tugged at his dwme, were just going out,
remember?'

'Sure, sure. Perhaps you'd like to join us for dinivir Gerard?' he invited,
ignoring the gathering storm clouds on Susan's. face

'He's already busy.’ The firm chin challenged Budkdisregard her wishes.

He grinned at her, a savage, twisted grin that medretribution. 'Thanks.
I'd love to join you.'

'If he goes, | stay home,' Susan threatened chiidis

Mike shrugged. 'Okay.' Thrusting long arms into tweed sports coat, he
turned to Burke. 'You'll have to suggest the pldee.afraid I'm not too
familiar with Denver.’

'My pleasure,’ Burke assented, amusement ripplangsa his face as he
followed Mike from the apartment. Even through ttesed door, Susan
could hear the admiration in his next words, 'MydGes that how you

handle her?'

Picking up the object nearest to her, Susan flunggainst the door.
Unfortunately it was another tomato, and she watchéhorror as a sticky
orange mess oozed down the door to lie in a mesddle on the floor.
'Damn you both!" she cried. What right did Burkeéd&o burst in here and
ruin her evening? As for Mike, he was her brother was supposed to be on
her side!

As the minutes ticked off and they didn't retutngdécurred to Susan that
they really intended to eat without her. Not tHa svanted to go and eat or
anything else with Burke Gerard, but she couldetielbe that her own
brother could behave in such a callous manner.sTidaved freely as she
sopped up the mess on the floor. Wrinkling her ratsthe acidic tomato
odour that overpowered the room, she decided tsabeer might at least
remove the sticky residue from her hands and IBgsk thoughts of both



Mike and Burke kept her company as the warm wéiigzesd over her body,
and if hot tears mingled with the water from thewhar, who was to know?

It wasn't until she had stepped out and was tomgelher hair that the
guestions began to nag at her. Why was Burke hatte?had he come to
her place? He had indicated that he had been wddirsome time for her to
come home. What did he want? Had Elizabeth sent? hifas there
something wrong? Blast her unruly tongue that et &im on his way
before she'd even discovered what he wanted. Midplolh the corner of her
towel, she contemplated calling Elizabeth. Maybe sheded something.
No, it would prove too embarrassing to have to @xplvhy she didn't know
what Burke had wanted. Maybe Burke would tell Mi&é.course, it would
be just like Mike to tease her and refuse to tékthe knew. Brothers. Men!
What had she ever done to be so tormented by thiéefi? she'd make darn
sure that Mike was heartily sorry for walking outleer the way he had; how
could the two of them go off and leave her liket?hRidn't they like her?
Tears started anew.

Totally awash in self-pity, she barely heard thertell. Her first thought
was to ignore it, but then curiosity got the beti€her. Slipping into the
same terry robe that Mike had donned earlier, shapped a towel
turban-style about her hair, hastily wiping away araces of tears. The
doorbell pealed again impatiently. Padding to tbherdon bare feet, she
halted, one hand on the lock. 'Who is it?'

'‘Burke.’

'‘Go away!

'l want to talk to you.'

'l don't want to talk to you," Susan snapped.

'I'm going to stand out here until you let me in.’

'Fine. Just stand there all night. See if | care.’



There was a small period of silence, and then shkelhear Burke speaking
to someone in the hall. 'Hello. No, I'm not lookiiog anyone. I'm waiting to

talk to Miss Osborne, but she won't let me in. Shagry with me because |
took off all her clothes and then didn't make lewder.'

Susan's eyes widened in horror at Burke's outragesmarks. Frantically
she unlocked the door and reached out to pull mta the apartment.
Prepared to face the snickering face of one ofreghbours, she was
bewildered to see only Burke, his six-foot-plusgimleaning lazily against
the wall, the casual stance belied by the intertdithe gaze he directed at
her face. 'Who . . . who were . .. you talking &I stammered, all pretence
at poise fleeing before the hungry look in his eyes

'l knew that would get you out here,' he said, mgliner back into her
apartment. 'l wasn't talking to anyone. | just dideel like standing out in
the hall all night, and | know you're stubborn egloto make me.'

Shrugging out of his grasp, Susan walked over teaby window and
pretended great interest in the passing traffithenstreet below. Her towel
threatened to slip from her head, and she remdyeghilessly rubbing the
dripping tendrils of hair that clung to her fresisigrubbed face. Perhaps if
she refused to acknowledge Burke's presence hedwmmlitely leave. A
sudden tingling at the base of her spine told hat the had silently crossed
the room and stood directly behind her. She coe#d the heat from his
body reaching out to her. 'What do you want?' shedad out.

'You.'

Her stomach gave a tremendous flip-flop at his laklver. She waited for
the riot to subside before she answered. 'Sorrpo@pnity only knocks
once.' The flippant reply was meant to disguisehtin that seared through
her body at his insolent answer. How dared he irfsel so? Even as her
anger flared, her body ached treacherously at #raany of Burke's arms.

'l hope that's not true,' he said gravely. 'l {&ftir brother at the corner bar
making wedding plans. As it was, | had all | codtdto convince him that

you would prefer to call his wife and your otheother with the news

yourself.’



The brazenness of his reply left Susan speecHisscould only turn and
stare at him. Enigmatic grey eyes steadily retutmedappraisal. 'But I'm
not getting married," she blurted out. She thoublet merest wraith of
anxiety flashed across Burke's face, but it wagdmmiore she could be sure.

Burke shrugged. 'I'm willing to just live togeth#dithat's what you want, but
| do think that explaining it to Elizabeth might belittle difficult, and |
shudder to think what those two brothers of youighindo if they thought |
was refusing to do the honourable thing.'

His mocking words inflamed nerves already on edg@s shooting angry
sparks, she turned away from him, clenching hee meith white-knuckled
fists. 'Get out!’

Behind her there was silence, and then heavy femgdteaded towards the
apartment door. She strained to hear the door dpEnentire body filled
with a terrible pain and loneliness that she knewuldl only intensify with
the closing of the door. A loud slam made her juam] started afresh the
tears that had been lurking beneath lowered lashes.

A series of hard, biting oaths came from acrossdloen, and she whirled
around in surprise. Burke stood there, fiercelyigtpat her, arms jammed
in his trouser pockets. At the sight of the teatlsng down her face, his face
softened. Swiftly he crossed the room and enfolidinto his arms. His
rapid passage from anger to compassion only bereidd8usan more, and
she buried her head in his shoulder, crying unctably.

When at last the storm subsided, Burke was sitimthe sofa, and she was
draped across his lap. Blowing loudly into the éalgandkerchief that he'd
handed her, she ventured a peep from beneath deanched lashes.

Expecting to see his face blanketed with scorn,gag confused at the
rueful look he gave her. She struggled to get wp,His arms were iron

bands holding her in place. Refusing to meet hesayhich seemed to, but
couldn't possibly, be brimming with tenderness, sbecentrated on his

neck where brown curls kissed his shirt colldt.l8ave just as soon as you
tell me you don't want to marry me," he said quietl

"You don't want to marry me." Stubbornly she resigboking at him,



' do.'

The simple words took her breath away. Slowly sto&éd up at him. The
disturbing light in his eyes sent a thrill of hapeoughout her body. 'What. .
. about. . . Tiffany?' she whispered brokenly.chit ... won't be a substitute.’

Burke laughed, a low rumbling sound that vibratesl thest and sent
corresponding tremors through Susan's body. "Tyffarallerton—no,
Tiffany Rutherford now—is, and always shall be, asfemy favourite
people. | love her." Strong arms tightened at Sssamvulsive start at his
admission. 'l love her like a sister," he addelijr

'‘But . . . but the engagement—1Jier visit here,a8suttered, trying to push
away the deliriously happy hope that persisteddgirey into her mind.

Burke sighed, shifting her to a more comfortabletgm his lap. 'l can see
that you are going to demand the whole story. Nevead that it makes me
look like a fool." She nodded at his questioningkloShe couldn't commit
herself until she knew for sure where Burke stoSHe refused to be
Tiffany's surrogate.

'I've known Tiffany all my life. | never thought rola about it. She was just
always there. | look her to dances, and she cheeredoil at all my
ballgames. It wasn't until | was in college thatdawned on me that
everyone, including Tiffany, was expecting us to¢ gerried. You know
Tiffany. She's as helpless as a new-born kitterw ldould | hurt her? The
answer was, | couldn't. | decided it wouldn't be tmad; at least Tiffany
always did whatever | wanted.' He grinned with sien at a sudden sound
from Susan. T can tell that you aren't impressed miy knightly behaviour.
No comment? Well, | suppose had things remaineddhee, Tiffany and |
would have got married. | don't know that we wobll’e been unhappy;
bored, maybe. Fortunately for both Tiffany and ®ieve Tallerton showed
up. He took one look at Tiffany and was a goner.dshamed to say that |
viewed Steve's infatuation as my salvation andedidrything to aid and
abet him. He was so honourable that he would hefvavithout ever saying
anything to Tiffany, but it was readily appareninte that Tiffany returned
his love, and | quickly convinced Steve of thattfade smiled in rueful



memory. 'lt was easier to convince him of that th@arconvince him to
elope.’

"You mean it was your idea that they elope?' Ssgapaked.

'‘Can you imagine the turmoil if Tiffany had trieal tell her dad that she'd
changed her mind? Tiffany would never have beeep #&blface up to it.
Running off was the only way.'

'‘But, but ... if eloping was your idea, why did faiy feel so guilty about
jilting you?"

Burke gave her a look of loving disgust. 'l coulardily tell Tiffany that |
was jubilant about getting rid of her, could 1?rbde her to the airport and
managed to portray myself as someone who was ghengip to the better
man, out of love, of course.’

"You fooled everyone.'

‘Too well, I'm afraid. When Steve died, everyonenediately assumed that
now Tiffany and | would get together again. Eveffany felt a sense of
obligation, a sense that was sorely tried whercahe out here last year and
met her dad's new ranch manager. As for Neal, Ihikiza ton of bricks. It
was Steve all over again. At first, Tiffany wasetetined not to hurt me, so
she didn't tell me about Neal, and | was more ss & despair that my
choices were to go through with the marriage tinie tor hurt her badly in
telling her that | wasn't interested. Meanwhilelf flae county was taking
bets on how soon the wedding would take place. fencame along, and
whatever else she is, Tiffany can be pretty shrewmetimes. It took her
about a minute and a half to see the whole picamd,realise that hurting
me was the last thing she had to worry about. Nm@|Mas her problem. He
refused to speak because he was the just the $enatanager, while
Tiffany was the boss's daughter. | understandtiieasuccessful conclusion
of that courtship can be attributed to you." He&kkmbdown at her, smiling
with a whimsical twist of his firm lips.

'l didn't do anything.' The look on his face brougbft colour to her cheeks.



"You were like the chinook wind that blows downrfréthe mountains in the
spring, blowing everyone in your path off his caurs

'Is that a fancier way of saying you still thinknla busybody?' Susan asked
suspiciously.

"You have to admit you stirred things up! TiffanydaNeal got together.
Randy, for the first time in his life, is thinkidgard about his future because
you convinced him he should decide it, not me. EWdizabeth is
considering moving to her own apartment.’

'Elizabeth is moving?'

'She said your drive and independence made heseethlat she's just
marking time down on the ranch. That there weneghishe could be doing
to make herself count.'

As remarkable as Elizabeth's news was, Susarhatiih't heard that Burke
was in any way affected by her visit. She fusset thie buttons on his shirt,
refusing to meet his eyes. 'Lucky for you that g@too strong to be blown
about by the wind.'

Burke laughed, a low sensuous laugh that set Hee pounding. 'No, you
didn't blow into my life. You crashed in." Cradlirngr face between his
hands, his voice vibrated with emotion as he adiéden | saw you lying

there, so still in your car, the world seemed tpst

'l notice it didn't render you speechless,’ she dslly.

Burke grinned. 'You came out of that car, spitfuny, and it was all | could
do not to grab you and kiss you until you shut up.’

'Why didn't you?' she teased.
‘Are you kidding! You were icier than the weather.'

Saucily she stuck her tongue out at him. Moving lightning, he reached
down and gently grabbed the tip with his teeth.lipstouched hers, and all



thoughts of Tiffany fled as he pressed open hertimdus tongue tenderly
bathing where his teeth had nipped. Tugging hed heeck to lie in the

crook of his shoulder, one large hand encased éek, rhis rough thumb
caressing the pulse beat that his kisses accalentidlingly she accepted
his gentle plundering of her mouth, giving a low of discontent when he
abandoned its softness. Burke chuckled, and tospurim, she denied him
her lips, hiding her face once again in his shaul8&e couldn't feel that he
was properly chastised, however, when he begaonwies} light nibbles on

her exposed ear.

'Even when | was the angriest with you, | wantedaathat. | told myself
that it was just a physical reaction to your loness, your fire. Your
constant defiance and cockiness became a chalterrge.' He ignored her
indignant gasp. 'You flaunted your independence, my masculine ego
couldn't take it. | wanted you. | wanted to mak&wabandoned love to you
until you acknowledged my male authority. | wantediominate you.'

The blood pounded in Susan's temples at Burkedgamt confession, and
she could feel the bottom drop out of her world. tAls talk was sexual.
Burke didn't love her. She tried to escape his isgming grasp, but he held
her easily. He hadn't finished.

‘It wasn't until the Christmas tree that | realifleat | had fallen in love with
you.'

In ... in love?' she stammered.

'l knew then that | couldn't bear to live with aman who would never
disagree with me, who would accept my every whimmowould bore me to
tears. Tiffany would have been horrified at Elizse mugging, but she
would have been too scared to give chase. But.you .

Susan shook her head. She couldn't let Burke makénto someone she
was not. 'lwasscared. In fact, | was terrified.'

Burke smoothed her damp hair away from her facee paint is that,
regardless of the consequences, you did what yougtit was right.
Whether it was me or walking in the cold and daknight you arrived, you



always fought back. When you thought | was wrorgy gtood up to me.
And then, when | saw that silly tree, | knew thatlarneath your prickly
exterior was a marshmallow heart. You can't beasg® someone hurt.
Elizabeth, Randy, Ronnie, Tiffany—you tried to mattand help them all. |
was jealous. | wanted you to care about me, toe.night we played cards,
you would have let me make love to you then, amitienly | realised that |
wanted you to come to my bed out of desire, notadigenerosity, and |
couldn't be sure how you felt. Because by theealised that you thought it
was Tiffany and me, and | knew you weren't the typdry and come
between us. Tiffany was still working on Neal, drobuldn't give away her
secret, not even to you. | knew she planned to amcetheir plans at the
party, and | was counting on that night to be sgdeor us, too.'

The party.’ Susan shuddered. 'You hated me for that

'l thought it was a dream come true. | couldn'tdwe that you felt the same
as | did. Then | overheard you talking to Elizabefhere you were, a
mother hen protecting her chick. Thinking aboutlatise loving looks, the
constant possessive touches, and all fake, madéunwais. | was just

another sorry-looking Christmas tree that you wegng to convince

everyone was beautiful." He gave her a sheepigh Idbat old male ego
again!'

Susan's eyes clouded with consternation. 'l wderling pity for you,
Burke. It was—oh, | don't know. It just hurt mettonk of you being hurt.
But | couldn't explain that to you, not when yourvacting like an outraged
bull.'

Burke tilted her head up, forcing her to look anhlCan you ever forgive
me for that night?.'

Susan chose her words very carefully. There coelddomisunderstanding
about what had happened. 'l thought you left malse at the last minute
you couldn't bear the thought of me as a substitut&iffany.’

'My God, is that what you thought? No wonder yodndi want to see me
tonight! Sweetheart, believe me, Tiffany was thst fgerson in my thoughts
that night.' He referred to her earlier accusati¥es, | guess | was acting



somewhat like an enraged bull. Rather than acbaptybu were concerned
about me, | was determined to smash the pity Ighblisaw on your face.
My only thought was to force myself on you, to make accept my male
superiority and dominate you. Once and for all ekenyou admit that you
were the weaker.'

"You must have thrilled with your success.'

A muscle clenched in his jaw. 'What success? | ghou wanted you
cringing at my feet. | was wrong. When you refusggubmit, and then |
saw that tear on your face ... all | wanted to @s womfort you. Then, when
| would have apologised and left you, you responaiéial loving generosity,
completely unmanning me.’'

'So, thinking I'd won, you walked out on me.'

'Hell, by the time | got all your clothes off, Idh't care who won or lost, all
| wanted was to take sweet possession.’

‘Then 1 still don't understand why you walked ontroe.'

‘Laying you down on the bed, | got my first goodkaat you. Red marks on
your shoulders and arms testified to the way labged you. Your swollen
lips... no loving kisses make a woman's lips biised bleeding like yours
were. When | saw that, | just sort of went crazyadl to get out of that room
before | bawled like a baby at what I'd done.’

'‘But you said such awful things to me!'

'Did I? 1 don't even remember. | was so appalledtstt I'd done, all | could
think about was getting away from you before | hyoti more. | hated
myself; what kind of contemptible swine forces hathn a woman?' A
hesitant finger traced her lips. 'I've been hauetest since you left by the
memories of that night. That, and the thought ofawn stupidity.’

'Stupidity?' Burke's fleeting touch, combined withis astounding
confession, had shattered Susan's composure antslebarely think.



'Stupidity,’ he reaffirmed. 'Here was the kind aiman my heart had been
waiting for all my life, and I'd been too blind tealise it. A woman who
would face life beside me, not hiding behind mee®mo would laugh at
life's adversities, and yet who could take the tbmeee the beauty in the
small things. She'd been under my roof and in nay Bet it was too late for
me. I'd sent her away.’

'You could have come after me.'

‘After that night? Your only sin had been to tneet with compassion, and |
brutalised you.'

Susan stirred uneasily. ‘It wasn't that bad.’

'‘Bad enough,' said Burke grimly. 'You didn't like before. There was no
reason to think that my treating you violently made think any better of
me.'

'‘But | didn't dislike you.'

'So Elizabeth insisted.' He pressed a light kisei@nbrow. 'I'd counted on
seeing you at Tiffany's wedding. | thought | coglet some clue as to my
chances by how you behaved towards me. When yatt digow up, | was

even more impossible to live with than before. &bheth finally blew her

top. She said I'd better stop acting like a babgsefavourite toy had been
stolen. | finally had to confess to her I'd muffedith you.'

"You didn't tell her everything?' She'd never ble ab face Elizabeth again.

Burke gave her a comforting squeeze. 'l left ofgvadetails. She said that
the look on your face the morning you left was smelegone, she almost
cried herself. | didn't really believe her thentBuwe more | considered the
matter, the more | realised that, improbable asémed, you must love me
or you never would have been willing to go to bathvme. It's taken me
since then to get up the courage to come up hdimabieth told me that
today was the last day of school before your spxiagation, so | was
determined to come and have it out with you. Whikaited for you to get



home | sat out in the car and practised fancy $p=e®©nly you didn't show
up. By the time you did | was frantic with worry.’

Thus your loving greeting when | drove up.'
"You know the worst about me now. A terrible temper

"You can't stand to be crossed, and you jump tolasions,' she finished for
him.

'How was | to guess your brother was visiting you?'

'‘And you always blame me when it's your fault,’ shigl plaintively.

'‘Am | asking too much of you? | love you more thaould ever say, but |
can't promise | won't shout at you and try to cegrau into giving me my
own way. I'm a little domineering.'

Susan laughed softly. 'You're a lot domineering;u'n® arrogant,
self-centred, and a chauvinist. If | marry you, Yiagpend the rest of your

life trying to bully me.’

'‘Are you brave enough to take on a proposition thka&t? It's a life-time
sentence. | won't consider anything shorter.’

'In the interests of preventing some other pooralenfrom falling under
your thumb, | don't think | have any choice.’'

'‘No choice at all,’ Burke agreed, his head blottngthe rest of the room as
he lowered his lips to hers.



