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			One

			Lanni Matthiessen dropped a quarter into the machine and waited for the thick, black coffee to pour into the paper cup. It would be another late night at John L. Benton Realty and the coffee would have to hold her until she had time to squeeze in dinner. A frown compressed her brow. This would be the third evening this week that she wouldn’t be eating with Jenny, her four-year-old daughter.

			Carrying the steaming cup of coffee back to her desk, she sat and reached for her phone, punching out the number with practiced ease.

			Her sister answered on the second ring. “Jade here.”

			“Lanni here.” She smiled absently. Lanni’s sister was oftentimes as fun-loving as her four-year-old daughter. Jade picked up Jenny from the daycare center and then stayed with her until Lanni arrived home.

			“Don’t tell me you’re going to be late again,” Jade said and groaned.

			Lanni’s frustration echoed her younger sister’s. “I just got a call from the Baileys. They want to come in and put down earnest money on the Rudicelli house.”

			“But, Lanni, this is the third night this week that you’ve been working late.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“If this gets any worse I might as well move in with you.”

			“You know I’d like it if you did.” If Jade were there, the nights wouldn’t be so lonely and she wouldn’t have to listen to her own thoughts rummaging around in her troubled mind.

			“No way, José,” Jade argued. “This girl is on her own. I like my freedom.”

			
			Looping a thick swatch of honey-colored hair around the back of her ear, Lanni released a tired sigh. “I shouldn’t be too late. An hour, maybe two. Tell Jenny I’ll read her favorite bedtime story to her when I get home.”

			“Do you want to talk to her? She’s swinging in the backyard.”

			“No.” Lanni shook her head as she spoke. “Let her play. But be sure to tell her how much I love her.”

			“I will. Just don’t be too late. If you leave me around here long, I’ll start daydreaming about food and before I know what’s come over me, I’ll be eating.”

			Lanni’s sister continually struggled with her excess weight. She claimed there wasn’t a diet around that she hadn’t tried. Lanni had watched her sister count calories, carbohydrates, grams, and chocolate chips, all to no avail. She wished she could lose those extra fifteen pounds for Jade: Her problem was just the opposite—too many missed meals and too little appetite left her as slender as a reed. She preferred to think of herself as svelte, but even Lanni admitted that she’d look better carrying a few extra pounds. When Judd had lived with them, she’d had plenty of reason to cook decent meals…

			Momentarily, she closed her eyes as the rush of remembered pain washed over her. Two years had passed and she still couldn’t think of Judd without reliving the hurt and regrets of his departure. With no more reason than he felt it was time to move on, Judd had expected her to uproot their lives and follow him to only God knew where. Even Judd didn’t know where he was headed. Lanni had refused—one of them had to behave like an adult. She wouldn’t leave her family and everything she held dear to traipse around the world with Judd as though life were some wild adventure and the whole world lay waiting to be explored. Judd had responsibilities, too, although he refused to own up to them.

			
			In the end he’d given her no option but to file for a divorce, and yet when she did, he hadn’t bothered to sign the papers. Lanni hadn’t pursued the issue, which only went to prove that the emotional bond that linked her to Judd was as strong as it was when he left. She recognized deep within her heart that her marriage was dead, only she hadn’t fully accepted their failure; she had no intention of remarrying. Some people fit nicely into married life; Lanni just wasn’t one of them. Marriage to another man was out of the question. The thought of suffering through that kind of emotional warfare again was beyond consideration. She’d been married once and it was enough to cure her for a lifetime. She had Jenny, and her daughter was the most important person in her life.

			The intercom on her desk buzzed and the receptionist’s voice announced, “The Baileys are here.”

			“Thank you, Joan. Could you send them in?”

			Lanni took the first sip of her coffee, and her long, curling lashes brushed her cheek as she attempted to push the memories to the back of her mind. She wished she could hate Judd and cast him from her thoughts as effectively as he’d walked out on her and Jenny. But part of him remained with her every day as a constant reminder of her life’s one colossal failure…her marriage.

			Setting aside the cup, she stood and forced a smile as she prepared to meet her clients.

			

			—

			
			By the time Lanni pulled into her driveway in Burien, a suburb of south Seattle, it was after seven. Everything had gone smoothly with the Baileys and Lanni experienced a sensation of pride and accomplishment. The Bailey family had specific needs in a new home and Lanni had worked with them for several weeks in an effort to find the house that would fulfill their unusual requirements.

			Now she prepared herself to meet Jenny’s needs. A four-year-old had the right to expect her mother’s undivided attention at the end of the day. Unfortunately, Lanni wanted to do nothing more than relax and take a nice hot soak in the bathtub. She would, but not until after she’d read to Jenny as she’d promised and tucked her daughter in for the night.

			A note on the kitchen counter informed her that Jade had taken the little girl for a walk. No sooner had Lanni finished reading the message when the screen door swung open and her young daughter came roaring into the kitchen. Chocolate ice cream was smeared across her face and Jenny broke into an eager grin as she hurried toward her mother.

			“How’s my girl?” Lanni asked, lifting the child into her arms and having trouble finding a place on the plump cheek that wasn’t smudged with chocolate.

			“Auntie Jade took me out for an ice-cream cone.”

			“So I see.”

			Jade followed on her heels, her face red from the exertion of chasing after a lively four-year-old. “I thought the exercise would do me good. Unfortunately, some internal homing device led me to a Baskin-Robbins.”

			
			“Jade!”

			“I couldn’t help it,” she pleaded, her hazel-green eyes rounding. “After eating tofu on a rye crisp for dinner, I felt I deserved a reward.”

			In spite of her effort not to, Lanni laughed. “The ice cream isn’t going to help your diet.”

			“Sure it is. Jenny and I walked a good mile. According to my calculations, I could have had a double-decker for the energy expended in the walk.”

			“You did eat a double-decker, Aunt Jade.”

			Placing her hand on her hip, Jade looked at the little girl and shook her head. “Tattletale.”

			“Oops.” Jenny placed her small hand over her chocolate-covered mouth. “I wasn’t supposed to tell, was I?”

			“I’ll forgive you this time,” Jade said seriously, but her eyes sparkled with laughter.

			Taking out a fresh dishcloth, Lanni wet it under warm water from the kitchen faucet and proceeded to wipe off Jenny’s face. Jenny squirmed uncomfortably until Lanni completed the task. “Isn’t it time for your bath, young lady?”

			Lanni found it a little unusual that Jade lingered through Jenny’s bath and storytime, but was grateful for the company and didn’t comment. She found her sister in the kitchen after Jenny was in bed.

			“Did you have a chance to eat?” Jade asked, staring into the open refrigerator.

			
			“Not yet. I’ll scramble some eggs later.”

			“Sure you will.” Jade closed the refrigerator and took a seat at the kitchen table, reaching for a saltine. She stared at the intricate holes, then set the cracker aside.

			“You know,” Lanni commented, hiding a smile. “It suddenly dawned on me. For all your dieting, you should be thin enough to dangle from a charm bracelet.”

			“Should be,” Jade grumbled. As if to make up for lost time, she popped the saltine into her mouth.

			Lanni laughed outright and reached for the box, tucking it back inside the cupboard to remove temptation. Without bothering to ask, she poured her sister a cup of spiced tea and delivered it to the table.

			“Jenny asked about Judd again,” her sister stated with little preamble.

			“Again?” Lanni felt her stomach tighten with dread.

			“She talks about him all the time. Surely you’ve noticed.”

			Lanni had. She’d answered her daughter’s questions with saintly patience, hoping to satisfy her curiosity. In the beginning, Jenny’s questions had been innocent enough. She wanted to know her father’s name and where he lived. Lanni had shown the little girl a map of the world and pointed to both the state of Alaska and lush oil fields of the Middle East. The last she’d heard, Judd was somewhere over there. No doubt he’d collected his own harem of adoring females by now. Lanni winced, angry with herself that the thought of Judd with another woman still had the power to hurt so painfully.

			The following week, Jenny had wanted a picture of Judd to keep on her nightstand. Reluctantly, Lanni gave her daughter a small five-by-seven photograph. The image captured was of Lanni and Judd standing on the front lawn near the blooming flowerbeds. Jenny was only a few months old at the time the picture was taken, and Judd held her, smiling proudly into the camera. It nipped at Lanni’s heart every time she looked at the photo with their smiling, innocent faces. Their happiness had been short-lived at best.

			
			For a time the picture had satisfied Jenny’s inquisitiveness, but apparently it wasn’t enough. Jenny wanted more, and Lanni doubted that she could give it to her.

			She hadn’t really known Judd. It wasn’t until after they’d married that Lanni realized that she was head-over-heels in love with a stranger. The details of his past were sketchy. She knew little of his life other than the few tidbits he let drop now and then. His mother had died when he was young and he’d been raised on a ranch in Montana. His father had never remarried…

			“Her teacher told me Jenny’s been bragging to the other children that Judd’s an astronaut.”

			“Oh no.” With all the pressure of being a single parent weighing heavily upon her shoulders, Lanni claimed the seat opposite her sister and slumped forward, holding up her forehead with the heel of her hand. “She knows that’s not true.”

			“Of course she does. The poor kid sees her friends’ fathers pick them up every night. It’s only natural she’d make up an excuse why her own doesn’t.”

			“Lying isn’t natural.” Depressed, Lanni released a heartfelt sigh. “I’ll have another talk with her in the morning.”

			
			“What are you going to tell her?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Jade’s brows drew together in a frown. “The truth?”

			“No.” She couldn’t. The naked facts would hurt too much. She was a mature adult, but the day Judd left them had devastated her. She refused to inflict that kind of pain on her own daughter.

			The real problem was that Lanni didn’t know how to explain the events that had led up to the separation. Judd found Seattle stifling and claimed it didn’t offer him the challenges he needed. He’d built his reputation as a pipefitter in Alaska and the Middle East and he wanted to return there. When she wouldn’t go with him, Judd left on his own, emotionally deserting Lanni and Jenny.

			Lanni couldn’t tell Jenny that her father had walked out on them. For a long time after Judd had gone, Lanni wanted to hate him—but she couldn’t. Not when she continued to love him.

			“Do you know what the truth is anymore, Lanni? There are two sides to everything.”

			Lanni was shocked. Next to Judd, Jade was probably the only other person who knew everything that had happened in her marriage. Even her parents weren’t aware of all the details. Now her sister seemed to be implying that there was something more. “Of course I do.” Her eyes fell to the round table. But sometimes the truth had a way of coming back to haunt a person, she reflected. It was times like these—when Lanni learned that her daughter had lied about Judd—that she wondered if she’d made the right decision. Her thoughts spun ahead and returned filled with self-recriminations. Judd had loved her, Lanni couldn’t doubt that. For months after he’d left, he’d written her, each letter filled with enthusiasm for Alaska, requesting her to bring Jenny and join him. His declarations of love for her and their daughter had ripped at Lanni’s heart.

			
			Her decision had been made, she wasn’t leaving Seattle, and no matter what she said or did, Judd refused to accept the fact. After a while Lanni couldn’t bear to read his letters anymore and had returned them unopened.

			Standing, Jade brought her untouched tea to the counter. “I can see you’ve got lots to think about. I’ll see you tomorrow, but call me if you need anything.”

			Joining her sister, Lanni gave her a small hug. “I will. Thanks, Jade.” She followed her sister to the front room.

			“Anytime.”

			The door made a clicking sound as it closed after Jade. Both her sister and her daughter had brought Judd to the forefront of her thoughts. She stood alone in the middle of the darkened living room as a numb sensation worked its way down her arms, stopping at her fingertips. The tingling produced a chill that cut all the way through her bones.

			She wasn’t going to think about Judd. She refused to remember his exquisite touch and the velvet-smooth sensations he wrapped around her every time they made love. She could have died from the ecstasy she discovered in his arms, but the price had been far too precious. He demanded her pride and everything she held dear. She couldn’t leave her family and friends and everything that was comfortable and familiar.

			
			The pain was as fresh that moment as it had been the day he walked out. Trapped in the memory, Lanni swallowed convulsively. Tightening her hands into small fists, she breathed out slowly, turned, and moved into the cozy bathroom to fill the tub with steaming-hot water. She’d soak Judd out of her system, erase his indelible mark from her skin, and do her best to forget.

			Only it didn’t work that way. She eased her lithe frame into the bubbly hot water and scooted down into its inviting warmth. Leaning her head against the back of the tub, Lanni closed her eyes. Almost immediately, depression swamped her.

			Unbidden, the memories returned. In vivid detail, Lanni remembered the day Jenny was born and the tears that had filled Judd’s eyes when the nurse placed his newborn daughter in his arms. Judd had looked down upon the wrinkled pink face with such tenderness that she hadn’t been able to take her eyes from the awe expressed in his face. Later, after she’d been wheeled into her hospital room, Judd had joined her.

			To this day, Lanni remembered the look of intense pride as he pulled out the chair and reached for her hand.

			“You’re sure you’re all right?”

			She’d smiled tenderly. “I feel wonderful. Oh, Judd, she’s so beautiful.”

			Love and tenderness glowed from his warm, brown eyes. “I don’t think I’ve seen anything so small.”

			“She’ll grow,” Lanni promised.

			“I don’t mind telling you that for a few minutes there I was terrified.” His gaze darkened with remembered doubts so uncharacteristic of the man who buried his feelings. “It seemed like a miracle when the nurse handed her to me.” His smile was warm. Once again, he appeared to tremble with the enormity of the emotion that shook him. “But, Lanni, I’ll never make you suffer like that again. I love you too much.”

			
			She’d endured hours of hard labor and had been absorbed so deeply in her own pain that she hadn’t considered what torment Judd had endured. “Darling, every woman goes through this in childbirth. It’s a natural part of life. I didn’t mind.”

			Standing, he leaned over her and very gently kissed her brow. “I love you, Lanni.”

			“I know.” The moment was poignant, but Lanni couldn’t stifle a yawn. She felt wonderful, but exhausted. Despite her efforts to stay awake and talk to her husband, her eyelids felt as though they had weights tugging them closed. “I’m sorry, Judd”—she paused to yawn again, covering her mouth with the back of her hand—“but I can’t seem to stay awake.”

			“Sleep, little mother,” he whispered close to her ear. “Sleep.”

			Lanni did, for hours and hours. When she stirred, the first thing she noticed was Judd sprawled in the chair by the window. He had slouched down in what appeared to be an unlikely position for anyone to be able to sleep comfortably. His head lolled to one side and a thick thatch of dark hair fell across his wide brow. His arm hung loosely at his side; his knuckles brushed the floor.

			Lanni smiled at the long form draped so haphazardly in the visitor’s chair. His strong features were softened now in sleep. Lovingly, she watched the man who had come to be her world, and was astonished at the swell of emotion that went through her at the memory of the new life their love had created.

			
			Lanni blinked back her own tears. “Judd,” she whispered, afraid if he slept in that position much longer he’d get a crick in his neck.

			Dazed, Judd looked up and straightened. Their eyes met, and as long as she lived, Lanni would remember the love that radiated from his warm, dark eyes.

			

			—

			The lukewarm bathwater lapped at her skin and Lanni pulled herself from thoughts of the past and into the reality that was her life now. How sad it was that a love so beautiful and pure should ever have gone so wrong.

			Lanni rose from the water and reached for her towel. Judd had been gone two years—and in reality longer than that. The last months before their final separation, he had been home infrequently. He started traveling to help pay the mounting medical expenses following Jenny’s birth. The money in Alaska was good, and there were even better wages, Judd claimed, in the Middle East. Lanni had been forced to admit that they had enough pressing bills to warrant his taking a job elsewhere.

			Dressing in her shimmery robe and fuzzy slippers, she crept quietly into Jenny’s bedroom. The little girl was sound asleep, curled on her side with her doll, Betsy, tucked under her arm. Gently, Lanni brushed the thin wisps of hair from her angelic face. Jenny was everything that had ever been good between her and Judd. She would always be grateful that she had this child. She couldn’t have Judd, but Jenny was all hers.

			
			The phone pealed impatiently in the distance and Lanni rushed from the room, not wanting the loud ring to wake her daughter.

			“Hello,” she said, somewhat breathlessly.

			“Hi there. It’s Steve. I heard you sold the Rudicelli house.” His low voice revealed his pride in her accomplishment.

			Steve Delaney was an agent in the same office as Lanni. They’d worked together for the last year and had become good friends, often teaming up for broker’s opens and open houses. Lanni wasn’t interested in becoming emotionally involved with any of her coworkers, and she’d avoided any formal dates with Steve. They’d gone on picnics, to a baseball game when the office handed out free tickets, and even a couple of lunches at a restaurant close to the office. Steve knew Lanni was still married, but after he’d questioned her about Judd, the realtor seemed satisfied that the marriage was over in every way but legally.

			They’d continued to see each other over the last three months, and though Lanni enjoyed Steve’s companionship, she wasn’t interested in a deeper relationship.

			Recently, however, Steve had been urging Lanni to do what she could to get the divorce business settled. He felt that she would never be able to face the future until she settled the past. Although he hadn’t told her he was falling in love with her, Lanni could see it in his eyes. He wanted her marriage to Judd to be over so he could pursue her himself.

			“I took the earnest money this afternoon,” Lanni said.

			“Great. It looks like I may have a buyer for the Bailey place,” he said, then added thoughtfully, “Have you noticed what a good team we make?”

			
			Lanni decided the best answer was to pretend she hadn’t heard the question.

			“The Baileys will be pleased.” They’d made their offer on the Rudicelli house contingent on the sale of their own two-story Colonial. Now it looked like everything was going to work out perfectly.

			“I think we should celebrate.”

			Lanni hesitated. Lately Steve had found more and more excuses for them to be together, so not only did they share the same office during the day, but they were seeing each other in the evenings as well. He was patient with Jenny and the two appeared to get along well.

			“Don’t you think it’s a bit premature to celebrate?” she asked. Steve knew it was common for house deals to fall through for any number of reasons.

			“Maybe, but we deserve it; just you and me, Lanni.” His voice dipped slightly. “I’ll cook dinner for you at my place.”

			Still she hesitated. She liked Steve, but she wasn’t ready for an emotional commitment, and an intimate dinner together could cause problems. “Let me think on it.”

			“Come on, Lanni, loosen up a bit. Enjoy life.”

			Steve was a fun guy; she hated to disappoint him. “I don’t know—we’ve been seeing a lot of each other recently.”

			Lanni could feel him weigh his words. “I haven’t made any secret of how I feel about you. I’m not going to rush you into anything you don’t want. I’m a patient man; you’ve been hurt and the last thing in the world I want to do is cause you any more pain. I enjoy your company, and I promise I’m not going to put any pressure on you. Let me pamper you the way you deserve: champagne, a candlelight dinner, music.”

			
			“Oh, Steve, I don’t know.” Lanni understood what made him the top salesperson for the firm. He was smooth and sincere and persuasive. And frankly, she was tempted.

			“Jade could watch Jenny for one night,” he coaxed. “What if I promise to have you home before midnight?”

			“I’m not Cinderella.”

			“To me you are.”

			His voice was so warm and enticing that for a moment Lanni wavered. Everything she’d avoided in the last two years was facing her, demanding that she make a decision. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life cooped up, afraid to trust and love again. She worked so hard being the best mother and realtor possible that it seemed her life was void of any real fun and laughter.

			“Come on, Lanni,” he cajoled.

			Lanni squeezed her eyes shut. She thought of Jenny making up stories about her father to impress the other children. The girl needed a male influence. Lanni’s father was wonderful with the child, but Jenny seemed to require someone more than a grandfather.

			“Do this for yourself,” Steve prodded gently.

			“I’ll check with my sister and see if she can babysit,” Lanni murmured, succumbing.

			“That’s my girl,” Steve murmured, obviously pleased.

			They spoke for only a few minutes longer, but by the time Lanni replaced the receiver she was convinced she’d done the wrong thing in accepting Steve’s invitation. The problem with Jenny lying at the preschool had made Lanni vulnerable.

			
			The following day, Lanni regretted her impulsive acceptance, but not to the point that she was willing to cancel the date. It put everything between her and Steve in a new light. It frightened Lanni, but at the same time she realized she couldn’t torture herself with thoughts of Judd forever.

			But if Lanni was amazed at herself for her willingness to trudge ahead in her relationship with Steve, she was shocked by Jade’s reaction.

			“Are you sure this is what you want?” Jade asked that evening, when Lanni mentioned the dinner with Steve.

			“I think so.” Lanni was nothing if not honest.

			“Why now, after two long years?”

			Lanni was confused herself. “Because it’s time.” She had come a long way this week in sorting through her feelings for Steve and she wasn’t about to step back because her sister disapproved. It was true that Steve didn’t inspire passion within her, but she’d had that once and now she considered it highly overrated.

			Jade made a rueful sound.

			“What was that all about?”

			“Nothing,” Jade answered with a distracted look.

			Lanni’s green eyes darkened. “You don’t like Steve, do you?”

			“He’s all right.” For emphasis, Jade shrugged one shoulder. “I’m just wondering what Judd would say if he knew you were romantically interested in another man.”

			
			Lanni’s mouth went dry. “He probably wouldn’t care. I haven’t heard a word from Judd in well over a year.”

			“That doesn’t mean he’s stopped caring. He’s got his pride, too. How long did you expect him to continue reaching out to you only to have you reject every attempt?”

			Color blossomed in Lanni’s cheeks. “He should never have left us the way he did. Believe me, I’m well aware of what Judd thinks and feels.”

			“How can you be so sure?”

			“I just am.” In an effort to disguise her dismay, Lanni stood and walked to the sliding glass door that opened onto the patio and small yard. Jenny was in her sandbox, playing contentedly with her toys. “I sometimes wonder if he even thinks about Jenny and me.”

			“Oh, Lanni, I’m sure he does.”

			Folding her arms around her waist, Lanni shook her head absently. “I somehow doubt it.”

			“But he sends you support every month—”

			“Money!” The word escaped on the tail end of a long sigh. “I’ll admit he’s been generous. He always was—to a fault.”

			“Lanni, listen.” Jade nodded annoyingly and joined her sister. “I’m convinced you’re wrong. Judd thinks about you all the time. He must.”

			“He doesn’t.” She dropped her hands and moved away. “It’s been two years, Jade. Two years. Time says it all. I’m having dinner with Steve; I deserve an evening out. If you won’t stay with Jenny, then I’ll find someone else who will.”

			Jade’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Of course I’ll sit with her.”

			Almost immediately, Lanni felt guilty for having snapped at her younger sister. Since Judd had left, Jade had been a godsend; Lanni would never be able to work as many hours as she did without her sister’s help. “I didn’t mean to be so sharp with you.”

			
			Jade’s smile was instantaneous. “I only want what’s best for you and Jenny.” Making an effort to lighten the mood, Jade reached for a sack with a prominent department store’s name boldly written across the side. “Hey, did I tell you I signed up for an aerobics class?”

			“Not again.” Lanni wasn’t surprised at her sister’s latest effort to lose weight. The last time Jade had signed up for a dance class, she’d convinced Lanni to join her. When her eyebrows started to sweat, Lanni knew it was time to quit.

			“Get this,” Jade added, laughing. “The lady on the phone told me to wear loose clothes. Good heavens, if I had any loose clothes I wouldn’t be taking the class in the first place!”

			“So what’s in the sack?”

			“Bodysuit, leotard, leg warmers, and a disgustingly expensive nylon jacket. The whole bit. I figure that since I spent my monthly food allowance on this outfit, everything will be loose by the time I take the first class.”

			“Honestly, Jade…”

			Jade stopped her by holding up the palm of her hand. “This time I mean it.”

			Lanni had heard it all before, but she nodded as seriously as possible, somehow managing not to laugh. “I know you can do it.”

			“Of course I can. Exercise is the answer. I’m going to stop worrying about what I eat and concentrate on the basic elements of burning calories and expending the proper amount of energy in relation to the amount of food consumed. Sounds good. Right?”

			
			“Right.”

			“You don’t believe me?” Jade challenged.

			“I already told you I know you can do it.”

			“So says the woman who can live three weeks on a compliment.”

			“You’re exaggerating.”

			“All right, two weeks.”

			“Now, don’t insult me by saying that if I caught a chest cold there wouldn’t be any place to put it.”

			“In addition to no boobs, you’re much too thin.”

			Lanni couldn’t argue. “I’m working on it.”

			“You know what I think?”

			Lanni was beginning to doubt the wisdom of asking. “What?”

			“I think you and Judd should get back together. When you were pregnant with Jenny, you looked wonderful. I’ve never seen you happier.”

			The instant sorrow that engulfed her was so strong that for a moment Lanni couldn’t breathe. What Jade said was true, but that happiness had been so fleeting, so fragile, that it had lasted only a few months. Lanni dropped her gaze and sadly shook her head. “It wouldn’t work again. There’s been too much water under the bridge, as they say. Judd’s not coming back. After all this time, we’d be strangers.” Probably even more so now.

			“How can you be so sure?” Jade questioned softly.

			“Listen,” she mumbled, “do you mind if we don’t talk about Judd anymore?”

			
			“But it could help you—”

			“Jade, I mean it. Enough. With Jenny bringing up his name every day and you hounding me with questions about him—it’s just too much. I’m about to go crazy. We were married and we failed. I’ve got a fantastic little girl to remember him by, but my husband is gone. It’s over, and I’ve got a life to live.”

			Jade became strangely quiet and left soon after the conversation ended.

			

			—

			As the days progressed, Lanni’s conscience didn’t ease about the dinner date with Steve. A couple of times it was on the tip of her tongue to cancel, but whenever she approached him, Steve would smile and tell her how much he was looking forward to their evening together. His eyes grew tender and Lanni refused to give in to her doubts. Perhaps if she hadn’t made such a big issue of it with Jade, she might have found a way to gracefully extract herself.

			The night of their arranged dinner, Lanni felt as nervous as a teenager on prom night. Her heart pounded with a hundred questions. By the time she was dressed, half her closet had been draped over the top of her bed. Clothes said so much, and the dress she picked was meant to tell Steve that she was not optimistic about this dinner and their relationship.

			“What do you think?” she asked her sister, feeling painfully inadequate.

			“Hey, you look great,” Jade murmured, stepping back to examine Lanni.

			
			“This isn’t a time to tease. I feel terrible: A hornet’s nest has taken up residence in my stomach. I can’t do a thing with my hair.” For years she’d worn it in the same style, parted in the middle in a smooth, even line. Her honey-gold hair hung loosely, framing her oval face, and tucked in naturally just above the line of her shoulder. Judd had once told her that her hair color resembled moonbeams on a starlit night. What a terrible time to remember something like that.

			“What’s wrong?” Jade gave her an odd look. “You’ve gone pale.”

			Gripping the back of the kitchen chair, Lanni offered her sister a feeble smile. “I don’t know that I’m doing the right thing.”

			“It’s not too late to call it off.”

			The doorbell chimed.

			“It’s too late,” Lanni said evenly. Almost two years too late.

			“I’ll get it.” Jenny rushed past Lanni, toward the front door.

			Lanni cast a panicked glance in that direction. “My makeup isn’t on too heavy, is it?” Her eyes begged Jade to tell her that everything was perfect.

			Jade, however, appeared more interested in adding sunflower seeds to her yogurt and stirring in fresh fruit.

			“Jade?” she pleaded again.

			“I already told you, you look great.”

			“Yes, but you didn’t say it with any real conviction.”

			Dramatically, Jade placed her hand over her heart. “You look absolutely marvelous, darling.”

			“Mommy, Mommy—” Jenny came racing back into the kitchen. “There’s a man at the door who says he’s my daddy.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Two

			Jenny’s words hit Lanni with all the force of a wrecking ball slamming against the side of a brick building. Frantically, her gaze flew to her sister as though asking Jade to tell her it wasn’t true. Jade’s expression was as shocked as Lanni’s.

			“Is he, Mommy? Is he really my daddy?” Jenny began to jump up and down all over the small kitchen. She grabbed Lanni’s hand and literally dragged her into the living room.

			No time was allowed for Lanni to compose herself, or to collect her thoughts. Her lungs felt void of oxygen; her eyes were wide with shock. Distraught, she could find nothing to say.

			“Hello, Lanni.” Judd stood just inside the door, more compelling than she dared remember.

			“Judd.” He hadn’t changed. The range of emotions that seared through her was the same as the first time she’d seen him. He was tall, and as lean as an Arctic fox. His shoulders were wide and his hips narrow. Every inch of him almost shouted of strength, stamina, and experience. There wasn’t a place he hadn’t been or an experience he’d bypassed along the way—including marriage.

			Long hours in the sun had bronzed the angular planes of his face, creasing permanent lines on his forehead. His eyes were dark and bold, glinting with a touch of irony that told her he wouldn’t be easily fooled. He knew the effect he had on her and would use it to his advantage.

			Judd Matthiessen was strong-willed and had complete confidence in himself and his abilities.

			
			In those brief seconds, Lanni knew nothing had changed about him. Nothing. He was the most devastating male she’d ever known, and every prayer she’d uttered over the last two years had been for naught. She didn’t want to love this man who had ripped her heart from her chest. But she had no option—she would always love him.

			Only she couldn’t allow him back into her life. He’d leave again and she refused to let him drag her and Jenny with him. She wasn’t a camp follower. Seattle was their home; it was where they belonged—all three of them.

			“Why are you here?” she demanded, her voice tight with shock.

			“My father’s dying.”

			Lanni felt her legs go weak. From what Judd had told her, the father and son had never been close. By the time Judd was eighteen he was on his own, supporting himself.

			Lanni had met Judd’s father when she was only a few months’ pregnant with Jenny. Stuart had come to dinner at their home in Seattle. The meeting had been strained and uncomfortable; the older Matthiessen had left early. The entire evening had been spent listening to Stuart tell Judd that the time to make something of his life was now—when he had a wife and a family; he offered to support them if Judd decided to go to college. Instead of being grateful for his father’s generous offer, Judd looked furious. He’d gone pale and quietly asked Stuart if he’d ever learn to accept him as he was.

			After they’d separated, Lanni had written Judd’s father and received a brief note in return, stating his disappointment that the marriage had failed. Conscientiously, Lanni had sent him birthday pictures of Jenny, but had never heard back from the elder Matthiessen. As far as Jenny knew, her only grandfather was Lanni’s father.

			
			“I—I’m sorry to hear about Stuart,” Lanni murmured, saddened.

			“I didn’t think you knew him well enough to feel any sadness,” Judd retorted.

			Lanni stared at him, biting back angry words. For his own part, Judd’s returning stare contained no emotion. He revealed no sympathy at Stuart’s illness, nor did he appear to feel any great sense of loss.

			“Your father’s illness doesn’t explain why you’re here,” she said again, her voice gaining strength and conviction.

			“Dad’s never seen Jennifer.”

			Automatically, Lanni’s arm closed around the little girl’s shoulders, pressing the child closer to her side. “What has that got to do with anything? I—I’ve sent him pictures.”

			Judd’s mouth thinned. “He wants to see her.”

			“I suppose he can come—”

			“I told you he’s dying. I’m taking Jennifer to him.”

			“No.” The word wobbled out on a note of disbelief. She wouldn’t let Judd take her daughter halfway across the country. Both Judd and his father were strangers to the child.

			Before either of them could say anything more, the doorbell chimed again.

			Jenny shot free of Lanni’s grip and hurried across the room to open the front door. Steve, holding a small bouquet of pink rosebuds, stepped inside. His broad smile quickly faded as he spied the small group standing there awkwardly. Everyone’s attention focused on Steve.

			
			“Hello,” he greeted everyone cordially, and shot Lanni a questioning glance.

			“Judd Matthiessen,” Judd announced, stepping forward and extending his hand. “I’m Lanni’s husband. Who are you?”

			From the way Steve’s jaw clenched, Lanni could tell that he was experiencing the same shock she’d suffered earlier. In an effort to rescue them all from further embarrassment, she accepted his flowers and smiled appreciatively. “Steve’s a good friend.”

			“How good?” he demanded. Judd’s gaze painfully pinned her to the wall, accusing her with his eyes until Lanni felt the anger swell up inside.

			“That’s none of your business,” Lanni shot back hotly.

			“Lanni and Steve were going out to dinner,” Jade inserted quickly, placing a calming arm around her sister’s shoulders.

			“Were going out,” Judd commented, placing heavy emphasis on the past tense. “We need to talk.”

			“Maybe it would be better if we arranged our dinner another night,” Steve said thoughtfully. The understanding look he shared with Lanni lent her confidence. She was furious with Judd.

			“Steve and I are going out,” she stated with a determination few would question. “I’m ready, as you can see. Judd stopped by unannounced, so there’s no reason for us to cancel our evening.”

			“Let me help you put the flowers in water,” Steve suggested, nodding toward the kitchen.

			Lanni looked blankly at the flowers in her hand, then caught a glimpse of the direction of his gaze.

			
			“She doesn’t need any help,” Judd announced.

			“As a matter of fact, I do,” Lanni countered quietly. Steve’s hand at her elbow guided her into the kitchen.

			“Steve, I’m so sorry,” Lanni murmured, embarrassed and miserable.

			“Don’t be. It isn’t your fault.” Steve shot a look over his shoulder before he cupped her shoulder with his hands. His dark eyes delved into hers, and without a word spoken, his gaze revealed the depth of his affection. “If the truth be known, I’m glad he’s here.”

			“But how could you, when…”

			“I know it’s a strain on you,” he said softly, encouragingly, “but now you can get those divorce papers signed and go about your life.”

			“I…should, shouldn’t I?” Divorce was such an ugly word—Lanni hated it, but the action was necessary. She would never be emotionally free of Judd until their marriage was legally dissolved.

			“Yes, you most definitely should.” He paused to kiss her forehead. “I’ll leave and we can talk in the morning.”

			“You’re a wonderful friend,” Lanni told him.

			Disappointment flared briefly in his eyes, but he quickly disguised it. “I want to be a whole lot more than your friend, Lanni.”

			“I know.” She dropped her gaze, uncertain about everything at the moment.

			When they returned to the living room, Judd’s look was angry enough to sear a hole through them both. Steve made his excuses and left; it took all of Lanni’s restraint not to whirl on Judd and ask him to leave, but that would solve nothing.

			The screen door closed with hardly a sound, and Jade moved into the center of the room, rubbing the palms of her hands together. “Since I’m not needed here, I’ll head on over to my aerobics class.”

			
			“It was good to see you again, Jade,” Judd said casually. “You’re looking good.”

			Jade’s soft chuckle filled the stark silence that enveloped the small room. “You always were my favorite brother-in-law.”

			“Jade!” Lanni was horrified by her own sister’s lack of tact.

			For the first time since his arrival, Judd grinned. Lanni couldn’t term it a real smile. Only one corner of his mouth edged upward, as though smiling went against his nature and he didn’t do it often.

			“I’m off,” Jade said, walking toward the door. “I’ll give you a call tomorrow.”

			“Good-bye, Aunt Jade.” Jenny ran to the living room window and waved eagerly to her aunt.

			Judd’s gaze rested on the child and softened perceptively. “You’ve done a good job with her.”

			“Thank you.” Her gaze flew to Jenny and she experienced anew the fierce tug of the maternal bond between mother and child.

			Seeming to feel her parents’ eyes, Jenny turned around. “Are you really my daddy? Mommy never said.”

			“I’m your daddy.”

			“I’ve been waiting to meet you.”

			Judd went down on one knee in front of the little girl. “And I’ve been waiting to see you, too.”

			“You don’t look like your picture.”

			Suddenly, Lanni realized she still had the flowers in her hand. Shaking her head, she carried them into the kitchen and haphazardly placed them in a vase. After filling it with water, she set it in the middle of the kitchen table and returned to the living room.

			
			Jenny was sitting in her father’s lap and rubbing her small hands over the five-o’clock shadow that covered Judd’s face.

			“What’s this?”

			“Whiskers.”

			“How come I don’t have any?”

			Judd gave another of his almost smiles. “Girls don’t. Your skin will be as soft as your mother’s.”

			“Do you have a daddy, too?”

			Leave it to her astute daughter to have picked up on their earlier conversation.

			“Yes.” As always, whenever Judd mentioned his father, it was done briefly. For a moment Lanni thought she recognized something in those hard, dark eyes. Perhaps regret, or maybe even doubt, but she quickly dismissed the notion.

			“Is your daddy sick?”

			“He’s dying.”

			Lanni wished Judd had been a bit more subtle.

			“I had a goldfish who died once. We prayed over him and Mommy flushed him down the toilet.”

			Momentarily, Judd’s gaze met Lanni’s. She smiled weakly and gestured with her hand, letting him know she hadn’t known what else to do.

			“If your daddy dies, will you get a new one, like I got a new goldfish?” Jenny’s eyes, so like her father’s, stared intently at Judd’s.

			
			“No, I’m afraid not. I only have one father and you only have one father.”

			“You.”

			“That’s right, Jennifer.”

			Lanni took a step in their direction. “I call her Jenny.” Judd had no right to step into their lives like this and make demands. She regretted that Stuart was dying, but it was unreasonable for Judd to believe that she would just hand over her daughter.

			“I like it when he calls me Jennifer,” Jenny said, contradicting her mother.

			“Right.” Lanni sat on the armrest of the sofa, glaring at Judd. She was the one who was raising their child. He had a lot of nerve to waltz in without notice and start changing the way she did things.

			“What took you so long to get here?” Jenny asked.

			Judd’s gaze fell to his daughter and softened. Although Lanni was confused by the question, Judd appeared to understand. “I was working far, far away.”

			“Mommy showed me on a map.” She scooted off Judd’s lap and raced across the room and down the hallway to her tiny bedroom. Returning a minute later, Jenny fell to her knees on the worn carpet and flipped through the pages of the atlas until she found the pages Lanni had tabbed. The little girl glanced up proudly. “Here.” She pointed to the Middle Eastern country Lanni had outlined in red.

			“No, I was in Mexico.”

			Lanni felt a wave of fresh pain. The last letter she’d received had a foreign postmark showing Saudi Arabia. “You might have let me know.” She couldn’t swallow down the note of bitterness that cut deep into her words.

			
			“And have you return my letter unopened?” He hurled the angry words at her with all the force of his dominating personality. “Besides, Jade knew.”

			“Jade?”

			“You may not have had the decency to read my letters, but Jade kept in contact with me so I knew what was happening with you and Jenny.”

			“You…Jade?” Lanni was stunned, utterly and completely shocked.

			“You and I didn’t exactly part on the best of terms,” Judd murmured, his tone grim. “And you didn’t seem willing to work toward a reconciliation.”

			“I wasn’t willing to drag my daughter to some hovel while you chased rainbows. If that makes me unreasonable, then fine, I accept it—I’m unreasonable.”

			He recognized the hurt in her eyes and knew that nothing had changed. Several times over the last two years he’d exchanged letters with Jade, hungry for word of his wife and daughter. He couldn’t be what Lanni wanted, or Stuart, either, for that matter, but it didn’t mean he’d stopped caring about them. Without a moment’s hesitation he would have come, had he been needed. Stuart wanted him now, and he was on his way to his father.

			

			—

			Judd watched Lanni as she nervously paced around the room. Jade had sent him long letters every four months or so, but Lanni’s sister had never mentioned this Steve character, so Judd assumed the relationship was fairly recent.

			
			Equal doses of betrayal and outrage burned through Lanni. Her own sister, whom she adored, had turned on her. Lanni couldn’t believe that Jade would do anything so underhanded.

			Lanni watched Jenny sitting on her father’s lap and her heart constricted. He wanted his daughter with him now, but he hadn’t been around when the child needed him most. From birth, Jenny had been a sickly infant. She suffered from ear infections and frequent bouts of asthmatic bronchitis. Lanni spent more nights in Jenny’s bedroom than she did in her own.

			Soon Judd was traveling, coming home sporadically. The space between his visits lengthened and the time spent with his family became shorter and shorter.

			Finally Lanni couldn’t take it anymore. There was plenty of work in Seattle for a skilled pipefitter. Judd didn’t need to travel—they could find a way to meet expenses as long as he was home and they were together.

			The next time Judd came home, waving the exorbitant paycheck he’d received for working in the Middle East, Lanni was waiting for him. She decided to put everything on the line—their love, their marriage, and their daughter. In her anger and frustration, she’d hurled accusations at him. Lanni burned with humiliation every time she remembered the terrible things she’d said to him. A thousand times since, she’d wished she could have swallowed back every word.

			On that one horrible night, Lanni forced Judd to choose. Either he stay in Seattle with them or everything was over. Judd had walked to the door, turned and asked her to come with him. He wanted her to travel with him—he felt suffocated in Seattle. She had no choice but to refuse. Judd left, and ten days later, Lanni filed for divorce.

			
			“Where’s Mexico?” Jenny asked, unaware of the undercurrents flowing through the room.

			Judd flipped through the pages and turned the atlas upside down in an effort to find what he wanted.

			“Here.” He knelt beside her and turned to the appropriate page.

			“Can I go there someday, too?”

			“If you want.”

			“What about Mommy?”

			Judd’s eyes sought Lanni’s. “She’d love the sun and the beach. You would, too, sweetheart.”

			“I want to go. Can we, Mommy?”

			Still numb from his announcement that Jade had been involved in any subterfuge, Lanni didn’t hear the question.

			“Can we go, Mommy? Can we?”

			The childishly eager voice forced Lanni into the present. “Go where, darling?”

			“To Mexico with Daddy.”

			“No,” she cried, flashing Judd a look that threatened bodily harm. If he was going to use Jenny against her, she’d throw him out the door. Her eyes told him as much. “There wouldn’t be any place for us to stay.” Silently she dared Judd to contradict her.

			“Is that still your excuse, Lanni?” The words were issued in a low hiss that was barely audible.

			
			“What’s yours, Judd?” she flared. “You’re the one who walked out on us. Remember? How have you salved your conscience?” She hadn’t meant to accuse him and hated herself for resorting to angry words. It always turned out like this. They couldn’t be civil to each other for more than a few minutes before the bitterness erupted like an open, festering wound.

			He stood, moving close to her. The anger drained from him and he lifted a thick strand of golden hair from the side of her face. When Lanni flinched and stepped away, Judd’s spirits plummeted. He’d tried so hard to reach her and had utterly failed. He had walked out, but only when there wasn’t any other option. He hadn’t wanted to leave, but he couldn’t stay. There were plenty of things he regretted in his life, but hurting Lanni would haunt him to his grave.

			It had been a mistake to marry her, he silently reflected, but he couldn’t help himself. He’d wanted her so badly that nothing on earth would have stopped him. She was perfect. Lovely and delicate. Her home and family had radiated more warmth and love than anything he’d ever known.

			Judd knew from the beginning that Lanni was special. With her, he could offer nothing less than marriage. He’d done so gladly, latching onto the elusive promise of happiness for the first time in his life.

			He liked to think that their first year together had been ordained by God. He’d never known what it meant to be part of a family.

			

			—

			Lanni had flinched when Judd’s hand lifted her hair. She feared his touch. Despite all the hurt and bitterness that was between them, she could vividly remember the feel of his smooth skin beneath her fingers and the way her long nails had dug into his powerful muscles when they made love. They may have had their differences, but they were never apparent in bed. Judd had always been a fantastic lover.

			
			Dragging her eyes away from him, she turned to Jenny, lifting the small girl into her arms. Jenny was like a protective barrier against Judd.

			The glint of knowledge that lurked in his smiling eyes told her that he recognized her ploy.

			“I’m leaving in the morning,” he told her as Jenny squirmed in her arms.

			Unwilling to fight her daughter, Lanni set the child back on the carpet. “What do you mean?”

			“I told you I’m taking Jenny.”

			“Judd, no.” Her voice wobbled with regret. He couldn’t come in and expect her to willingly hand over her daughter. Her eyes sparked in his direction. She’d fight him with everything she had.

			“Listen.” Frustrated, Judd raked his fingers through his hair. “I’ll do everything possible to ensure her safety. I’m her father, for heaven’s sake. Don’t suffocate her the way you did me.”

			For a second Lanni was too shocked and hurt to speak. She refused to address his accusation. “Jenny’s only a child. You can’t uproot her like this—separate her from me and the only home she knows.”

			“Dad may not last much longer.”

			“Jenny’s in preschool.” The excuse was lame, but Lanni was desperate.

			
			Inserting the tips of his fingers in the high pockets of his well-worn jeans, Judd strolled to the other side of the room. She wasn’t fooled by his casual stance. There was a coiled alertness to every movement Judd made. “All right, we can work around those things.”

			“How?”

			“Come with us.” He turned, his gaze pinning her to the wall.

			Lanni couldn’t hold back an abrupt, short laugh. “I can’t take time off work at a minute’s notice. There are people who depend on me.”

			“Like Steve.” He said the name as if it didn’t feel right on his tongue.

			“Yes…like Steve. And others, plenty of others. I’ve done well for myself without you. I can’t—and I won’t—allow you to charge into my life this way.”

			“Lanni, Stuart’s dying. Surely you aren’t going to deny him this final request.”

			For the first time Lanni saw the pain in Judd’s eyes. He may not have gotten along with his father, but he cared. Judd honestly cared. Probably against his flint-hard will, he was concerned.

			“I’m sorry, really sorry, but I can’t.” Tears formed, stinging the back of her eyes.

			“Jenny has a right to meet her grandfather.”

			“I wrote…I sent pictures. What about my rights? What about Jenny’s rights?”

			Reaching out, he gripped both her wrists and pressed them against her breast. “You hate me, fine. I may deserve all the bitterness you’ve got stored up against me. But you aren’t any Mother Teresa yourself, and I refuse to let you punish an old dying man for my sins.”

			
			“I’m not punishing Stuart,” she cried, and shook her head from side to side. “All I want is for you to leave Jenny and me alone.”

			Abruptly Judd dropped her hands, and Lanni rubbed them together nervously. “I won’t be bullied into this. My…decision is made.”

			“Okay, fine, but take a night and sleep on it. Once you’ve had time to think things through, I’m confident you’ll realize we don’t have any choice.”

			“Mommy, are you and Daddy fighting?”

			“Of course not, sweetheart,” Lanni said instantly.

			The young face was tight with concern. “Is Daddy going away again?”

			“Yes,” Judd answered, then added, “but I’ll be back tomorrow and we can talk again.” His eyes held Lanni’s. “I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

			It was all she could do to nod.

			

			—

			Judd felt Lanni’s round, frightened eyes follow him as he walked out the front door. He hadn’t expected her to deny him this request. He’d never asked for anything from her, not even visitation rights to see his daughter. Jade had frequently mailed him pictures of the little girl. He kept them in his wallet along with the photo he carried of Lanni. But he rarely looked at them. It hurt too much. Stuart’s letter had changed all that.

			As Judd walked out to his car, thoughts of his father produced a heavy frown. By the time the envelope had reached him, it had three different addresses penned across the surface. In all his years of working for the big oil companies, Judd could remember only a handful of times that he’d heard from his father. This letter had caught Judd by surprise. The old man was dying, and Stuart Samuel Matthiessen wanted to mend his fences. Stuart had asked to see Jenny before he died, and Judd wouldn’t deny him this last request.

			
			Seeing Lanni again was difficult, Judd mused with a sigh. He couldn’t look at her and not remember. He momentarily closed his eyes as a wave of whispered desire from the past swept over him, then he climbed into the car and headed toward the motel. Lanni was as breathtakingly lovely now as she’d been the day he’d left her and Jenny. Perhaps even more so. Her beauty had ripened. One look told him the cost of her struggle to gain that maturity. He was proud of her, and in the same moment experienced an overwhelming guilt that it had been him who had brought the shadow to her eyes.

			In the beginning, his intentions had been impeccable. He hadn’t expected the restlessness to return. For a year it hadn’t.

			At first the only symptoms of his discontent had been a few sleepless nights. He’d go to bed with Lanni, and after making love and holding her in his arms, Lanni would cling to him. She worried when he was late and fussed over him until he wanted to throw up his arms and ask her to give him some space. The family he’d wanted so much to become a part of disillusioned him. Lanni’s parents were wonderful people, but they wanted to control their lives, and, worse, Lanni couldn’t seem to get dressed in the morning without first checking with her mother. Judd felt the walls close in around him. The baby had helped give Lanni some independence, but not enough.

			
			The day Jennifer Lydia Matthiessen was born would long be counted as the most important of his life. There was nothing in this world that could duplicate the feelings of pride and love when the nurse handed him his newborn daughter. When she became ill, Judd was sick with worry. The doctor bills destroyed their budget and he couldn’t think of any option but to travel to the high-risk jobs that abounded for a man with his experience. And so he’d taken a job in the oil-rich fields of the Middle East. The money had been good, and the challenge was there. He didn’t try to fool himself by thinking that he didn’t miss Lanni and the baby—he did.

			On the trips home, Judd could see how unhappy Lanni was, but she’d only bury her face in his shoulder and beg him not to leave her again. They never talked, at least not the way they should. They were both caught up in acting out a role, pretending there were no problems. So he’d stayed on the oil fields, coming back to Seattle less and less often, avoiding the inevitable. Lanni didn’t understand the reason he’d stayed away, and Judd hadn’t the heart to tell her.

			Judd sighed and pulled the car into the motel parking lot. Turning off the ignition, he thought of the dark night ahead of him.

			

			—

			Lanni waited until Jenny was in bed, sound asleep, before she called her sister’s number.

			“Jade, it’s Lanni.”

			“I’m so glad you phoned,” Jade said with an eager sigh. “I’m dying to find out what happened. What did Judd say about Steve?”

			“You wrote to him.” The words conveyed all the feelings of betrayal Lanni had harbored over the last two hours.

			
			Jade’s voice instantly lost its vivaciousness. “Yes, I wrote, but only because you wouldn’t.”

			At least she didn’t try to lie about it. Lanni was grateful for that. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

			“A hundred times I tried to talk about Judd, but you wouldn’t listen.”

			“I can’t believe that.”

			“I did, Lanni,” she cried. “Remember last weekend while we were at the mall? I asked you then if you were curious about Judd. I asked you, if you had a chance to know where he was, and what he was doing, if you’d want to know. Don’t you remember what you said?”

			Vaguely, Lanni recalled that the conversation had taken place, but the details of it eluded her. “No.”

			“You told me that for all you cared Judd could be rotting in hell.”

			“I wasn’t serious!”

			“At the time it sounded very much like you were. And last Christmas, do you remember how I tried to talk you into making some effort to contact him?”

			That Lanni remembered; she and Jade had exchanged heated words in that disagreement. But Christmases without Judd were always the worst. They’d met during the most festive season of the year. She’d been working part-time at the cosmetics counter of a department store and attending night school, still uncertain about what she wanted to do with her life. Then Judd had swept so unexpectedly into her existence. She’d been so naïve and so easily captivated by his worldliness. They were together every day until…

			
			“Lanni.”

			Jade’s concerned voice broke through the fog of memories.

			“Yes, yes, I’m here. I was just trying to remember…”

			“Judd only wrote a handful of times. I couldn’t refuse him. He loves you and Jenny, and wanted to know how you were—that’s only natural. You wouldn’t write to him, so I had to.”

			The anger dissipated. Lanni hadn’t meant to be cruel when she’d returned Judd’s letters. She couldn’t read his words and keep her mental health at the same time. She wanted him to stop telling her that he loved her and wanted her with him. She didn’t want to read about the exciting places he was living, where the sun was always shining and the white beaches sounded like paradise. He’d left her, walked out on her, and she couldn’t—wouldn’t—forgive him for that.

			“I’m sorry, Lanni. A thousand times I wanted to tell you. Especially when Jenny started asking questions about Judd. If you’d given me a hint that you were interested in contacting him, I would have given you his address.”

			“No.” Slowly Lanni shook her head. “You’re right, I wouldn’t have wanted to know. You did the right thing not to tell me.”

			“Then why do I feel so terrible?” Jade asked.

			“Probably because I came at you like a charging bull. I apologize.”

			“Don’t. I’m relieved that he’s here. Have you decided what you’re going to do about letting him take Jenny?”

			“No,” Lanni answered honestly. Every passing minute made the problem of Judd’s dying father more complex. Judd was right to want to take Jenny. And her apprehensions about the trip were equally strong.

			
			Lanni spoke with her sister a couple of minutes more, then replaced the telephone receiver.

			

			—

			That night when she climbed between the sheets, memories of their first Christmas together crowded the edges of her mind.

			She’d been so much in love with Judd. He’d arrived in Seattle on his way to a job assignment in Alaska and decided to stay a few extra days in order to explore the city. Those days had quickly turned to weeks. They’d met on his second day in town, where Lanni was working in a downtown department store for the holidays.

			Lanni had helped Judd pick out a gift for his boss’s wife, and he’d casually asked her out to dinner in appreciation for the help she’d given him. Lanni had been forced to decline, although her impulse had been to accept his invitation. She was meeting her family that evening for an annual outing of Christmas caroling. As it turned out, Judd joined her and met her family, adding his deep baritone voice with her father’s and uncles’.

			From that first meeting, other dates had followed until they spent every available minute together. Each night it became more and more difficult to send him away.

			Lanni remembered. Oh, sweet heaven, she remembered the night they hadn’t stopped with kissing and touching…

			

			—

			“Lanni, no more.” Judd had pushed himself away from her, leaning back against the sofa in her apartment and inhaling deep breaths in an effort to control his desire.

			
			In vivid detail, Lanni recalled the pain she saw on his face. “I love you,” she whispered urgently. “Oh, Judd, I love you so much, I could die with it.”

			“Lanni,” he begged, “don’t tell me that. Please don’t tell me that.”

			She’d been crushed at his harsh words. She wasn’t a fickle teenager who fell in and out of love at will, but a woman with a woman’s heart, and she was filled with desire for this man.

			“Oh, my sweet Lanni, don’t you know how much I love you?”

			“But…”

			His callused hands had cupped her face and tenderly he’d kissed her, drawing closer and closer to her mouth. Unable to bear this any longer, she removed her sweater, peeling it over her head. Judd had looked stunned. “What are you doing?”

			She’d grinned coyly and kissed the corner of his mouth. “What does it look like?”

			“Lanni!” His eyes were everywhere but on her. “You can’t do that.”

			“Sure I can.”

			Judd got up and stalked to the other side of the room. “This isn’t right.”

			“We love each other,” she countered. This was a night to be remembered. When he discovered that she was a virgin, he’d know how much she treasured what they shared.

			“I do love you.” He moaned, seemingly at odds with himself. “But I won’t do this. Making love with you now isn’t right.”

			“And it would be with another woman?”

			“Yes.”

			
			Lanni supposed she should be shocked and offended, but she wasn’t. “Are you saying that you won’t make love to me?”

			“Yes,” he fairly shouted.

			Smiling, Lanni eliminated the space that separated them and gently placed her hands on his shoulders. Standing on the tips of her toes, she brushed her mouth over his. Judd went rigid and groaned.

			“You didn’t believe me when I said I loved you. I only want to prove to you how much,” she challenged softly.

			“Lanni,” he begged, his voice so low it was barely audible. “Not like this.”

			“I’ve been waiting for you all my life,” she whispered. They had such little time. He was scheduled to fly into Anchorage the day after Christmas. “Can’t you see that what we share is rare and beautiful?”

			Judd tilted his head back and closed his eyes. “Oh, Lanni, you’re making this difficult.”

			“I love you, Judd. Love you, love you, love you. I’m giving you something I’ve never offered another man. What do I have to do to make you accept my gift?”

			He opened his eyes then and lowered his gaze to hers. Passion burned in their dark depths, consuming her with his need. “I’ll take your gift on one condition,” he’d said.

			“Anything.”

			“Marry me, Lanni. Tonight. This minute. I can’t wait for you any longer.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Three

			“Marry you?” Lanni replied softly. “But, Judd, why?”

			From the way he tossed his head back, Lanni suspected he’d dislocated several vertebrae. “The proper response to the question is yes. You’re not supposed to squabble with me. This isn’t the great debate.”

			“But what about your job?”

			“I’ll find one in Seattle. Don’t argue with me, Lanni. We’re in love, and people in love get married.”

			Lanni was enjoying this immeasurably. “People in love do other things.” She cozied up to him, reveling in the feel of her torso rubbing against his firm body.

			“No, they don’t. At least we don’t—won’t—until it’s right.” Before she knew what was happening, he took her sweater from the sofa and pulled it over her head, leaving the knit arms dangling at her sides. “I’m not touching you again until we’re married. And I don’t want to hear any arguments about it, either.” With all the purpose of a federal court judge, he marched to the chair and reached for his jacket. He stuffed his arms inside as though he couldn’t get away from her fast enough. “Well; hurry up,” he barked, when he noticed she hadn’t moved.

			“Where…are we going?”

			“To see your parents to talk about our wedding.”

			“But…”

			“You aren’t going to argue with me, are you?”

			Lanni had the distinct feeling that he wouldn’t hesitate to bite her head off if she did. “No.”

			
			He waved his index finger in her direction. “You better comb your hair, for heaven’s sake. One look at you and your family will know what we’ve been doing.”

			A quick glance in the bathroom mirror confirmed that what he’d said was true. Her hair was mussed, her lips swollen and dewy from his kisses. Her face was flushed, but it beamed with happiness. Her eyes revealed an inner glow that came from loving Judd and being loved by him.

			By the time she rejoined him, he’d taken her coat from the hall closet and held it open for her. “I’d prefer a nice quiet ceremony, but if you want the whole shebang, then that’s fine, too.”

			“I…haven’t given it much thought.”

			“Well, the time is now. You’d better decide.”

			“Judd,” she said, then hesitated, not knowing how to voice her thoughts. She wasn’t even sure she should be saying anything. She wanted to be Judd’s wife. “You…You don’t seem very happy about this.”

			“I’m ecstatic.”

			“I can tell.” She folded her arms across her breasts and proudly shook her head. “I told you before, we don’t need to get married. I’m willing to…”

			“But I’m not.” His brow arched over frowning eyes. His scowling glare defied argument. “Who should I talk to first? Your father?”

			“I…guess.”

			“Well? What are you waiting for?”

			“You mean you want to talk to him now?” She checked her watch. “It’s almost eleven o’clock.”

			
			“Feeling the way I do now, he’ll be pleased that I’ve come to him instead of being here alone with you.”

			“Oh, Judd, am I tempting you?” She placed her hand on his shoulder and gazed lovingly into his dark eyes. “It’s the most heady feeling in the world to know you want me so much.”

			He broke the contact and his index finger flew at her again. “I’m not in any mood for your funny business.”

			“Right.” She swallowed down a giggle, but her gaze sobered when she noticed how serious Judd had become. “I do love you, you know.”

			“I don’t know why, but I’m not going to question it. I want everything you have for me, Lanni: a home, a family—love. I need it all.”

			Lanni needed it, too, although she hadn’t felt it was necessary until that moment.

			Together, braving the cold wind and the uncertainties that faced them, they drove to Lanni’s parents’ home near Tacoma.

			The late-night visit with her family was little short of hilarious. Her mother brought out Christmas cake and coffee, all the while dressed in an old terry-cloth housecoat that was cinched at the waist. When Judd explained the reason for their unexpected appearance, Lanni noticed a silent tear slip from her mother’s eye.

			Her father, on the other hand, sat on the sofa with his legs crossed, nodding now and again, and seemed to have been struck speechless. Eighteen-year-old Jade hid on the top stair outside her bedroom door, not wanting to come down because she had a face mask on.

			After leaving her parents’ place, Judd and Lanni located an all-night diner and sat drinking mugs of spiced hot cider.

			
			“Are you sure you still want to go through with this?” she asked, half expecting Judd to have decided otherwise.

			“I want it now more than ever.” His hand gripped hers as though the simple action linked them together for all time.

			“Then I’ve made a decision.”

			“Okay, let’s hear it.”

			“I want to be married on the first weekend of the new year,” she stated decisively.

			“I don’t want a formal wedding. No bridesmaids, just Jade as my maid of honor, and no organ music. I’m not even sure I want the long flowing gown and veil.”

			He nodded, agreeing with her.

			“At dusk I think, just before the sun sets, when the sky is golden and the stars are outlined in the heavens.”

			“Sundown sounds nice.”

			“Our love is so unexpected and special that I don’t want to be bound by the chains of tradition.”

			“I agree,” he murmured, and smiled softly.

			“I want to be married in a hundred-year-old church on Vashon Island. I’m afraid it may be closed down, so we’ll need to see about having it opened for the wedding.” She paused to hear his reaction, but like her father only minutes before, Judd was speechless. “It’s near the beach,” she elaborated. “My grandmother attended services there nearly all her life. I always loved that old church. I want us to be married there.”

			
			“Anything else?” He looked skeptical.

			“I don’t think so.”

			“A hundred-year-old church that may be closed down?”

			“Right.”

			Judd looked doubtful.

			“Well, what do you think?” She knew it sounded impractical, but she was in love for the first time in her life and everything had to be perfect. She planned to be married only once.

			His expression softened as he raised her fingertips to his mouth and lovingly pressed his lips against them. “All these weeks we’ve been seeing each other, I’ve wondered what it was about you that attracted me so strongly. I’ve known beautiful women in the past, but I’ve never wanted to marry any of them. Listening to your appreciation of the past and your love of beauty helps me to understand why I find you so extraordinary.”

			And so they were married in a tiny church close to a windswept shore as the sun set in the background. The sound of the waves slapping against the pebble beach echoed in the distance as a handful of family and friends formed a half-circle around them. Outside, seagulls soared, their calls merging with the sounds of the water. When Judd slipped the ring on Lanni’s finger, their eyes met and held, and Lanni knew then that she would never know a happiness greater than that moment…

			

			—

			A tear slipped from the corner of Lanni’s eye and rolled down the side of her face, wetting her pillowcase. Somehow things had gone very wrong. Maybe she’d gotten pregnant too soon, she didn’t know. Judd had changed jobs twice within the first year they were married. He seemed to become bored with routine. Then, after Jenny was born, everything had gone wrong.

			
			She recalled the night Jenny was sick with an ear infection and cried incessantly. Helpless to know how to comfort the three-month-old baby, Lanni had walked the bedroom floor, gently holding the baby against her shoulder and patting her tiny back. But nothing she did seemed to quiet her.

			Judd had staggered into the room. “I can’t sleep with you in here. Let me walk her while you try to sleep.”

			“I couldn’t sleep,” she said, and continued pacing. Trying to lighten the mood, she told him something her mother had recently claimed. “We should enjoy these days. It’s said that they’re supposed to be the best times of our lives.”

			Judd had chuckled. “You mean it gets worse?”

			For them it had. Much, much worse.

			

			—

			Her pillowcase was damp before Lanni reached for a tissue from her nightstand and wiped her face. She’d assumed all her tears over Judd had been shed. The power he held to dredge up the past and hurt her was frightening. She couldn’t allow that to continue. Severing the relationship was vital for her emotional well-being. Since he’d been gone, her life had been in limbo. She lived a solitary lifestyle and yet she was bound by invisible chains. Having lived with Judd those first years, she was well aware of his hearty sexual appetite. She couldn’t believe that he had been faithful to her.

			
			The instant flash of pain that shot through her was so fierce and so sudden that Lanni bolted upright. She had to get away from Judd, no matter the price.

			

			—

			The following morning, Jenny woke and came into Lanni’s room. Her eager fingers tugged at the pillow. “Mommy, are you awake?”

			One eyelid reluctantly opened. “Nope.”

			“I’m hungry.”

			It had been almost morning before Lanni had drifted off to sleep. When the alarm had rung, she rolled over and turned it off. Going to the office would be completely unproductive. Her head hurt and her eyes ached from hours of restless tossing.

			“What time is it?” she asked Jenny, unwilling to open her eyes to read the clock.

			Jenny climbed off the bed and raced into the kitchen. In an effort to escape the inevitable, Lanni buried her head under the plump pillow.

			Within seconds Jenny was back. “The big hand is on the eleven and the little hand on the eight.”

			“Okay,” Lanni mumbled. It was nearly eight. Normally Jenny would have been fed and dressed before now and ready for the day-care center. “I’ll get up in a couple of minutes.”

			“Can I have Cap’n Crunch cereal?”

			“Yes,” she mumbled, “but I’ll pour the milk.”

			“When will Daddy be here? He said he was coming back, didn’t he?”

			This time Lanni forced her eyes open. “I don’t know.”

			“But he said…”

			
			“Then he’ll be here.”

			Lanni had spent a sleepless night, trapped in indecision. Judd wanted to take Jenny. She couldn’t let him. The best thing to do would be to hold her ground. It was unreasonable of him to arrive unannounced and ask to take their daughter. And yet, Lanni understood. Judd’s father was dying.

			As the early light of dawn dappled the horizon, before Lanni slept, the questions had become more tangled, the answers more elusive, and the doubts overwhelming.

			Now, sitting upright in the bed, she tossed the blankets aside and stood, glancing at her daughter. “You know what I want to do?”

			“What?” From the way Jenny answered her, Lanni could tell all that interested her daughter at the moment was eating her sugar-coated cereal.

			“Let’s go to the beach,” she suggested, knowing that Jenny loved it as much as she did. “I’ll call the office and tell them I’m not coming in and we’ll escape for the day.”

			“Can I have breakfast first?”

			As Lanni had expected, Jenny was more concerned with her stomach. Lanni followed her into the kitchen and poured the cold milk over her cereal. While Jenny ate, Lanni dressed in faded jeans and a pale pink sweatshirt.

			After making the necessary phone calls and sticking Jenny’s breakfast dishes in the dishwasher, they packed a small lunch.

			Seahurst Park on the shores of Puget Sound was only a short distance from the house. Had she felt more chipper, Lanni could have pedaled her bike to the park, placing Jenny in the child’s seat attached to the rear of the ten-speed. But her eyes burned from her sleepless night and she had no desire to expend unnecessary energy.

			
			They found a parking place in the large lot and carried their lunch down to the pebble beach. The waters of the sound were much too cold for swimming during any season of the year, so they spent the first hour exploring the beach, locating small treasures.

			As her father had done with her as a child, Lanni had given Jenny a love and appreciation for the sea. Barefoot, they walked along the shore. The swelling waves broke against the sand, leaving a creamy trail in their wake. Lanni paused to breathe in the fresh salt-laden air.

			The four-year-old discovered a small seashell to add to her growing collection. Soon a variety of valuables were stored in the plastic bucket. A smooth, shiny rock; a dried piece of kelp; and a broken sand dollar were the rare finds of the morning’s outing.

			“I want to show this to my daddy,” Jenny told her proudly, holding a tiny seashell in her palm.

			Lanni managed to disguise her distress. Jenny had a right to know and love her father, but at what price? Judd would take her for a week or two and then drift out of their lives again. Only heaven knew if he’d ever show up again.

			As an adult, Lanni had trouble dealing emotionally with Judd’s disappearances. If he hurt her, she could just imagine what he would do to Jenny. As Jenny’s mother, she couldn’t allow Judd to hurt their daughter.

			When they returned from the lazy stroll, Lanni noticed a tall male figure silhouetted against the bulkhead, watching them. It didn’t take her long to recognize the man as Judd.

			
			“I thought I’d find you here,” he murmured, joining her. His footsteps joined hers.

			“How’d you know where I’d go?”

			A light but sad smile curved one corner of his mouth. “Whenever anything was wrong between us, you’d go to the beach.”

			“It’s beautiful here. I needed time to think.”

			“Have you decided?”

			Lanni understood his urgency, but this decision was too important to rush. They were talking about the future of their daughter’s life and the memories she would store in her young mind about her father and grandfather.

			“Look what I found!” Jenny’s tightly clenched hand opened to reveal the small pinkish shell in her palm.

			“Did you find it by yourself?”

			Jenny looked up at her mother. “Mommy helped. And see what else.” She lifted the yellow bucket filled with her priceless finds.

			With unexpected patience, Judd sorted through Jenny’s small treasures, commenting on each one. The little girl beamed with pride at the words of praise and soon ran off to play on the swing set.

			Wordlessly, Lanni followed, sitting on a park bench within easy sight of the playground toys.

			Judd claimed the seat, settling his lanky build beside her. “You look like hell.”

			“Thanks.” Her eyes narrowed into slits and she bit back a more caustic reply. He was probably right. She hadn’t bothered to do anything more than run a brush through her hair.

			
			“When was the last time you had anything to eat?”

			She shrugged and added, her tone waspish, “I had a dinner date last night, but unfortunately that was interrupted.” She could feel Judd grow tense and experienced a small sense of triumph. But almost immediately she felt guilty for baiting him. They were playing the games they always did after one of his long absences.

			“I didn’t mean that to sound the way it did,” she whispered.

			“Sure you did, Lanni, but don’t worry. I don’t plan to stick around long enough to interfere with any more of your dates.”

			“I didn’t imagine you would.”

			“All I want is my daughter, and then I’ll be on my way.”

			She was silent for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was soft and strained. “I didn’t sleep much last night,” she admitted. “Memories kept me awake, forcing me to face how I felt. I haven’t wanted to do that these last couple of years.”

			“Lanni—”

			“No, please, let me finish,” she whispered. “I loved you, Judd, really loved you. I don’t know what went wrong. A thousand times I’ve gone over our marriage and…”

			“Nothing went wrong.”

			Her teeth bit unmercifully into the skin on the inside of her cheek. “You left me and Jenny, walked out the door without so much as a backward glance. Something was very wrong. You said yesterday that I suffocated you. I didn’t know that…I honestly never knew that.”

			
			“It was wrong in the beginning.”

			“It wasn’t,” she contradicted. “You can’t have forgotten how good it was with us. That first year was—”

			“The happiest of my life.”

			“Then Jenny was born and—” She stopped abruptly in midsentence, her eyes widening. “You didn’t want the baby?” She’d had a miserable pregnancy, but Judd had been marvelous. He’d taken the Lamaze classes with her and had been loving and supportive the entire nine months. Maybe it was because he had been so caring and gentle with her that Lanni had been unable to recognize the root of their problems. Not once had she suspected that Jenny was the beginning of their troubles.

			“I wanted children.” His eyes burned into hers, defying her to deny it. “You can’t doubt that.”

			Remembering the day Jenny was born and the emotion she’d witnessed on Judd’s proud face, she realized he couldn’t be lying. “Those first months after she was born weren’t easy on you.”

			“They weren’t easy on either of us,” he returned gruffly. “I didn’t know one baby could cry so much.”

			“She was colicky.”

			“I know. I was there.”

			Lanni dropped her gaze. “But only part of the time.”

			Jenny was less than six months old when Judd left the first time. Lanni had felt like a zombie by the time he returned. Day in and day out she was alone with the baby, cut off from the world. If it hadn’t been for her parents, Lanni was convinced she would have gone crazy. She and Judd were new to the neighborhood, and Lanni hadn’t met any of the other mothers. The only adult contact she had during those long, miserable weeks had been her parents and Jade.

			
			“Right,” Judd echoed. “I was only there part of the time.”

			The silence stretched between them, heavy and oppressive. Her heart pounded wildly in her ears and she stared at him for several long seconds before she was able to continue. “All night I thought about when you left. I…I drove you away, didn’t I? I never let you know what I was feeling, holding it all inside until…until…”

			“Lanni, no.” His hand took hers, squeezing her fingers so hard that they ached. “Stop trying to blame yourself. It’s me who was wrong. I should never have asked you to share my life. Not when I knew all along that I was all wrong for you.”

			“You told me once you found the walls closing in around you. You tried to tell me, but I didn’t understand.”

			“Stop blaming yourself.” Judd’s response was instantaneous and sharp. “It was both of us. We were young and immature.”

			She held her chin at a regal angle, refusing to expose the doubts and agonies she’d endured. “But you left anyway.”

			His eyes revealed the struggle he waged within himself. “I saw you hold back the tears and I hated what I was doing to you and the baby. I never wanted anything to work more than my life with you. I tried, Lanni, you know I tried.”

			“We’ve been through all this before,” she whispered, hardly able to find her voice. “It doesn’t do any good to drag it up again. At least for us it doesn’t. The arguments have already been said.”

			
			“Mommy, Daddy, look,” Jenny shouted, her shrill voice filled with glee. An older child stood behind the little girl, pushing the swing. Jenny’s short legs eagerly pumped in and out She leaned back as far as her hands would allow and pointed her toes at the sky, straining to reach higher and higher.

			“Jenny,” Lanni said, coming to her feet. “That’s enough.”

			“I want to go real high.”

			“Jenny, no…” Terror rose in her throat, strangling off her reply as the swing rose steadily until the chain buckled, swerved, and tossed the little girl to the ground.

			“Oh no.” For a paralyzing second Lanni couldn’t move.

			“Jenny.” Judd’s own voice revealed his silent terror.

			The child lay prone on the sand, holding her stomach and kicking her stubby legs.

			Judd moved first, reaching Jenny before Lanni. He bent over the child, his face devoid of color. “She’s had the wind knocked out of her.”

			“Do something,” Lanni pleaded. “She can’t breathe.”

			“She will in a minute.”

			But Judd’s assurances didn’t ease Lanni’s fear. Her fingers bit into his shoulder until Jenny sucked in a gulp of air and let out a horrifying cry. Judd picked Jenny up and handed her to Lanni. Sitting in the sand, she held the child to her shoulder and gently rocked back and forth, trying to comfort her. Lanni was trembling so hard that she felt faint for a moment.

			“She’ll be all right.”

			Judd’s words barely registered above Jenny’s frantic cries, which gained volume with every breath she inhaled. Gradually her cries subsided into giant hiccupping sobs.

			
			Carefully coming to a stand, Lanni carried her over to the park bench where she’d been sitting. With the little girl in her lap, she brushed the hair from her small temple, searching for evidence of any further injuries. “Tell me where it hurts.”

			The child shook her head, not wanting to talk.

			Standing above them, Judd’s face was pinched into a tight frown.

			“This is all your fault,” she cried, barely recognizing how unreasonable she sounded. It didn’t matter. None of it did. Jenny was her daughter. Judd was the one who left them. “Go away.” Her voice was high and scratchy.

			“Lanni—”

			“Just go away,” she cried. “I don’t want you here.”

			Judd was as shaken as Lanni. He’d seen Jenny go toppling off the swing and his heart had stopped. Pausing, he raked his fingers through his hair. “Listen, I’ll go down by the beach.” She may be acting unreasonably, but he understood. Lanni had her face buried near Jenny’s shoulder and refused to look at him. “I’ll be on the beach,” he repeated.

			Still she didn’t answer. Hesistantly, he walked away. He wanted to slam his fist against the rock wall and welcome the release of pain.

			Sand filled his shoes, but he continued walking. If Lanni claimed she’d been up half the night remembering, it didn’t surprise him. He’d been up most of the night as well. That final horrible scene when he’d left two years ago had played back in his mind again and again.

			Lanni had delivered her ultimatum: Either he stay in Seattle or they were through. Judd recognized at the time he had no choice. He loved her, wanted her with him, and she’d refused. He’d walked out the door. He remembered the pain etched so deeply in her soft features. For nearly eighteen months she’d clung to him, begged him not to leave her again. This time she hadn’t. With a calm he hardly recognized in his wife, Lanni had told him to choose. The most difficult thing he’d done in his life was walk away from her that day. The sounds of laughter filled the park as Lanni watched Judd walk away from her. Jenny’s painful cries faded to a mere whimper and Lanni regained control of her fragile emotions. She continued to hold her daughter, but her gaze followed Judd’s dejected figure as he meandered along the shore, his hands stuffed inside the pockets of his jeans. A brisk wind buffeted against him, plastering his shirt to his torso.

			
			Lanni had been completely unreasonable to shout at him. It was no more his fault than hers. The frustration of the moment had gotten to her and she’d lashed out at Judd, wanting to blame him for the troubles of the world. That was the crux of the problem with their relationship. They each struck out at the other, hurting each other.

			“How do you feel?” she asked Jenny.

			She squirmed off her lap. “I want Daddy.”

			Lanni let her go and sat motionless as the small child climbed over the bulkhead and down onto the sandy beach. Her small arms swung at her sides as she rushed to join her father. Judd apparently didn’t see her coming and hesitated when her hand reached for his. He went down on one knee and wrapped both arms around the child. Lanni felt the strings on her heart yanked in two different directions. Her throat muscles were so tight she felt as if she were being strangled.

			
			Tilting her head toward the sun, she closed her eyes. She prayed for wisdom; she didn’t know what to do. In all the time she’d raised Jenny, alone, with only her parents and her sister for help, she’d never faced a more difficult dilemma.

			When she straightened, she noticed Judd and Jenny walking toward her. Jenny’s hand was linked with her father’s.

			“Feel better?” he asked Lanni softly.

			After watching Judd with their daughter, she whispered her apology. “I’m sorry. You weren’t to blame for what happened any more than I was. Accidents happen.”

			Judd sat down beside her. “I understand. You were angry for all the other times Jenny’s been hurt and I haven’t been here.”

			She nodded, accepting his explanation. She hadn’t realized it herself.

			“We need to talk about Jenny.” He forced the subject that she’d been avoiding from the moment he’d discovered her at the park.

			“I…know.”

			“Have you decided?” Pride stiffened her shoulders. He wouldn’t take Jenny without her permission. Nor would he plead with her. This was the only request he’d made of her since leaving.

			“I can’t let you take Jenny alone.”

			He offered the only other solution. “Then come with me.”

			“I’ll only do that on one condition.”

			“Name it.”

			Boldly, her eyes met his. “I want you to sign the divorce papers.”
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			“What’s a divorce?” Jenny wanted to know, glancing from one parent to another.

			“An agreement,” Judd answered patiently, his gaze lowering briefly to his daughter’s before rising to pin Lanni’s. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. He’d carried the papers with him for two years. He hadn’t wanted a divorce, but she’d given him no option. He supposed he should have prepared himself for the inevitable. Yet he was amazed at the fierce regret that ravaged him.

			Divorce.

			How final that ugly word sounded. His inclination was to agree and be done with it if that was what she sincerely wanted. But he’d seen that milquetoast agent she’d been dating and had disliked him instantly. Steve Delaney wasn’t near man enough for a woman like Lanni.

			“Well?” she prodded.

			“Fine, I’ll sign the papers.”

			At the sound of his words, Lanni felt almost as if a weight had settled on her shoulders. Surprised, she wondered why she was reacting so negatively. She should be glad that it was nearly over. At last she could cut herself free of the invisible bonds that tied her to Judd and make a new life for herself and Jenny.

			It was apparent that if it wasn’t for his father, Judd wouldn’t be here now. He hadn’t intended to come back. He hadn’t returned because he wanted to be with her and Jenny. Basically nothing had changed between them. He hadn’t given her an argument when she demanded he sign the divorce papers. He’d revealed no hesitation. From his reaction, Lanni could only assume that he wanted the divorce as much as she did.

			
			Judd reached down and lifted Jenny into his arms. The little girl looped hers around his neck and smiled. “I’m glad you’re my daddy.”

			“So am I, sweetheart.”

			“We’re going on a long trip,” Judd was saying to Jenny.

			“To see your daddy?”

			Judd’s thick brows darted upward to show mild surprise.

			“That’s right.”

			“Where does your daddy live?”

			“In Montana.”

			“Mon-tan-a,” Jenny repeated carefully. “Does he have whiskers, too?”

			Judd threw back his head and laughed. “Yes.”

			Jenny grinned. “Is Mommy coming?”

			Judd responded with a sharp nod. “She’ll be with us.”

			“Good,” Jenny proclaimed, and lowered her head to Judd’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here,” she murmured on the tail end of a long yawn.

			“It’s almost her nap time,” Lanni said softly. “I’ll take her home and make the necessary arrangements while she’s asleep. When do you want to leave?”

			“First thing tomorrow morning.” His hand gently patted Jenny’s back.

			“I may need more time than that.” Her mind scanned the calendar on her desk. Summers were the busiest time for real estate agents. Most families preferred to make a move during the vacation months of June, July, and August, to avoid uprooting children during the school year.

			
			“We leave tomorrow.”

			Judd’s words broke into her thoughts and she bristled. He must realize she had responsibilities. She couldn’t just walk away from everything because he was in an all-fired rush.

			Resentment simmered within Lanni. As he had all his life, Judd expected her to walk away from her responsibilities. “I said I’ll do my best to be ready by tomorrow. But I can’t and won’t make any promises.”

			“Listen, Lanni, I don’t know what Stuart’s condition is, but he wouldn’t have written if he wasn’t bad. I haven’t got time to waste sitting around here while you rearrange your dating schedule.”

			Dating schedule. Lanni fumed as they marched to the parking lot. Judd had some perverse notion that she’d been playing the role of a swinging single since he’d been gone. Well, fine, she’d let him think exactly that. In two years the only man she’d ever dated was Steve, and that had been only within the last three months.

			Judd followed her to her car, slipping a droopy-eyed Jenny inside the child’s protective car seat while Lanni waited silently. The little girl’s head rolled to one side as she was strapped into place. If she wasn’t already asleep, she would be soon. As silently as possible, Judd closed the car door.

			Then, defying everything she’d told herself on the long hike to the car, Lanni turned to him, her hands braced against her hips. “I’ll have you know that the only man I’ve dated since the minute you walked out the door is Steve Delaney, and I resent your implying otherwise.”

			
			Despite the outrage flashing from her cool, dark eyes, Judd grinned. He’d always known Lanni had spunk. He hadn’t meant to suggest anything and realized how offended she was. “I know. I didn’t mean anything,” he said, and sighed. “I’m worried about Stuart.”

			Lanni’s indignation vanished as quickly as it had come. “I’ll do everything I can to be ready so we can leave on schedule.”

			“I’m counting on it.” He hedged, needing to say something more and not sure how to do it without the words getting in the way. “I appreciate this, Lanni. I’ll sign those papers you want and we can both go about our lives in peace. I’m sorry it turned out like this. I never was the right man for you.”

			“It was my fault,” she whispered, the emotion blocking her throat. “I was the wrong type of woman for you.”

			“It’s over, so let’s quit blaming ourselves.”

			“All right,” she agreed, her eyes burning bright with unshed tears. Part of her had hoped Judd didn’t want to make their separation final and that he’d suggest they wait and give themselves another chance. She’d asked for the divorce, demanded that he sign the papers, but deep down, Lanni had held on to the belief that he loved her enough to change and make everything right between them again. What a romantic fool she was.

			“I’ll pick you and Jenny up around six tomorrow morning, unless I hear otherwise.”

			“We’ll be ready,” Lanni told him, climbing inside the driver’s seat of the SUV. Judd remained standing in the parking lot. Lanni watched from her rearview mirror, his figure growing smaller and smaller.

			
			Once home, and with Jenny securely tucked in bed for her nap, Lanni sat at the kitchen table, her hands cupping a mug of hot coffee. So it would soon be over.

			Lanni knew her parents would be relieved for her sake. They liked Judd but had been witnesses to the turmoil he had brought into all their lives. After Judd left, they’d been wonderfully supportive. Lanni was grateful, but she was concerned that her problems caused her parents to worry. As luck would have it, they were vacationing in California this month and they need never know about Lanni and Jenny leaving with Judd.

			With a determined effort, Lanni forced herself to deal with the necessities of this trip. She reached for a pen and paper to make a list of people she needed to contact and appointments that would need to be rescheduled. The house was silent, almost eerie. She paused and set the pencil aside. Her heart ached. She felt as if she were dying on the inside—never had she been more lonely.

			Her hand was on her phone before she could stop herself from contacting Jade.

			“Mr. Boynton’s office,” came Jade’s efficient-sounding voice.

			“I need to talk to you,” Lanni announced starkly, her voice tight with emotion.

			“Lanni? What’s wrong?”

			“I’m…leaving with Judd and Jenny in the morning to visit his father.”

			“But that’s nothing to be upset about,” Jade offered enthusiastically. “In fact, it just might be that all you two need is some time together. I’ve tried to stay out of it, but honestly, Lanni, I’m just not any good at biting my tongue. You love Judd, you always have—”

			
			“We’re going through with the divorce,” Lanni cut in sharply, biting into the corner of her bottom lip.

			“What?” For once, Jade was nearly speechless.

			“It’s what we both want.”

			“It isn’t what either of you want—even I can see that and I know zilch about love. Lanni, for heaven’s sake, don’t do something you’ll regret the rest of your life,” she pleaded.

			“Jade, please, I only phoned to let you know that I’m leaving with Judd. Jenny and I shouldn’t be gone any longer than two weeks. Can you pick up my mail and water the houseplants once or twice?”

			“Of course, but…” Jade hesitated. “Can you hold on a minute?”

			“Sure.”

			“Lanni,” she said when she came back on the phone, “listen, I’ve got to go. I’ll stop by on my way home from work and we can talk this out.”

			Almost immediately the line was disconnected. From past experience, Lanni knew how much Jade’s boss frowned upon his employees using the office phone for personal calls.

			While Jenny slept, Lanni used the time to make the necessary arrangements for this trip with Judd. When she contacted the office, Steve was unavailable, but she left a message for him, asking that he phone her when convenient. She wasn’t sure Steve would be pleased when she told him she was going with Judd. Lanni realized her fellow worker could be persuasive when he wanted to be.

			The washer and dryer were both in full operation and suitcases had been brought up from the basement by the time Jade arrived late that afternoon. Jenny was playing at the neighbor’s.

			
			“Hi,” Jade said, entering the kitchen. “You aren’t really going through with this, are you?”

			Lanni glanced up from inside the refrigerator. Perishables lined the countertop. “Through with what? Traveling with Judd, or the divorce?”

			“The divorce.”

			Lanni set a head of cabbage on the counter. “It’s not open for discussion.”

			“It’s just that I feel so strongly that you’re doing the wrong thing.”

			“Jade,” Lanni said fiercely. “I don’t want to hear it. It’s done. We’ve agreed and that’s all there is to it.”

			Suspiciously, Jade eyed the eggs, leftover spaghetti, and a loaf of bread on the counter. “Fine, but either you’ve just recently discovered food or that’s one disastrous omelet you’re cooking.”

			“This is for you.”

			“Me?” Jade slapped her hand against her chest. “Hey, I know you’re upset, but that isn’t any reason to sabotage my diet.”

			“I’m not,” Lanni said, smiling despite herself. “These will only spoil while we’re gone, so I’m sending them home with you.”

			Jade reached for a pickle, munching on the end of it. “I am pleased about one thing, however. You need this time with Judd.”

			“It isn’t exactly a vacation, you know.”

			“I do, but I’ve always thought that all you two needed—”

			“Jade! Stop it! I’m going with Judd for one reason and one reason only.”

			
			“Sure you are,” Jade said, batting her long lashes provocatively. “But if things happen between you two while you’re away, I won’t be surprised. Not me. Not one little bit.”

			Deciding the best thing she could do was ignore her sister’s antics, Lanni set a package of luncheon meat on the counter. “Wrong again. Nothing’s going to happen, because I won’t let it.”

			Her phone rang and Lanni reached for it, hoping it was Steve. It took her a couple of minutes to inform the caller that she wasn’t interested in having her carpet cleaned.

			“I haven’t talked to Steve,” Lanni said, disconnecting.

			“Don’t,” Jade said sharply.

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“It’s none of his business, Lanni. He’s good-looking and smooth and as stable as the Rock of Gibraltar, but he isn’t for you. Judd is.”

			“Get your head out of the clouds,” Lanni barked, snapping at her sister. “My marriage was over a long time ago. Nothing’s left but a thin shell.” And shattered illusions, she added silently. “Judd may love me in his own way, but it isn’t enough to repair the damage to our marriage. We’re both adult enough to realize that.”

			“But—”

			“There aren’t any buts about it. We both want out of this farce of a marriage, and as soon as possible.”

			“But you’re leaving with him.”

			“Yes.”

			“That has to mean something,” Jade argued.

			“It means nothing. Nothing,” she repeated, more for her own benefit than Jade’s.

			

			—

			
			The following morning, at 6:00 a.m., Judd parked the SUV in front of the house. He dreaded this trip, every mile of it. He didn’t know what to expect once he arrived in Twin Deer. For all he knew, Stuart could already be dead. But confronting his father was the least of his worries. Little could alter the problems in that relationship. His real concern was this time with Lanni and Jenny. It wouldn’t be easy being close to them. Having them constantly at his side was bound to make him yearn for the way things used to be. How easy it would be to hold Lanni in his arms again. But it wouldn’t be right—she wanted this divorce. For that matter, he should have done something to give her her freedom long before now.

			Judd climbed out of the vehicle and walked around the back, opening the tailgate to make room for Lanni’s and Jenny’s luggage. When he finished shuffling his gear, he glanced up to discover Lanni standing on the front porch, watching him.

			“Are you ready?”

			She nodded, seeming to feel some of the heaviness that weighted his heart.

			“I brought the divorce papers with me. Do you want me to sign them now?” he asked.

			Lanni hedged, then remembered the times Steve had told her that the divorce was necessary for the emotional healing to take place. More than any other time since Judd left, Lanni yearned to be whole again. “Maybe you’d better,” she murmured sadly.

			
			Judd followed her into the house. “Have you got a pen?”

			“Don’t you want to read it first?”

			He shook his head. “I can’t see the point. Whatever you want is fine.”

			“But—“

			“I told you I’d sign them. Arguing over the finer points now isn’t going to change anything.”

			Reluctantly, Lanni handed him the ballpoint pen.

			Leaning over the desk, Judd flipped the pages until he located the necessary place for his signature. He signed his name on the dotted line. “There,” he said, handing her both the document and the pen. “What next?”

			“I…I don’t know,” Lanni admitted. “I’ll deal with it once we get back. Is that all right with you?”

			“Whatever you want.” He didn’t sound concerned either way. He’d kept his part of the bargain, just as she was keeping hers.

			Jenny wandered out from the hallway, her small hands fumbling with the buttons of her printed cotton coveralls. “I need help.”

			“I’ll get them,” Lanni offered, grateful for an excuse to move away from Judd and break the awkwardness of the moment.

			“I already had breakfast,” Jenny announced to her father. “Cap’n Crunch cereal is my favorite, but Mommy only lets me have that sometimes. I ate Cap’n Crunch today.”

			Judd grinned, his gaze skipping from Jenny to Lanni. “Dressed and already eaten breakfast. You always were well organized.”

			“I try to be,” she said, striving for a light tone.

			“Then let’s hit the road.” He lifted the two large suitcases from the living room floor.

			
			“I’ll lock up.”

			By the time she’d reached the SUV, Judd had taken Jenny’s car seat from Lanni’s car and positioned it in the backseat of his. Jenny had climbed aboard and was strapped into place. With the morning paper tucked under one arm, a thermos filled with coffee in the other, plus her purse and a small traveling bag, Lanni joined them.

			Judd sat in the front seat, his hands on the wheel. “Ready?”

			“Ready,” she concurred, snapping her seatbelt into place. As ready as she would ever be.

			Judd started the SUV and pulled onto the street. A road map rested on the seat between them. This trip wasn’t going to be easy, Lanni mused. Deafening silence filled the car. Jenny played quietly with Betsy, her doll, content for the moment.

			Lanni’s mind flirted with some way of starting a conversation. They couldn’t discuss the past. That was filled with too many regrets. They had no future. The divorce papers were signed, and as soon as they returned, she’d take the necessary steps to terminate their marriage. The only suitable topic for discussion was the present, and that, too, presented problems.

			“I told the office I wouldn’t be gone more than a couple of weeks.”

			“That should be more than enough time,” Judd said, concentrating on the freeway stretched out in front of him. They hadn’t been on the road ten minutes and already Lanni was making it sound like she couldn’t wait to get back. His mouth tightened with impatience. He hadn’t asked her about Steve Delaney, and he wondered how much her relationship with the other man had prompted her to press the issue of the divorce.

			
			Lanni saw the way Judd’s lips thinned and tried to explain. “I simply can’t stay any longer. As it is I’m having another agent fill in for me, which doubles her workload. I don’t like doing that and wouldn’t if it wasn’t necessary. I mean…” She paused, realizing she was rambling.

			“It’s all right, Lanni. I understand.”

			But she wondered if he really did.

			For the first hour Jenny’s excited chatter filled the silence. She asked a hundred questions, her curious mind working double time, Lanni was astonished at the patience Judd revealed. He answered each question thoroughly and in terms young Jenny could easily understand.

			Lanni gleaned information as well. The trip would take the better part of three days, which meant they’d spend two nights on the road. Sleeping arrangements would need to be discussed soon. Not a thrilling subject, but one they’d face at his father’s house as well. Surely Judd realized she had no intention of sharing his bed. Not for appearance’s sake, convenience, or any other reason. Her face grew warm at the realization that she feared her reactions to Judd, should he try to make love to her. Heaven knew they’d never had any problems in bed. If anything…She shook her head sharply, causing Judd to look at her.

			“Are you too warm?”

			“I’m fine, thanks.”

			

			—

			They stopped for a break on the top of Snoqualmie Pass. Jenny claimed she was hungry again, and since Judd hadn’t eaten breakfast, they found a restaurant. Lanni rarely ate anything in the morning, but Judd talked her into tasting something. Rather than argue, she ordered eggs, convinced it was a waste of good food. But to her surprise, she was hungry and cleaned her plate.

			
			Judd noticed and shared a warm smile with her. “Jade thinks a strong wind is going to blow you away.”

			“Did she suggest you fatten me up?” That sounded like something Jade would say.

			“As a matter of fact, she did.” One side of his mouth twitched upward. “But not with food.”

			Lanni’s cheeks filled with hot color. She had never realized what an interfering troublemaker her younger sister could be. She still couldn’t believe the gall of such a remark. “When did you two talk?” After she’d learned about Jade and Judd’s communications, little would surprise her.

			“Last night. I took her to dinner.”

			A tiny pain pricked her heart. Jealous over her own sister. Ridiculous. Insane. Childish.

			“She wanted to talk to me about Steve,” Judd explained.

			“Steve Delaney is none of your business,” Lanni returned tartly, furious with Jade and even more so with Judd.

			“We’re married; I’d say your relationship with him concerns me.”

			“Were married,” Lanni whispered fiercely. “Those divorce papers are signed.”

			“Signed, yes, but not filed.”

			“They will be the minute I get back to Seattle.”

			
			“Then so be it, but until they are, you’d do well to remember you’re my wife and Jenny will always be my daughter.”

			With trembling fingers, Lanni wiped the corners of her mouth with a napkin and reached for her coffee, lowering her gaze. She’d promised herself that she would do anything to avoid arguing with Judd, yet here they were, not fifty miles from home and already going for each other’s throats. “I imagine Steve wasn’t the only thing my sister wanted to discuss,” she said, striving for a lighter tone.

			Judd hesitated, but figured Lanni knew her sister as well as he did. “She thinks we should get back together again.” His eyes studied her, watching for a sign, anything that would tell him her feelings. Years ago Lanni’s eyes had been as readable as a first-grade primer. No longer. She’d learned to school her emotions well. He found her expression blank, and experienced a sense of regret. Her eyes weren’t the only thing that had changed. The picture he’d carried in his mind did her little justice. Maturity had perfected her beauty. It astonished him that it had taken another man this long to discover her. On the tail end of that thought came another: Lanni wouldn’t have encouraged a relationship. He was convinced she’d shunned male interest; Jade had confirmed that. Not because Lanni carried any great hope he’d be back, Judd realized, but because she wasn’t free to do so. He believed her when she claimed Steve was the first man she’d dated in two years.

			“A reconciliation isn’t what either of us wants,” she said, raising the coffee cup to her lips.

			“Right,” he agreed. “It didn’t work once. It won’t work again.” No one knew this better than Judd. But being with Lanni and Jenny was seductive. He’d spent less than half a day in their company and already his mind was devising methods of remaining close to them. He loved his daughter—she was a delight.

			
			Just being with Jenny made him realize how much he was missing. The thought produced another: He couldn’t be close to Jenny without being near Lanni. Seeing her with Steve was something he’d never be able to tolerate. Lanni deserved her freedom and the right to find happiness. When this business with Stuart was over, he’d head back to Mexico or Alaska or maybe the Middle East again. The farther away he was, the better it would be for everyone involved.

			Jenny slept after breakfast, long enough not to require her usual nap. But by the middle of the afternoon, she was whiny and bored. Lanni did her best to keep the little girl occupied, reading to her and inventing games. Judd did what he could by making frequent stops, granting the child the opportunity to stretch her legs. By dinnertime all three were exhausted.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever realized what a handful one little girl could be,” Judd commented, pulling into a parking spot in front of a restaurant outside of Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. It was only midafternoon, but they were all exhausted and ready to call it a day.

			“I’ve tried not to spoil her,” Lanni said, somewhat defensively.

			Judd’s hand compressed around the steering wheel. “I didn’t mean to suggest that.”

			“Judd, listen—”

			“Lanni—”

			They spoke simultaneously, paused, then laughed thinly.

			
			“I think we’re as tired as Jenny. I’ve been up since before five,” Lanni admitted.

			“Me, too.” A gentle smile tugged at his mouth. “Let’s get something to eat and find a motel.”

			“That sounds like an excellent idea.”

			Lanni felt much better after a meal, although they’d made three stops previously for munchies. She took Jenny into the ladies’ room while Judd paid the bill, joining him at the SUV.

			“The cashier suggested a motel a couple of miles from here.” Her eyes avoided his as he opened her car door. Doubts grew in Lanni’s mind as Judd placed Jenny in her car seat, then joined her in the front of the SUV before starting the engine. She should say something about their sleeping arrangements, but she didn’t want to seem like a prude. Nor did she wish to make an issue over the subject. Judd wasn’t dense. He knew the score.

			Lakeside Motel was situated on the sandy shores of Lake Coeur d’Alene and, as the cashier had said, was only a few miles from the restaurant. A paved walkway led down to the water’s edge. Lanni got Jenny out of the SUV and walked down to the lake while Judd was in the motel office, booking their room. He joined her a few minutes later.

			“I got us a room with two double beds?” He made the statement into a question.

			“That’ll be fine. I’ll sleep with Jenny.” Lanni wanted to bite back the words the minute they’d slid from her mouth. Naturally she’d sleep with Jenny. To cover her embarrassment, she stood and followed Judd back to the motel.

			
			Instantly, Jenny spied the crystal-clear waters of the motel pool. “Can we go swimming?”

			“We’ll see,” Lanni told her daughter. The comment was a mother’s standby.

			The room was clean and cool. Two freshly made double beds dominated the interior. Judd carried in their luggage, and Jenny automatically dug through hers, searching for her swimsuit. Lanni felt as if she had less energy than a rag doll, but she helped Jenny change clothes.

			“I’ll take her to the pool,” Judd offered. “You look like you’re about to collapse.”

			“We’ll both go,” Lanni compromised. “I can lounge on one of the chairs. All I ask is that you wear her out, otherwise no one’s going to get any sleep tonight.” From past experience, Lanni knew that once Jenny became this hyperactive, she wouldn’t fall asleep easily. All afternoon, the little girl had been acting like a coiled spring. Now she was beyond the stage of being tired.

			Father and daughter splashed gleefully in the cool water of the kidney-shaped pool. Jenny swam like a fish. She’d taken lessons since she was two years old and had no fear of water. Judd was amazed at her ability and, encouraged by his enthusiasm, Jenny outdid herself, diving from the side of the pool into his arms and swimming underwater like a miniature dolphin.

			The sun was setting by the time the two finished romping in the water. The evening was glorious, the limitless pink sky filled with the promise of another glorious day. A gentle, sweet-smelling breeze blew off the lake.

			
			“I’ll want to get an early start in the morning,” Judd said, drying his face with the thick towel. Lanni purposely avoided looking at his lean, muscular body.

			She nodded her agreement. “You don’t need to worry about me. I’m tired enough to sleep now.”

			“I don’t want to go to bed,” Jenny said, yawning.

			Judd picked her up and carried her back to their room. “You’re so tired now you can barely keep your eyes open,” he told her softly.

			“I’m not sleepy,” Jenny argued.

			“But your mommy is, so can you lie still and be real quiet for her?”

			Reluctantly, Jenny nodded.

			Lanni gave Jenny a bath, and tucked her into the bed, lying beside her on top of the bedspread until she was convinced the little girl was asleep. It took only a matter of minutes. Relieved, she momentarily closed her eyes. Judd was using the bathroom. She’d have a turn when he was finished. But the next thing she knew he was shaking her gently awake, suggesting she climb under the covers.

			Bolting upright, Lanni was shocked to find that it was hours later. “Why didn’t you wake me?” she asked him lightly. He sat in the middle of the other bed, leaning against the headboard. His long legs were crossed at the ankles. It took her a moment to realize he wore pajama bottoms; the top half of his torso was bare. Pajamas were a concession on his part, and one for which she was grateful.

			“You’ll note that I did wake you.”

			“Right.” She paused to rub the sleep from her eyes. “I think I’ll take a bath,” she said to no one in particular.

			
			Judd had assumed, after his shower, that he’d fall directly asleep just as Lanni and Jenny had done. He’d been quiet when he came back into the room and smiled gently at the two sleeping figures. He’d even covered Lanni with a blanket. But he hadn’t slept. He couldn’t. Just watching the two of them had occupied his eyes and his mind. For the first time in years, he’d experienced a craving for a cigarette. He’d quit smoking five years ago.

			Lanni slept on her side, the folds of her blouse edging up and revealing a patch of her smooth stomach. The pulling buttons left a gap open in the front of her blouse so that he could see the edges of her bra. He diverted his gaze to the blank television screen. Until Jenny was born, she’d worried that her breasts were too small. Then she’d nursed the baby and had been thrilled with their increased size. Judd had never been overly concerned. Her breasts were simply a part of this woman he loved. A wonderful, erotic part of her. Now he’d caught a glimpse of her bra and discovered it had the power to arouse him. It was a shock. If this was the way he was going to react, then it was a good thing she hadn’t gone swimming. Heaven only knew what would happen when he caught sight of her in a bathing suit.

			Expelling his breath, he bunched up the pillow and slammed his head against it. He’d ignore her and go to sleep. Instead, a vision of Lanni sitting in the tub of warm water formed in his mind. His throat grew dry as he remembered how readily she responded to his touch. Judd groaned inwardly. Drums pounded in his head. He was a disciplined man. All he needed to do was find something else on which to center his thoughts. The dryness in his throat extended to his mouth and his lips.

			
			“Judd,” Lanni called softly.

			He bolted upright. “Yes?”

			“I can’t seem to find a towel.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Five

			“No towel,” Judd repeated. The drums in his head pounded stronger and louder.

			“It was silly of me not to have noticed.” Lanni had stood for several minutes assessing her situation before saying anything, and now she was shivering with cold.

			Judd paused, glancing around him. “There’s probably something around here.” For a panicked second, he actually considered ripping the bedspread off the bed and handing her that. Anything that would keep that scrumptious body of hers from his gaze. He was having enough trouble taming his imagination as it was. When his frantic thoughts finally jelled, he patiently searched the room and discovered a fresh supply of towels on the vanity outside the bathroom.

			The door opened a crack. “Any luck?”

			Judd’s gaze was everywhere but on Lanni. “Here.” He stretched out his arm and gave her the towel.

			Gratefully, Lanni accepted it. “Thank you.”

			“In the future, think,” he snapped. Being with her the next couple of weeks was going to be bad enough without her creating situations like this. He stalked into the other room and reached for his pants. He had to get out of the motel room. Already the need for a cigarette had multiplied a hundredfold. There were only so many temptations a man could be expected to handle at one time. Lanni, dressed in a nightgown, was one more than he had the strength to deal with now.

			He’d just finished tucking his shirt inside his waistband when she appeared.

			
			“Are…Are you going someplace?” she asked in a small voice. She made busywork of stroking the brush through her hair, unable to disguise her surprised dismay.

			“What does it look like?” He deliberately refused to turn around and face her. “I’ll be back in a while. Don’t wait up for me.”

			Feigning a complete lack of concern, Lanni pulled back the bedspread and climbed between the clean sheets. “Don’t worry, I won’t,” she murmured testily, furious at her inability to cloak her disheartenment. “I wouldn’t dream of wasting my time on such a futile effort.”

			An argument was brewing. Judd could feel the static electricity in the air. The sooner he left, the better it would be for both of them. He opened the door and stalked outside. The night air felt cool against his heated face. He slipped his hands inside the pockets of his weather-worn jeans, walking purposely forward, unsure of his destination. His only thought was that he had to get away from Lanni before he did something they’d both regret.

			

			—

			A thin seam of sunlight poured into the room from a crack between the draperies. Wishing to avoid the light, Judd rolled onto his side, taking the sheet with him. His mouth felt like the bottom of a toxic waste dump, and his head pounded. So much for the theory that good whiskey doesn’t cause hangovers. He sat up and rotated his head to work the stiffness from the muscles of his shoulders. He stopped suddenly when he noted that the double bed beside his own was empty. He was more surprised than alarmed, but hadn’t the time to ponder Lanni and Jenny’s absence before the little girl flew into the room.

			
			“Morning, Daddy,” she said, vaulting into his open arms.

			“Hello, sweetheart.” She smelled fresh and sweet, and he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her close.

			“I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up. Mommy and me already had breakfast. I had pancakes with little yummy fruity things.”

			“Blueberries,” Lanni inserted, entering the room carrying a paper cup. “I hope she didn’t get you out of bed.”

			“No.” Judd couldn’t take his eyes from her. Today Lanni wore white shorts and a red striped T-shirt. Her blond hair was tied back at her neck with a bright ribbon the same ruby shade as the ones that held Jenny’s pigtails in place. Lanni looked about sixteen. A breathtaking sixteen. “She didn’t wake me.” He spoke only when he realized she was waiting for a response.

			Lanni handed him the cup of black coffee and walked over to the bed and started fumbling with her bags. Jenny climbed onto the mattress beside her and reached for her doll. “I…I didn’t know if I should get up,” Lanni said. “You said something about an early start yesterday afternoon and—”

			“What time is it?”

			“Nine-thirty.”

			That late! “If it happens again, wake me.”

			“All right.”

			Judd pried the plastic lid from the coffee cup and took the first sip. “Give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready.”

			“Fine. Jenny and I’ll wait for you by the lake.”

			
			“Lanni.” His voice stopped her. “Thanks.”

			Her nod was curt. Wordlessly, she left him and led Jenny down the pathway that went to the shore of Lake Coeur d’Alene. She didn’t know what had happened last night, but this morning everything was different. Judd hardly looked at her. In fact, he seemed to avoid doing so. That wasn’t like him. The faint scent in the room this morning had distracted her as well, and seemed to come from Judd. It took her a moment to identify it as the cloying fragrance of cheap cologne mingled with cigarette smoke.

			Lanni stopped, a sudden attack of nausea clenching her stomach so violently she thought she might be ill. Locating a park bench, she quickly sat down until the pain subsided. Jenny joined her and rhythmically swung her short legs while humming a sweet lullaby to Betsy.

			The first flash of pain faded, only to be replaced by a dull ache. Lanni knew. In an instant, she knew. Judd had left her last night and found another woman. She hadn’t heard him come in, but it must have been late for him to sleep until midmorning. Her lungs expanded with the need to breathe and she released a pain-filled sigh. The ink on their divorce papers wasn’t even dry and already he’d found his way to another woman.

			Lanni organized her thoughts, and her heavy heart gave way to anger and simmering resentment. She shouldn’t care; it shouldn’t hurt this much. The fact that it did only went to prove how far she had to go to reconcile herself to the loss of this man and their marriage.

			“The car’s packed.” Judd’s rich voice came from behind her.

			Instinctively, Lanni stiffened. She didn’t want to face him yet. She needed time to paint on a carefree façade until they could speak privately. The thought of riding beside him drained her already depleted strength, and she felt incredibly weak.

			
			“Lanni?”

			“I…heard. I was just admiring the view.”

			“Are you ready, Cupcake?” Judd asked, effortlessly lifting Jenny into his arms.

			“Do I get to see my grandpa soon?” the little girl asked eagerly.

			Already Lanni could see that traveling with her daughter today was going to be difficult. Jenny had slept restlessly, tossing and turning most of the night. Being cooped up in a car with her for another eight to ten hours would be torture for them all.

			“We won’t see Grandpa today,” Judd answered, “but we should sometime tomorrow.”

			“Betsy wants to see Grandpa, too.”

			“Betsy?”

			“My baby.” Jenny lifted the doll for him to see.

			“Right,” Judd murmured and shot a quick smile in Lanni’s direction, disregarding her sober look.

			She ignored his smile and rose to her feet. “I don’t imagine we’ll get far today after this late start.”

			“We should do fine,” Judd contradicted, eyeing her suspiciously. He didn’t know what was troubling her all of a sudden, and was mystified at the unexpected change in her mood. Only a few minutes earlier she’d brought him a fresh cup of coffee and greeted him with a warm smile. Now she sat as stiff as plywood, hardly looking at him. Apparently he’d committed some ill deed to have gained her disfavor. But he hadn’t an inkling of the terrible deed he’d done.

			
			The three walked silently to the car. Within ten minutes they were back on Interstate 90, heading east. The tension in the car was so thick Judd could taste it. Even Jenny seemed affected. They hadn’t gone fifteen miles before she started to whine. Judd left Lanni to deal with her. When that didn’t help, Judd invented a game and involved Jenny. Her interest in that lasted a total of five uneasy minutes. Lanni sang silly songs with her daughter, and that seemed to entertain her for a few minutes.

			It seemed they stopped every twenty miles. Jenny wanted something to drink, Jenny was hungry. Without questioning any of his daughter’s whims, Judd gave in to her. Discipline would have to come from Lanni, and again he was puzzled by his wife’s surly mood. Jenny wasn’t spoiled, and yet Lanni seemed to give in to the child’s every demand. It was a relief when Jenny finally fell asleep.

			Exhausted, Lanni sighed as she tucked a blanket in the side window to keep the sun from Jenny’s face. The little girl had worn herself out and was able to rest, but in the process, she’d drained Lanni of every ounce of patience. Feeling guilty, she realized Jenny’s ill temper was a reflection of her own unsettled mood. Although no cross words had been spoken, Jenny had known something was wrong between Lanni and Judd. Rather than argue with her daughter, Lanni had continually given in to her irrational demands.

			Settling into her own seat beside Judd, Lanni secured the seatbelt and leaned her head against the headrest, closing her eyes. She was a better mother than this. But she hadn’t the strength to discipline Jenny. Not now. Not when her emotions were churning so violently inside her. She’d attempted to hide what she suspected, wrapping the pain around herself, struggling to deal with it alone, but it hadn’t worked out that way. Jenny had been affected.

			
			The silence was bliss and Judd relaxed, increasing the speed of the SUV. He wanted to make good time while he could. He attempted conversation a couple of times. Lanni’s one-word replies ended that. It didn’t take long for him to realize that it was far more pleasant to deal with Jenny’s whining than the stony silence that hung between him and Lanni.

			Determined to ignore her unreasonable, foul mood, he concentrated on driving, but his attention was drawn again and again to Lanni and the wounded look in her eyes. When he couldn’t take it any longer, he asked, “All right, something’s bothering you. What is it?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Come on, Lanni, don’t give me that.”

			She crossed her arms and stiffened. Her eyes narrowed slightly. It was a look Judd recognized well.

			“I’d think you’d know.”

			Judd felt the internal pressure mount. It had always been like this. She’d be hurt and unhappy about something, but far be it from her to bring anything into the open. Oh no. He was supposed to pry it out of her a word at a time and be grateful when she saw fit to inform him of the grievous crime he’d committed. In two years, nothing had changed.

			“Obviously I don’t know, so maybe you should tell me.”

			
			Lanni glanced over her shoulder at her sleeping daughter. Jenny was stirring restlessly, and Lanni wanted to avoid waking her. “Not now.”

			“When?” he demanded.

			“When I’m good and ready,” she told him between clenched teeth.

			“You’re angry because I left you last night,” he said, his patience gone. “That’s it, isn’t it? You always had to know where I was and how long I’d be, as if you staked a claim to my soul. I’d thought you’d matured, but I was wrong.”

			“I could care less about where you go or how long you want to stay,” she hissed. “The only thing I’m concerned about is who you were with.”

			“When?”

			“Last night,” she told him, despising him for this charade.

			“I wasn’t with anyone.”

			Lanni snickered, crossed her arms, and glared out the side window.

			“While we’re on the subject of who I was with—what did you do last night? Pine away for Steve?”

			“At least he’s kind and sincere.”

			“Sure he is,” Judd countered angrily. “You can lead him around by the nose. If that’s the kind of man you want, he’ll suit you fine.”

			“I prefer any man who isn’t like you.”

			Judd’s jaw knotted at her tight-lipped response. Fine. If that was the way she wanted it. He’d done what he could. She’d tell him what was really troubling her once she’d punished him enough. From experience, Judd realized it was bound to come in the form of tears or an angry tirade. And then, only then, would he discover what had caused this most recent bout of angry silence. The pattern was well set, and the separation had done nothing to change it.

			
			Jenny slept for two hours and they stopped for something to eat when she woke. He noted that Lanni did little more than nibble at her meal. For that matter, he didn’t have much of an appetite, either.

			Following their break, they traveled another two hundred miles to Bozeman, Montana, before Judd called it quits for the day. They hadn’t gotten as far as he’d hoped, but driving farther was intolerable. Jenny was fussy and unhappy; Lanni, cool and taciturn.

			When Judd announced that they’d traveled enough for one day, Lanni heaved an inward sigh of relief. With every mile it became more and more impossible to hide her pain and her pride.

			Time and again she recalled the look Judd had given her when he learned she’d been dating Steve. The nerve of the man was astonishing. But it hurt too much to think about it now. Tomorrow would be better. She’d have had the opportunity to speak to him without the worry of Jenny listening in on the conversation.

			The motel they checked into in Bozeman was neat and clean, and that was all Lanni required. A rodeo was in town and people crowded the streets. Jenny didn’t eat much dinner and fell asleep watching television. Lanni gently kissed her daughter’s brow and tucked the covers around her. Silently she readied for bed, determined to try to talk to Judd. But when she returned, he’d stepped out of the room. Instead of waiting up for him, she slipped into bed beside Jenny. For a long time after the light was out, Lanni lay awake. Her bed was only a few feet from Judd’s, but seldom had they been separated by a greater distance. Judd had been closer to her while working in the Middle East. Infinitely closer in Alaska. For a time, far too brief, nothing had been able to come between them. The agony of the realization burned through Lanni. The pain of their failed marriage ached like a throbbing bruise.

			
			Close to midnight, Lanni slipped into a light slumber. Before she fell asleep, she promised herself that she’d make a point of talking to Judd in the morning.

			Lanni didn’t know what time it was when Jenny woke crying.

			“Mommy, I don’t feel good.” She groaned, sitting up in bed. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

			Waking from a drugged sleep, Lanni heard Jenny, but the words didn’t penetrate the cloud of fatigue until it was too late.

			Throwing back the sheets, Lanni reacted instinctively, reaching for the light. “Oh, baby,” she cooed, lifting her daughter into her arms and carrying her into the bathroom.

			“Is she all right? Should I get a doctor?” Concerned, Judd staggered into the bathroom after them.

			“I don’t feel very good.” Jenny groaned again as Lanni washed her face.

			Jenny’s head felt cool. At least she didn’t have a fever. “I think she’ll be fine now. It was only a bad tummy ache.”

			“Is there anything I can do?” Judd felt the overwhelming urge to help. This was his child who was ill. The feeling of helplessness that he’d experienced when he’d seen her fall in Seahurst Park returned.

			Lanni understood the plea in his voice. “Would you get her a fresh set of clothes?” she asked softly.

			“Sure. Anything.”

			
			He was gone only a few minutes. “I called the office. They’re sending someone over to clean the bed.” He handed Lanni a fresh pair of pajamas, then paced the area outside the bathroom until a light knock sounded against their door.

			Several minutes passed before Jenny’s stomach was settled enough to leave the bathroom. For a time, Lanni held her in her lap, rocking gently to and fro while she tenderly smoothed the curls from the little girl’s brow. When she returned to the room, Judd glanced up.

			“How is she?”

			Lanni mouthed the word asleep. The bed on which they’d been sleeping was stripped bare of the sheets.

			“The lady from the office said it was best to air the mattress.”

			Lanni nodded, understanding the reasoning.

			“They brought in a cot for Jenny.”

			Gently Lanni placed the sleeping child onto the thin mattress. Lovingly, she spread the blanket over her shoulders. It wasn’t until she’d straightened that she realized there was only one suitable bed in the room: Judd’s.

			Judd read the aggravation in her eyes.

			“I didn’t plan this.”

			“I’m not going to sleep with you.” Hell would freeze over before she shared a bed with Judd Matthiessen ever again.

			“What do you suggest, then?”

			“I don’t know. But I’m not sleeping with you.”

			“Fine.” He pulled the bedspread from the top of the bed and headed toward the bathroom.

			
			“Where are you going?”

			“Where does it look like?” he whispered furiously.

			“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t sleep in there.” The thought of Judd trying to sleep in the bathtub was ludicrous. If anyone slept there, it should be her. “I’ll move in there. I’m the one…”

			“This is crazy.” He dragged his hand over his face, struggling for control. “I’m not going to attack you, we’re married. Can’t you trust me enough to believe I wouldn’t do anything?”

			“But…”

			“Never mind. I’ll get another room.”

			“No.” Lanni swallowed her pride. With the rodeo in town, they’d been fortunate to obtain a room in this hotel. Judd was right She was overreacting. They were married, and if he said he wouldn’t touch her, then he wouldn’t. She believed him. “All right.”

			“All right what?”

			“We can sleep here.”

			“Thank you,” he muttered sarcastically. He tossed the bedspread on top of the double bed. He didn’t know what was troubling Lanni, but he couldn’t remember her ever being this unreasonable. She looked confused and unsure, not unlike young Jenny. Judd longed to reassure her, comfort her. But he knew she wasn’t in the mood for either.

			He waited until she was settled in bed, ridiculously close to the edge, before reaching for the lamp and turning out the light. Confident there wasn’t any possibility of touching her, he slipped inside the sheets and lay on his back, staring at the moon shadows playing across the ceiling. After ten minutes, he forced his eyes closed, convinced the effort to sleep wouldn’t do any good.

			
			He couldn’t with Lanni like this. He’d never been able to deal with her when she was in a dark mood. Maybe if he knew what he’d done that was so terribly wrong, he could say something that would ease her doubts. He’d given up trying to understand her long ago.

			Lanni lay on her back as well, holding the sheet over her breasts. Pain tightened her chest, making breathing difficult. She took several shallow breaths and forced her body to relax. Falling asleep the first time had been difficult, but now, with Judd at her side, it was impossible. From his breathing patterns, Lanni knew he was awake as well.

			“Judd?” Her fingers gripped the sheet, twisting the material so tightly that they ached. “Why’d you do it?”

			“Do what?”

			“Why did you go to her last night?” Despite her effort to sound calm and collected, Lanni’s voice trembled, threatening to crack.

			“Her? Who the hell are you talking about?”

			“That woman.”

			“What woman?”

			“The one you were with last night.”

			“Last night?” He vaulted to a sitting position. “Are you crazy? I told you once I wasn’t with anyone!”

			Lanni’s eyes dropped closed as she struggled to maintain her composure. “Please, don’t lie to me. I know differently.” The pressure to give in to tears was so strong that it felt as if someone were sitting on top of Lanni’s chest.

			“I went to a tavern last night. Sure, there were women there, but I didn’t so much as look at one of them.” He couldn’t—not when all he could think about was Lanni. One woman had been particularly insistent, leaning over him in an effort to catch his attention, but she’d gotten the message soon enough. He wasn’t interested. How could he be, when his thoughts had centered on the times he’d come home late to find Lanni in bed asleep? In living Technicolor he recalled how he’d stripped off his clothes and slipped between the sheets beside her. Lanni would nestle her sleepy, warm body against him and sigh. Man and woman as God had intended them from the beginning of time.

			
			And Lanni honestly believed he’d gone to another woman. Instead, he’d been in torment, drinking in an effort to dispel the image of those days when their love had been purer and stronger than anything he’d ever experienced. Alcohol had done little to diminish the memory and he’d returned to the hotel more confused than he’d been when he left. A lot of things had changed over the years, but Judd doubted that their lovemaking ever could. They had been magnificent together. But anything physical between them would be wrong now. He recognized and accepted that, but the knowledge did little to eat away his desire.

			“I’m not lying,” he told her, shaking his head as a weariness of heart and soul settled over him. So this was the reason she’d been so taciturn all day, wreaking payment for imagined wrongs. He swung his legs off the bed and sat on the edge of the mattress. Lanni had such little faith in him. So little faith—so little trust. The pain-filled anger within him mounted with each heartbeat.

			“So that’s why you’ve been treating me like I had the plague all day. What kind of man do you think I am?” Twisting around, he gripped her shoulders and anchored her against the mattress. His eyes resembled those of a wild animal caught in a trap. Stricken. Intense. Dangerous.

			
			“I thought—”

			“I know what you thought.” He glared down at her with an anger that would have panicked a lesser woman.

			Startled, Lanni struggled to break free, flattening her hands against his hard chest and pushing with all her strength. The weight of his anger held her firm. He was crushed against her, his tight features above hers pinning her more effectively than the strong hold of his arms.

			“Don’t try and tell me you weren’t with some woman last night.” Her voice became a strangled whisper in an effort to keep from waking Jenny. “I smelled her perfume.”

			“I wasn’t with anyone,” he answered, just as furious. He stared down at her, silently challenging her to contradict him a second time.

			Their panting breaths echoed as Lanni defiantly met the fury in his gaze.

			“I know you, Judd, I know how virile you are…”

			“Me?” He said it with a short, humorless laugh. “You were the one who was always so hot. How have you survived the last two years? I suppose you sought a substitute in Steve.”

			“That’s ridiculous!”

			“How far did you go with that milquetoast?”

			“Judd, stop—”

			“Did he kiss you?”

			“Judd,” she cried. “Please…”

			Their gazes held for a moment longer while Judd struggled to subdue his temper. Fearing his grip would hurt her, he released her voluntarily. Moving away, he raked his fingers through his hair and stared sightlessly into the distance. “Never mind. Don’t answer, because I don’t want to know.”

			
			“I…You wouldn’t look at me this morning. Like you were guilty of something. And then I could smell cheap cologne on you.”

			“I’d gotten drunk. If you want the truth, there was a woman who approached me. I sent her away. I’m not proud of what I did—leaving you in the hotel while I drowned my problems. It’s not the type of thing a man likes to do when his wife and daughter are with him.”

			“You felt bad because you had a drink?”

			He nodded, unwilling to look at her.

			“That’s it?”

			He stood and walked to the other side of the room, pushing back the draperies. A wide ribbon of moonlight flooded the room. His fist bunched up the thick material as he gazed sightlessly into the night.

			The numbness gradually left Lanni and she raised herself onto her elbows. Judd stood at the window, the moonlight silhouetting his profile against the opposite wall. His head drooped as if the weight of holding it upright was too much for him. His shoulders were slouched; his hand gripped the draperies as though he wanted to rip them from the rod.

			“I don’t know what to say,” she whispered, confused. She hadn’t meant to unjustly accuse him. She hadn’t meant for any of this to happen. He’d left her and Jenny in that hotel room the way he had always walked out on them and she hadn’t been able to deal with the rejection. Not again. Not now.

			
			Judd heard her but didn’t turn around. Lanni left the bed and started to pace the area behind him. “I was wrong to accuse you,” she admitted.

			He acknowledged her with a curt nod. “We all make mistakes. Don’t worry about it.” He forced his voice to sound light, unconcerned. “Go back to bed. At least one of us should sleep.” He turned away from the window and reached for his clothes.

			He was leaving her again. For two nights running, he had walked out on her. Lanni couldn’t bear it.

			“Don’t go,” she whispered desperately, holding her hand out to him. “Please, not again.” She couldn’t handle it. She needed him with her. Tomorrow they’d be in Twin Deer. The problems awaiting them in Judd’s hometown were overwhelming. They needed to secure a peace between them, and if Judd left tonight, they would solve nothing.

			Judd hesitated. The desperation in Lanni’s voice tugged at his heart.

			“Please.” Her heart pounded. She had so much pride. They both did. Judd knew what it had cost her to ask him to stay—she’d sworn never to do it again.

			His features were difficult to make out in the dark. Lanni didn’t know what he was thinking; she no longer cared.

			Judd dropped his clothes and without thought Lanni walked into his arms. His crushing grip on her made breathing difficult. She whimpered softly, holding on to him with all her strength. Judd buried his face along the curve of her neck and exhaled forcefully.

			“I believe you,” she whispered again. The chaos and tension inside Lanni gradually subsided. The chill left her bones. She could feel Judd’s breath whisper against her hair and smell the masculine scent of his body.

			
			“Not once in all those months was I unfaithful,” he told her forcefully. “Not even once.”

			A huge sob slid from Lanni’s throat as her heart swelled, making her giddy with relief. She didn’t doubt him. Not after what she’d seen in him tonight. All these months, he’d kept their vows pure. She wasn’t so naïve to believe that there hadn’t been temptations. She knew better. There’d been plenty of those. Lots of eager women. Months of loneliness.

			Laughter blended with the tears as she gripped the side of his face and rained kisses across his brow. Her lips found his eyes, his nose, his cheek.

			“Lanni.” He raised his hand to stop her and discovered he couldn’t. She was like a child who’d been granted an unexpected surprise. It felt too good to hold her in his arms to put an end to it so quickly.

			When her mouth inadvertently brushed against the corner of his, Lanni paused and Judd softly caught his breath. Time skidded to a standstill as they stared at each other in the dark. He needed to taste her. Desperately wanted her. Unable to stop himself, Judd let his mouth claim hers, hungry with two years of pent-up need and desire. Her lips parted in welcome.

			Lanni sagged against him, weak and trembling.

			Hot sensation raced through him. She was like a flower. Petal soft. Silky. Lovely.

			“I thought…” Lanni felt the need to explain.

			
			“I know. I swear to you there was no one.”

			“I believe you.” She propped her forehead against his chin. “Things will be better once we’re in Twin Deer.”

			“Right.” But he knew differently. He dropped his arms, releasing her. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

			“It was my fault. I was the one—”

			“Must it always be someone’s fault?”

			“No. Of course not.”

			The tender moment was over. They stepped away from each other, struggling to put their relationship back into the proper perspective.

		

	
		
		
			
			Six

			“I feel all better.”

			Unwillingly, Lanni opened one eye to discover her daughter standing above her. Betsy, Jenny’s beloved doll, was securely clenched under one arm. The plastic pacifier in the doll’s mouth loomed over Lanni’s face.

			“I’m not sick anymore.”

			“I’m glad, sweetheart.” Five more minutes. All she needed was a few more minutes to clear her befuddled head.

			“Can I get in bed with you and Daddy?”

			Jenny’s request propelled Lanni into action. She climbed out of bed and headed for her suitcase. “Not now. We’re going to see your grandpa today. Remember?” She took a fresh change of clothes and brought Jenny into the bathroom with her. By the time she returned, Judd was up and dressed as well. Either by design or by accident, their gazes just managed to avoid meeting. They’d slept in the same bed, but had gone to lengths to keep from touching. Lanni hadn’t thought she’d be able to sleep, but surprisingly, she’d drifted off easily. She didn’t know about Judd.

			“Morning,” he said when they appeared, and he offered them a good-natured smile. He stood on the other side of the room, bright-eyed and refreshed, looking as though he’d risen with the sun after a restful night of slumber.

			“I’m not sick anymore, Daddy.”

			“What about Betsy?” he asked, glancing at the doll.

			“She’s all better, too!” Jenny exclaimed proudly. “Am I really going to see my grandpa today?”

			
			“Sometime this afternoon, if everything goes well.”

			“I’m going to be real good,” Jenny promised. “And Betsy, too.”

			True to her word, the four-year-old was a model traveling companion. She played quietly in the backseat of the car for a good portion of the morning. When she grew bored, she sang songs she’d learned in nursery school. Soon Lanni’s voice blended with her daughter’s. At familiar childhood ditties, Judd’s deep baritone joined theirs. Jenny loved to hear Judd sing and clapped her small hands to show her delight.

			The miles sped past. Judd was the quiet one this day, Lanni noted. But the silence wasn’t a strained one. From the way his brow was creased, she knew his thoughts were dark and heavy—introspective. Lanni realized that his mind was on the approaching meeting with his father and not on their disagreements.

			They had a truce of sorts—more of an understanding. Their marriage was over; they both had accepted the truth of that. It had been damaged beyond repair two years before; even longer, but Lanni had refused to acknowledge the failure before Judd left her and Jenny. Their vows had continued to bind them to each other, but it was long past the time to get on with their lives.

			They stopped for lunch at a small café outside Billings. Jenny fell asleep in the backseat of the SUV soon after. The traffic on the freeway was light, and Lanni noted that for the first time Judd was driving faster than the speed limit. She found it curious that he would do so now. It was as though an urgency drove him, pushing him harder and faster as he neared the town of Twin Deer.

			
			He hadn’t told her much about Stuart’s condition, other than the fact his father was dying. Lanni believed that Judd probably didn’t know much more himself.

			Resting her head against the headrest, Lanni allowed her lids to drift closed. She knew so little about Judd’s childhood. He had mentioned his youth only in passing, and usually in the briefest of terms, as if the subject were best left undisturbed. From what she had been able to glean, his younger years had been unhappy. There’d been no Christmases. No tree, no presents, no stocking by the fireplace. That much she knew. And probably no Easters or any other holidays, either.

			For a time after they were first together, Lanni had suspected that Judd had married her because of her strong family ties. She was close to her parents and sister. After they’d married, Lanni’s parents warmly welcomed Judd into their lives. He was accepted by her extended family of aunts, uncles, and a multitude of cousins as well. It astonished her how well he blended in, as if he’d always been a part of them. It wasn’t until after Jenny was born that Lanni noticed Judd withdrawing from her family. He objected when her mother and father offered solutions to their financial problems. He didn’t like her dad “putting a good word in for him” with a local contractor. Nor did he appreciate the unexpected visits her parents paid them without notice.

			“Another hour,” Judd said. When Lanni opened her eyes and glanced at him, he realized he’d spoken aloud. He hadn’t meant to.

			Lanni straightened.

			“Sorry,” he murmured, “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

			“You didn’t. I was just resting my eyes.”

			
			Judd concentrated on the road. He’d been awake most of the night, thinking about the ranch and mentally preparing himself for this so-called homecoming. He didn’t expect it to be pleasant. He’d been away from the ranch for nearly eighteen years. Not once in all that time had he looked back. When he’d left, he’d told Stuart he wouldn’t return—not unless he was asked to. It’d taken all these years for Stuart to send for him. And now only because he was dying. Judd wanted to curse his father’s stubborn pride, but recognized that his own was equally unreasonable.

			He dragged in a breath of clean air. The scent of wildflowers brought a brief smile. Now as he neared the ranch, he realized how much he had missed Montana.

			Jim Peterman, his father’s foreman, had once told him that Montana was good for the soul. Funny that he’d remember that after all these years. Another quirk in his memory was that Twin Deer was only a few miles from Custer Battlefield, where Lieutenant Colonel George Custer had made his last stand against the Sioux and Cheyenne warriors. As a boy, Judd had wandered over the bluffs of the battle-scarred ground. He’d even discovered a few tarnished arrowheads. At twelve, he’d considered them priceless treasures, and now he fleetingly wondered what had happened to them. Knowing Stuart, he’d probably tossed them in the garbage just to be ornery.

			Sadness permeated Judd’s spirit at the thought of his father. The realization that the old man was dying produced a heaviness that felt like concrete blocks weighing down his heart. There was no love lost between them—never had been. Nonetheless Judd hated the thought of Stuart suffering.

			
			“You’re awfully quiet,” Lanni said.

			“Just thinking.”

			“About what?”

			“The Circle M.”

			Lanni’s brows arched. “What’s that?”

			“The ranch.” Judd was astonished that he’d never told her the name. “It’s also our brand.”

			“You mean they still brand cattle?”

			Despite his efforts not to, Judd chuckled. “At least they did when I was last home.” The word home seemed to echo in the close confines of the SUV. The Circle M was home, no matter how much he tried to deny it. He was going home. Home, with all its memories—with all its lures.

			“Did you raise cows?”

			A suggestion of a smile touched his eyes as he glanced at Lanni. “Steers.”

			Feeling a bit chagrined, Lanni said, “Right.”

			“Do you have horseys?” The eager voice from the backseat surprised them both. Lanni hadn’t realized Jenny was awake.

			“When I was a little boy, I had a pony.”

			The information was news to Lanni. “What was his name?”

			“Trigger.”

			Lanni smiled. “You weren’t very original, were you?”

			“Sure I was. At the time my name was Roy Rogers.”

			“I’ll be your Dale Evans anytime.” The words came without thought. Color crept up Lanni’s neck in a flush of hot pink. She didn’t know what had gotten into her to make such a suggestion. “That isn’t exactly what I meant to say.”

			
			“Don’t worry. I know what you meant.”

			Lanni was pleased he did, since she hadn’t the foggiest notion where the words had come from. Certainly not her head—her heart, perhaps. This time with Judd was going to be far worse than she’d imagined. Last night she’d wanted him to make love to her. Sensation after sensation had shot through her—ones Lanni had assumed long dead and conveniently buried. Thirty seconds of sexual awareness had momentarily wiped out two years of bitterness. She wouldn’t allow it to happen again, and she wouldn’t, Lanni vowed.

			Color tinged her cheeks at the realization of what could have happened, but then Judd had always been able to do that to her. There’d never been another man she’d wanted half as much. Little had changed from the time when they’d first met all those years ago. Lanni had feared that Judd would think her brazen. At the time, her behavior had been little short of audacious. He’d been so worldly, so traveled. She’d strived to seem sophisticated, but none of it had mattered to Judd. He’d wanted her then just as he had in the motel last night, and she’d nearly succumbed to his lovemaking. In the cruel light of day, Lanni thanked God that Judd had had the common sense to put an end to the kissing. All things considered, allowing their kissing to get out of hand now would be disastrous to them both.

			“We’re on Circle M land now,” Judd announced solemnly.

			“Will I get to see Grandpa soon?” Jenny’s voice rang clear, light, and excited.

			
			“Real soon.” The muscles of Judd’s abdomen tightened with nervous anticipation. The letter from Stuart had been brief. Stark. Judd had no conception of what awaited him.

			“Is that the house?” Lanni pointed ahead to the two-story house. The faded brown structure melted in with the surroundings so completely that they had already turned into the long driveway before she realized that the dilapidated building must be Judd’s home. The house looked like something out of the nineteenth century, with a wide front porch. Four pillars supported the second-story balcony. One leaned dangerously to the side so that the upper structure tilted off-center. Shutters lined the large rectangular windows. Several were missing, and the remaining few hung precariously. The house was badly in need of paint. The once white exterior had faded with weather and time to a dull shade of earth tone. Once, Lanni could tell, the house had been a source of pride and care. No longer. Like Stuart Matthiessen, the house was dying.

			“That’s it,” Judd confirmed in a low voice.

			“What about the other buildings?” Another smaller home was close to the large barn, separated by only a few hundred feet from the larger house.

			“The Petermans live there.”

			“Neighbors?” It didn’t make sense to have all this land and then allow someone to build in your own backyard.

			“Dad’s foreman.” The shortness of Judd’s response revealed how distracted he was. The house was a shock. It had never been much of a showplace, but Stuart had his pride. The house had always been kept clean and in good repair, painted white every few years. Betty Peterman had been the housekeeper, and Jim Peterman had been a jack of all trades. The couple had lived in the small house for as long as Judd could remember. Whenever Judd thought about the Circle M, his mind automatically included the Petermans.

			
			Stuart’s letter had briefly mentioned that the Petermans were gone, leaving Stuart to himself. Compassion filled Judd. Not only was Stuart sick, but now he was alone and friendless.

			Judd followed the driveway and parked at the back of the house in the half-circle that arced toward the main house. As Lanni opened the car door, she noted the gallant attempt of a rosebush as it struggled to poke its head through the underbrush that knotted what must have once been flowerbeds a long time past. One velvety red blossom stuck its head through the thick patch of weeds and aimed for the sky, valiant and determined.

			Lanni’s attention abruptly rotated from the brave flower to the screen door as it swung open and Stuart Matthiessen moved onto the porch. He held on to the door as though he needed the support. And from the look of him, he required something to help him remain upright.

			Judd saw his father and was so shocked by the change in his appearance the words froze in his throat.

			Stuart spoke first. “I see you made it.”

			He was dangerously underweight, to the point of being gaunt. His thinness sharpened his features to such an extent that Judd suspected Jenny would be frightened.

			“You asked me to come.” Judd straightened and closed the car door. Lanni climbed out and moved to the back of the SUV in order to help Jenny out of the car seat.

			
			“I notice that you took your own sweet time,” Stuart accused him. The intense eyes narrowed on Judd. “I suppose you thought if you waited long enough, I’d be dead.”

			Judd opened his mouth to deny the accusation and quickly closed it, determined not to fall victim to verbal battles with his father. Let him assume what he would; it made little difference to Judd.

			“I see you don’t bother to deny it. Well, I fooled you this time. You thought I’d be dead and you’d sashay in here and claim the ranch.” His laugh was rusty and sharp. “I fooled you again, boy.”

			“I don’t need a thousand acres of headaches.”

			“Good, because you’re not getting it.” The words were hurled at Judd like acid. The sight of his father and the bitter words hit Judd in the chest, and for an instant, he couldn’t breathe evenly. He thought he was prepared for this meeting and realized that little could have readied him for this. The man had been waiting eighteen years to have his say and wouldn’t be cheated out of it now.

			“I suppose you think that because you’ve been all over the world that the Circle M isn’t good enough for you.”

			Judd responded with a sharp shake of his head. He had traveled thousands of miles to be insulted? He should have his head examined.

			The tone of Stuart’s voice paralyzed Lanni. She paused, uncertain of what to do. Her gaze skidded from Judd’s father back to her husband. She marveled at Judd’s control. The insults washed off his back like rainwater on an oil-slicked street. He gave no outward indication that the anger and resentment affected him in any way. But Lanni knew differently. The words to defend Judd burned on her lips. Stuart had no right to talk to her husband like this. He’d come at Stuart’s request. If there’d been any delay, it had been her fault; not Judd’s.

			
			“Mommy, I want to see my grandpa,” Jenny called from inside the car. “Let me out. Mommy, let me out.”

			Carefully, Lanni unbuckled Jenny from the car seat. The minute Jenny was free of the confining straps, she bolted from the car and up to the porch steps where her grandfather was standing.

			“Are you my grandpa?”

			The transformation in Stuart’s face was almost unbelievable. The thick frown softened and the tired, aged eyes brightened. “She looks like Lydia,” he murmured, to no one in particular. “Yes, I’m your grandpa,” he said softly. “I’ve been waiting for you to come.” Gently he took Jenny’s hand to lead her into the house.

			“We came a long, long ways. Daddy drove and drove and drove. I saw a cow. Daddy says he had a pony when he was a little boy. Can I have a pony?”

			Left standing alone by the car, Lanni looked to Judd. “He didn’t mean what he said.”

			Judd pretended not to hear as he retrieved the largest suitcase from the back end of the SUV. “He meant it. Every word.”

			Lanni longed to erase some of the pain she knew Judd was experiencing. While she searched, Judd picked up two of the largest suitcases and headed for the house.

			Carrying Jenny’s doll and a few odds and ends, Lanni followed him. If the outside of the house was in disrepair, it was nothing compared to the confusion that greeted her on the inside. Dirty dishes filled the huge porcelain kitchen sink. The table was littered with open jars of peanut butter and jelly, instant coffee, and a sugar bowl. The door off the kitchen led to the bathroom, and a glance revealed dirty clothes in every conceivable space.

			
			“Where are the Petermans?” Judd demanded of Stuart, setting down the suitcases.

			“Gone.”

			“What do you mean ‘gone’?”

			The anger in Judd’s tone brought Lanni up short. Judd was furious and was doing a poor job of disguising it.

			“They left about a month ago,” Stuart elaborated quickly.

			About the time he’d mailed the letter, Judd assumed. It didn’t make sense to him. The Petermans had lived most of their married lives on the Circle M. They wouldn’t have left without just cause. “Why would they go after all these years?”

			Stuart grunted. “You’ll have to ask them that.”

			“I plan on it.”

			Stuart snorted a second time and raised an arthritic finger, pointing it at Judd’s chest. “I won’t have you interfering in my business. You hear me?”

			Judd ignored his father’s words and stepped past him to the stairway, hauling the suitcases with him. Lanni claimed Jenny’s small hand and followed. Two weeks. They were committed to two weeks minimum of this terrible tension. Lanni doubted that she’d last a second longer. She yearned to cover Jenny’s ears.

			
			“It doesn’t look like any of the beds have been made up,” Judd said apologetically, glancing in turn through the three doorways.

			“That’s no problem,” Lanni said quickly, grateful to have something to do. “I’ll get them ready.”

			“I didn’t bring you along to do housework.” The fierce intensity of his gaze pressed her to the wall.

			“I don’t mind. Honestly. What do you expect me to do for the next couple of weeks?”

			“Not dirty dishes!”

			“Can I sleep in this room?” Jenny peeked into the room located at the farthest end of the long narrow hallway. “I like it in here.”

			Judd’s harsh countenance relaxed. “That used to be my bedroom.”

			“Any treasures hidden in there?” Lanni questioned, wanting to steer him away from a bad mood. She followed him to the bedroom.

			Judd shrugged. “Treasures? I don’t know.” It was the truth. He’d left nearly everything behind, taking only the bare essentials with him. The parting, like the reunion, had been bitter. Judd didn’t know what Stuart had done with the contents of the room and was mildly surprised to find it was exactly as he’d left it. Except for the stripped bed, it didn’t look as though Stuart had once come upstairs in all the years Judd had been away. His old football helmet rested on the top of the bureau, along with a picture of his mother, holding him in her arms. He’d been only a year old at the time. The narrow triangle-shaped banner from his high school team remained on the wall, along with a paint-by-number picture of two horses he’d patiently painted the year he was in the sixth grade.

			
			Lanni’s eye caught the photograph of Judd and his mother first and was amazed at how accurate Stuart’s statement had been. Jenny did have the same startling blue eyes as Judd’s mother. Lydia was lovely. Petite. Delicate. Refined. Lanni couldn’t imagine such a gentle woman married to Stuart Matthiessen. They were as different as silk and burlap.

			“There may be a few old love letters lying around,” Judd teased, watching Lanni. Her gaze rested on the photo of his mother, and he wanted to distract her from the questions that burned in her eyes. They were ones he’d asked himself often enough over the years.

			“Love letters? No doubt,” she replied, with a fair amount of feigned indignation. Purposefully she crossed her arms, boldly meeting the mischief in his eyes.

			“I was known to turn a head or two in my day.”

			“I don’t doubt that, either.” He was still capable of garnering attention from the female population. After all that had passed between them, Lanni still found him devastating. She always had. Sitting beside Jenny on the bare mattress, Lanni pulled the little girl onto her lap. “Do you want to help Mommy put sheets on the bed?”

			The four-year-old nodded, eager to assist.

			“I told you I don’t want you doing housework!”

			“I’ve been doing it for a lot of years, Judd Matthiessen. What’s different now?” Her own voice contained a sharp edge. He had to know that she didn’t make enough income selling real estate to hire a live-in housekeeper. To his credit, the checks he sent every month were generous enough to afford one, but Lanni hadn’t once entertained the notion of such an extravagance. A large portion of each check went into a savings account for Jenny.

			
			“I won’t let Stuart use you,” Judd continued, his temper gaining momentum.

			“Use me? Judd, you’re overreacting.”

			“I won’t argue about it. You take care of Jenny and I’ll make up the beds.”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			“I’m not going to stand here and argue with you, Lanni.” He stalked out of the bedroom and down the narrow hallway to the first bedroom. With only a bed and a dresser, this was the smallest of the three bedrooms located upstairs. The ornate four-poster bedframe had to be a hundred-year-old antique. Lanni paused in the doorway to admire the simple elegance of the piece, mildly surprised to find something of beauty in this neglected house.

			“It’s lovely.”

			“Right,” Judd grumbled, pulling open the bottom dresser drawer and taking out a set of sheets. Lanni moved inside the room to help him. He ignored her as much as possible, unfolding the bottom sheet and spreading it across the bed. It lay haphazardly on the padded mattress. Lanni reached for the same corner as Judd, their hands bumping into each other’s in an effort to secure the sheet.

			“Lanni,” he muttered.

			“Yes?”

			“Don’t. Please.”

			
			Frustrated, she threw up her hands, releasing the smoothed edge of the cotton sheet. “All right, all right.” She left the room and immediately located the middle bedroom. This one was equally small; there was hardly room for the double bed and dresser. Again, the furniture was heavy, sturdy mahogany from yesteryear. She found the sheets and blankets in the bottom drawer of the dresser. Working silently, she efficiently spread out the sheets and blanket.

			“Lanni!” Judd growled from inside the doorway a couple of minutes later.

			The sheer volume of his voice frightened her half out of her wits. Her hand flew to her heart. “Don’t do that,” she gasped in a husky whisper.

			“Sorry.” But he didn’t look apologetic. He moved into the room, dominating what little space there was. In an effort to scoot past Lanni, his torso brushed hers, grazing her chest. The contact paralyzed him for an instant. His heart began to pound almost painfully. Lanni was the sexiest, most alluring woman he’d ever known, and she didn’t even know it. She had yet to guess the overwhelming effect she had on him.

			“Judd,” she asked innocently, “what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Then why are you standing like that?”

			“This is why,” he said with a groan. He turned to her, pulling her toward him by the shoulders. The back of her knees met the side of the mattress.

			Lanni’s eyes widened as her gaze flew to his. It shocked her to find how good Judd’s body felt pressing against her softness. Her own body reacted instinctively to his, shaping, molding, yielding to his hardness. His splayed hands spread wide across her back, arching her closer, craving the taste and scent of her softness. He moaned as her body yielded to meet his.

			
			Sensation seared a path through Judd. Slowly, deliberately, he lowered his mouth to hers, starving for the taste of her. She was honey and wine. Champagne. Orchids. Love. Acceptance. All that had ever been good in his life. And all that had been denied.

			The pressure of his hold had Lanni nearly bent in half. When she could endure it no longer, she fell backward, taking him with her as they tumbled onto the mattress. The force of his weight over hers knocked the breath from her lungs and she gave a small cry of fright.

			“What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” His forearms framed her face as his wide gaze studied her.

			She shook her head. Unable to resist, she raised her hand and touched the frowning lines that fanned out from the corners of his eyes. Character lines.

			His torso pressed her deep within the soft mattress. His body felt incredibly good over hers. He paused, half expecting Lanni to stop him, and when she didn’t, he kissed her with a thoroughness that rocked her very being.

			Lanni shut her eyes, longing to lose herself in the passion of the moment, yearning to forget all that had gone before them and to savor these priceless moments of contentment.

			“Lanni, Lanni,” he said and groaned, kissing her as though he couldn’t bear to let her go, even to breathe. “No. No. This is wrong. I promised you…I promised you…” Even as he spoke, his mouth came down on hers.

			
			Lanni was shocked into numbness. Judd had always been extraordinarily gentle with her. This urgency was so unlike him that she didn’t know how to react. At first she did nothing, letting him kiss her greedily as though she were an unwilling participant. Her lack of response lasted less than a moment. Judd’s mouth gentled and Lanni was lost. Frantically, she combed her fingers through his hair and pressed closer to him.

			“Mommy. Daddy.” Jenny’s soft voice calling to them permeated the fog of passion that cloaked Judd’s mind.

			Lanni recovered first. “Yes, sweetheart.”

			“I made my bed all by myself.”

			Lanni pushed against Judd, wanting him to release her, but he held her fast and she doubted that he felt the pressure of her hands.

			“Are you proud of me, Daddy?”

			“Very proud.” His voice was little more than a whisper. He rolled onto his back, freeing Lanni. His hand covered his eyes. “And very relieved.” Sweat broke out across his upper lip as the shivers raced down his arms and legs. He’d come so close. Too close. He didn’t know what was the matter with him. His word. He’d given Lanni his word. He’d committed his share of sins in his life, but he’d promised Lanni and himself that he wouldn’t touch her. When they returned to Seattle she would be free of him.

			Lanni struggled into a sitting position, her heart pounding at how dangerously close she’d been to tossing aside everything that was important for a few minutes of pleasure.

			
			“I’m on my way, Cupcake,” Lanni said, her voice incredibly weak. “Let me see your bed.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Seven

			Betty Peterman’s work-gnarled hands surrounded the steaming coffee mug. She looked out of place in the tiny apartment kitchen two blocks off Main Street in Twin Deer. Her husband, Jim, sat next to her, and Judd was across the table from them both.

			“He asked us to leave. Gave no reason,” Jim stated, his eyes revealing the shock of the request. “After nearly forty years, I don’t mind telling you it came as a jolt.”

			“But why?” Judd couldn’t begin to understand what had driven his father to such drastic measures.

			“He didn’t give us any reason.”

			“Money?” Judd voiced the only plausible explanation. As far as he knew, the ranch had always been financially sound. The only possible reasoning was that his father had fallen onto hard times. Judd wasn’t ignorant of the problems ranchers faced—low beef prices had brought foreclosure to many of their neighbors.

			“He gave us a settlement,” Betty said. She smiled at him, but the effort to show any pleasure was negated by the hurt disbelief in her eyes. Judd was aware of how much the two had aged. Jim had always been tall, wiry, and bowlegged from so many years in a saddle. His hair was completely white now, and his shoulders hunched forward. But his firm handshake proved that he was still as rough as a bronco and as tough as shoe leather. Twenty years had changed only the outward appearance. As few things are in life, Jim Peterman was constant.

			Betty was round and motherly. More round than Judd remembered, which caused him to grin. She was the only female influence he’d had in his youth and she’d been able to give him only minimal attention since Stuart had claimed he didn’t want Judd growing up to be a sissy. Nonetheless, Betty had faced her employer’s wrath on many occasions to take Judd’s side. She’d been the one to urge him to leave as a young high school graduate, although he’d seen the sheen of tears in her eyes when she told him it would be better if he left the Circle M and Stuart.

			
			Judd had already accepted that he would never be able to get along with his father. Having Betty and Jim recognize the fact and advise him to leave had been the encouragement he’d needed to pack his bags and head out. Over the years he’d sent both the Petermans money for their birthdays and Christmas. Not once had he ever imagined them away from the ranch. They were as much a part of the Circle M as the land itself. His father must have lost something mentally to send the Petermans away so callously.

			“So it isn’t money?” Judd continued.

			“Not from what we can see,” Jim answered with a soft snort. “In fact, we got the best beef prices in years.”

			“Then why?”

			“Don’t rightly know.” Jim paused and took a sip from the side of the mug, making a light slurping sound. “He had me sell off the best part of the herd. Fences are down all over, but he said he didn’t want me to do any repairs. From talk in town, he’d got himself a temporary ranch hand, but from what I can see, he’s not doing much good.”

			“He hasn’t been himself for months,” Betty added, her gaze drifting down. “He hasn’t eaten much the last few months, either, although I tried to tempt him with his favorite meals.”

			
			“He’s been ill, but he didn’t tell me much about it,” Judd told them, looking for some confirmation in their gazes. He’d come for more than one reason. He wanted to learn what the Petermans could tell him about Stuart’s health. Although his father was thin and frail-looking, he looked to be in better shape than Judd had expected.

			“Is that why you’ve come?” Jim asked.

			“He wrote and asked me to bring Jenny.”

			Jim and Betty’s gazes shot toward each other: Forty years of marriage made words unnecessary. A small smile brought dimples into Betty’s round cheeks, and Jim nodded knowingly.

			“Have you talked to his doctor?” Betty asked, looking concerned now.

			“Not yet.” But Judd had already called the small medical center in town and planned on stopping by there when he’d finished with Jim and Betty. He wanted to talk to Doc Simpson, who had been the family physician for as long as Judd could remember.

			“He didn’t say anything to us about any medical problem, but he hasn’t been himself for months,” Jim said.

			Judd took a drink of coffee. “How soon can you two move back?” Seeing the Circle M in such a run-down condition had affected him nearly as much as seeing his father leaning against the railing on the porch, looking fragile and sickly. “In addition to some fences, we’re going to rebuild the herd.”

			“Hot dog!” Jim slapped his hand against his jean-clad thigh and grinned like a twenty-year-old.

			
			“Jim doesn’t hanker much for city life,” Betty said, her brown eyes alight. “Can’t say that I do, either.”

			“My wife and daughter are at the house now.”

			“I’ll be pleased to meet them.” Both of the Petermans looked as if they’d dropped ten years in the fifteen-minute visit. “I suppose the house was a disaster.”

			“Worse.” Judd thought of the spotless kitchen Betty had always insisted upon and knew the housekeeper would have cringed at the sight of week-old dishes piled high in the sink. Knowing Lanni, she’d never be able to sit idle. He’d bet a month’s wages that she’d torn into the kitchen the instant he was out the door. If there’d been any sensible way to stop her, he would have.

			“You staying?”

			Judd hesitated. “For now.” What Stuart’s doctor had to say would determine the length of his visit. For the first time in his life, Stuart needed his son. A weak voice in the back of his head urged Judd to do what he could to make his father comfortable and then move on. But he couldn’t. Judd knew in his heart that no matter how wide the rift between him and Stuart, he wouldn’t desert his father now. He’d stick by Stuart until the end. Lanni would go and take Jenny with her. He couldn’t hold them for any more than two weeks. Lanni had another life in Seattle now. He didn’t like to think about her and Jenny leaving, but recognized that eventually he’d need to let them go. He couldn’t ask anything more of Lanni than what he had already.

			

			—

			Humming softly as she worked, Lanni ran water into the kitchen sink. She was grateful Judd had left. He would have been furious, had he seen her working so hard in the kitchen. Fine. She’d do it when he wasn’t around to stop her. He didn’t honestly expect her to sit down and thumb through a magazine when so much needed to be done? The house was a disaster and an unhealthy environment for a man in ill health.

			
			A large roast was cooking in the oven and the smell of simmering meat, potatoes, and onions permeated the large kitchen.

			Jenny was in the living room, sitting on her grandfather’s lap while he read to her from a children’s book. The sight of the two of them warmed Lanni’s heart. Stuart was so loving and patient with the child. The last time she’d checked on them, she’d discovered Jenny asleep, cuddled in his arms, and Stuart snoring softly.

			Washing the last of the lunch dishes, Lanni paused to look around. Like everything else in the house, the kitchen was grossly outdated. The linoleum was cracked and peeling up at the corners, as was the dull red countertop. The stove had a cantankerous streak and the oven was another matter entirely. Lanni had viewed the kitchen as a challenge, and after working only one afternoon in it, she was ready to surrender. What she wouldn’t have given for a microwave! She could deal with escrow loans, mortgage companies, and feisty appraisers, but not this nineteenth-century kitchen.

			The back door swung open as Judd stepped inside, giving her a knowing look. For a moment it seemed as though he wanted to argue with her, but he changed his mind. He knew her well enough to realize she couldn’t leave the place in such a mess.

			
			“Hi.” She smiled at him and pressed her finger to her lips, indicating that he should be quiet. She pointed in the direction of Jenny and Stuart in the other room. “They’re asleep.” She hoped that the need for quiet would quell his objection to her streak of domestic integrity.

			If the clean kitchen hadn’t been a surprise, then viewing his daughter in Stuart’s arms was. His father’s gaunt face was relaxed in sleep. Peaceful. Serene. Judd couldn’t ever recall seeing his father so tranquil—he’d run on nervous energy most of his life, demanding more of himself than he did from others.

			Judd pulled out a kitchen chair and Lanni brought him a bowl of hot tomato soup and a thick turkey sandwich she’d made earlier.

			He was a little amazed at her thoughtfulness, although he realized that he shouldn’t be. “I saw the Petermans.”

			“Good.”

			“They’re moving back tomorrow.”

			“Won’t your father be upset?”

			“I don’t see why. I’m paying their wages.”

			Lanni nodded and hid a grin. Over the years, Judd must have learned how to get around his father, sometimes to his own detriment. “What did the doctor have to say?”

			Judd’s expression changed to a dark scowl as he slowly shook his head. He lowered the sandwich to the plate. “Not much.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Dad’s been in a couple of times with stomach ailments. But as far as Doc Simpson knows, Stuart isn’t anywhere close to dying.”

			“He could have gone to another doctor.”

			
			“Maybe, but that’s doubtful. The nearest medical facility of any worth is in Miles City, and that’s more than a hundred miles. It’s unlikely that Dad would go that far.”

			“It’s obvious that he’s been ill.” Just looking at Stuart was proof enough. “It has to be more than stomach ailments.”

			“Apparently, he has an ulcer.”

			“An ulcer?”

			“Other than that, Doc claims Dad’s in perfect health.”

			Lanni pulled out the chair across from Judd and sat. She didn’t know what to think. Stuart had claimed to be dying, but from the sound of what Judd had just learned, he was a fair distance from the grave.

			“Why do you think he sent for you?”

			“Not me,” Judd corrected, remembering the bitterness in his father’s greeting. “If you recall, he asked to see Jenny.”

			“He wanted you to bring her.”

			Judd took another bite of the turkey sandwich, chewing thoughtfully before speaking. He’d been a sentimental fool to believe Stuart wanted him home. From birth, his father had had little use for him. “I have the feeling this is all an elaborate charade.”

			“I can’t believe that.” Lanni hadn’t meant to take Stuart’s side, but she honestly felt that something must be terribly wrong with Judd’s father for him to have sent for Judd and Jenny.

			“Stuart may believe he’s dying, but he’s not,” Judd murmured.

			“Maybe the doctor made it sound less serious than it actually is.”

			Judd leaned back in the chair and shook his head. “I can’t believe Doc Simpson would do that. No,” he stated emphatically. “Doc said that Dad needed to watch his diet, but with the medication he gave him and a few dietary restrictions, Dad should be feeling great.” He pushed the lunch plate aside. “I think the problem may be psychological. Dad hasn’t been sick a day in his life. He can’t tolerate it in others, let alone himself. Doc seems to believe that with his stomach causing him a fair amount of pain, Dad might believe that his number is coming up.”

			
			Lanni watched as Judd frowned thoughtfully. “What are you going to do?” The strain of being around his father was already exacting its toll on Judd. It seemed that every time Stuart opened his mouth, he made some comment about Judd’s lack of ambition. Lanni disagreed—Judd had plenty of drive; she’d never known a man who worked harder than Judd. From what he’d told her, Stuart had always wanted Judd to be an attorney or a doctor. Something more than the rancher he was, and from Judd’s teens, Stuart had pushed his son toward college and a professional career. It hadn’t worked, and Judd had left home soon after graduating from high school. Twice since they’d arrived, Lanni had to stop herself from defending Judd to his father. She didn’t like being put in that position and had remained silent. In some ways she felt Stuart was waiting for her to intervene, but she refused to get caught in the battle between father and son.

			Judd stood, carrying his plate and bowl to the sink and dumping his leftovers into the compost pile. “Don’t wait on dinner for me.”

			An icy chill shivered up her back and her hand knotted into a tight fist as dread filled her. So often when he left, Judd didn’t bother to tell her where he was going or when he’d return. In light of the comment he’d made about her suffocating him, Lanni refused to ask him now. He knew her feelings and chose to ignore them.

			
			Judd watched the anger play across her features and recognized what was troubling her. He hesitated before adding, “Jim claims there’s a lot of fence down. I want to check it out.”

			Lanni’s gaze shot to his, knowing he was making an effort. “Will you be riding a horse?”

			The smile curving his lips was evidence of his poorly disguised amusement. “I’m taking the pickup; there’s a lot of range out there. The Ford’s parked on the other side of the barn.” The Petermans’ house was between the huge shed and the main house and blocked her view.

			Lanni was pleased that the elderly couple were returning, but she wondered how Stuart would react to the news. It would be up to Judd to tell him, not Lanni. With other things on her mind, that was one topic she didn’t want to wade into with Judd’s father. As it was, their conversations were stilted and often one-sided. Lanni did the best she could to carry any dialogue, but Stuart made it nearly impossible, answering in clipped one-word sentences.

			The only subject that he became animated on was Jenny. From the moment he’d seen the child, something had come over him. His harsh features had smoothed into an almost smile and his eyes had brightened. The unconcealed love he felt for Jenny transformed him into a different person.

			Stuart couldn’t seem to get enough of the child. He talked to her, read her stories, and listened to her with all the attention of the doting grandfather he was. Lanni couldn’t understand how he could be so hard on his only child and so loving to his granddaughter. Jenny’s reaction to Stuart was one filled with the joy of discovery, while Stuart’s love was returned a hundredfold and more. Lanni was astonished. For a man who had shown precious little patience in his life, he was a virtual saint with his granddaughter.

			

			—

			
			Their first night in the house proved to be eventful. Lanni woke around midnight, when the house was peaceful and still. She rolled onto her back and pushed the hair off her forehead and stared sightlessly into the darkness. One minute she’d been asleep and the next she was wide awake. She blinked twice, and wondered at the reason for her sudden restlessness. The faint sound of the television drifted up from downstairs, and, thinking Judd had returned and was unwinding with a late-night talk show, Lanni threw off the covers and climbed out of bed.

			She’d just finished tying the sash to her robe when she stepped off the bottom stair. She did an admirable job of disguising her disappointment when she discovered it wasn’t Judd who was awake, but Stuart.

			He glanced at her and then back at the television screen.

			“Is Judd back yet?” she asked.

			“He’s home. I thought he was in bed with you.” The blank face strayed momentarily from the television to Lanni.

			“You know we’re separated.” Lanni sighed and moved into the kitchen, unwilling to discuss the subject further. Stuart flicked the television controller, stood, and followed her. Doing her best to ignore him, Lanni took a carton of milk out of the refrigerator and turned, nearly colliding with the older man.

			Reluctantly, he stepped aside. “You’d know when Judd got home if you were sleeping with him the way a wife should. Seems to me it would solve a whole lot of problems if you two shared a bed again.”

			
			Lanni did her best to pretend she hadn’t heard him.

			“I bet you laid awake half the night waiting for Judd.”

			Purposely turning away from him, Lanni poured the milk into the glass and returned the carton to the refrigerator. “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Stuart, but it’s two years too late. The marriage is over.”

			“I don’t believe that,” her father-in-law said, following her from one side of the kitchen to the next.

			Lanni took a large swallow of the milk, refusing to discuss her private life with her father-in-law.

			“I know Judd hasn’t been a good husband to you in the past, but he’ll change once he starts managing the ranch.”

			Lanni released a frustrated breath. “The minute we arrived, you told Judd he’d never get this land. Remember?”

			Stuart chuckled. “Don’t you recognize reverse psychology when you hear it, girl? Judd’s been the same all his life. I say one thing and the blasted fool does just the opposite. I decided it was time I got smart. He wants the ranch now because I told him he could never have it. Only”—he hesitated, studying Lanni hard—“he won’t stay long unless you’re here.”

			“I’ve got news for you,” Lanni informed him sadly, her throat muscles constricting with the pain of reality. “Whether I’m here or not will make little difference with Judd.”

			“I don’t believe that.”

			
			Lanni carried the empty milk glass to the sink. It wouldn’t do any good to argue with Judd’s father. It was obvious that the old man had hoped she and Judd would resolve their differences and remain on the ranch. What a strange man Stuart Matthiessen was. He berated his son in one breath and sought to save his son’s marriage in the other. “What’s between Judd and me is none of your business.”

			“Maybe not, but you got a child to consider.”

			Lanni couldn’t take any more. It was one thing to have the man treat Judd the way he did, but another for him to run interference in her life. “While we’re on the subject of Judd, I want one thing understood.”

			Stuart’s mouth snapped shut. “What?”

			“Use all the reverse psychology you want, but if you utter one unkind, untruthful word about my husband in front of Jenny, the two of us will leave so fast it’ll make your head spin. I mean that, Stuart. Judd is Jenny’s father and I won’t have you treat him disrespectfully when Jenny is around to witness it. Do you understand?”

			Stuart blanched and cleared his throat. “Yes.”

			“Thank you for that.” She brushed past him on her way out the door and marched up the stairs. When she reached the top, Lanni discovered that she was trembling. Her hands were bunched into tight fists as the anger fermented within her. She wanted to shake Judd’s father for his stubborn pride. He honestly seemed to believe that if she and Jenny remained on the ranch, Judd would stay as well. Her love, their daughter, and the home she’d created hadn’t been enough to hold him once. She had nothing else to offer him a second time.

			“That was quite a little speech.” Judd leaned against the doorjamb, his arms crossed over his bare chest, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “The next time I need a defender of truth and justice, can I call on you?”

			
			“He infuriates me.” Lanni still couldn’t believe the gall of her father-in-law. He’d puzzled her the first time they’d met and even more so now.

			“It’s just his way, Lanni. I stopped letting him manipulate me years ago.”

			“I won’t play his games, Judd. He wants you and me back together. He thinks you’ll stay on the ranch if Jenny and I are here. But we both know differently, don’t we?”

			The barb struck its intended mark, nicking his heart. “I signed the divorce papers. I thought that was all you required.”

			“It is.”

			The pain in her eyes brought Judd up short, and, expelling a broken sigh, he turned toward his bedroom. Regret expanded his chest, tightening his muscles until his heart and lungs ached. “Lanni.” He moved toward her and paused. “I…”

			“Don’t.” She raised both her hands and shook her head. “Don’t say anything. It’s better if we leave things as they are.” She turned and quickly entered her room. The sound of the door closing echoed through the hallway like thunder, although she had shut it softly.

			Rubbing his hand over his eyes, Judd turned back into his own room, drained both emotionally and physically.

			

			—

			Judd had already left the house by the time Lanni and Jenny were up and dressed. Stuart sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and staring absently into space with the morning newspaper propped in front of him.

			
			“Morning.” Lanni hoped to start the day on a cheerful note.

			“Morning,” came his gruff reply until he caught sight of Jenny, then he brightened and smiled. “Hello, Princess.”

			The little girl held out her arms and hugged his middle with an abundance of enthusiasm. “Hi, Grandpa. Is today the day I get to see the pony?”

			“Soon,” Stuart answered, looking displeased.

			“What’s this about a pony?” Lanni’s eyes flew from one to the other.

			“Oops,” Jenny said and covered her mouth. “I wasn’t suppose to tell, was I? It’s a surprise, Mommy.”

			“You weren’t supposed to tell me what?”

			“That Grandpa’s buying me a horsey.”

			“A horse?” Lanni exploded. “Stuart, this isn’t true, is it? I told you before we only plan on being here a couple of weeks. I meant that. A horse for that amount of time would be extravagant.”

			He ignored her, downing the last of his coffee.

			“Stuart?” Lanni demanded a second time. “What’s this business about a horse?”

			Jenny climbed onto the chair, clenching Betsy to her chest and looking uncomfortable. “Don’t be mad, Mommy. I wasn’t supposed to say anything, like when Aunt Jade and I go have ice cream.” Realizing that she’d done it again, the little girl looked thoroughly miserable.

			“It’s all right, honey, don’t worry about it.” Lanni decided it would be best to drop the subject for now and discuss it when Jenny was out of hearing distance.

			
			Stuart leaned over and whispered something in the little girl’s ear and Jenny instantly dissolved into happy giggles. Lanni hadn’t a notion of what schemes the two were devising, but knew, given time, she’d find out.

			When the breakfast dishes had been cleared from the table, Stuart announced that he was taking Jenny for a walk. He didn’t ask Lanni to go with them. She wanted to suggest joining them, but Judd’s father looked so excited at the prospect of going outside with his granddaughter that Lanni didn’t want to risk destroying his mood.

			“Where was Judd off to so early this morning?” she asked instead, doing her utmost to disguise her uneasiness.

			The old man’s eyes narrowed as the fun and laughter drained away. “He didn’t say.”

			“Surely he must have given you some indication of when he’d be back.”

			“You should know him better than that.” He opened his mouth as if to add more, but at her fiery glare, he changed his mind. Lanni had no doubt her look and their midnight conversation were responsible for his change of heart. “Knowing Judd, he’ll be back when he’s good and ready to come back and not before. He always was like that, you know. Going away for days without a word of explanation.”

			A glance out the kitchen window confirmed that the pickup was gone. He was probably on the range, checking fences and whatever else he did while away from the house for hours on end. Lanni hadn’t a clue.

			From her view out the same rectangular window, she kept close tabs on Stuart with Jenny. He took the little girl into the barn and returned with a feed bag. Together the two fed the chickens, much to Jenny’s delight.

			
			From there they walked to the edge of the fence and Stuart pointed to the rolling hills in the distance. Intently, Jenny stood at his side and nodded, as serious as the day was beautiful. After washing a couple of dishes, Lanni glanced outside a second time. Jenny was bending over a wildflower while Stuart smiled down on her. Bright rays of morning sun splashed the earth.

			The little girl mentioned something to her grandfather and Judd’s father threw back his head and laughed loudly. The sound of his mirth took Lanni by surprise. She’d never heard or seen Stuart be happy about anything. With the one exception of Jenny.

			When the two ambled toward the Petermans’ small home, Lanni removed her apron and followed them. She didn’t want Jenny out of her sight for long.

			The screen door slammed after her as she went down the sun-dried wooden steps. They creaked with age. Everywhere Lanni looked there were repairs to be made and work to be done. She imagined that with the ranch demanding so much attention, Jim Peterman had little time or energy to spare on the house. It could be, too, that Stuart didn’t want anything fixed, but she couldn’t imagine the reason why. He was a strange man and she understood him less than she did her own husband.

			The door to the Petermans’ house was left open and Lanni walked inside, amazed at how updated the home was in comparison to the main house. The kitchen was bright and cheerful, the room furnished with a dinette set and modern appliances. The white countertops gleamed.

			
			Stuart’s voice could be heard at the front of the house and Lanni went to join them.

			“This will be your bedroom,” Lanni heard Stuart tell Jenny as she turned the corner from the kitchen that led to the hallway.

			“Your mommy and daddy will sleep in the bedroom next door,” Stuart went on to explain.

			Lanni was appalled. It appears Stuart planned to move the three of them into this small house.

			“Judd’s and my room?” Lanni said, stepping into the room. “How interesting.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Eight

			Stuart’s head came up so fast that Lanni thought he might have dislocated his neck. It was apparent that she’d heard something he didn’t want her to know about.

			The dark eyes met hers unsteadily. The crease lines in his face became all the more pronounced as his gaze skidded past hers.

			“I’ve already explained that Jenny and I will be leaving next week.” Lanni wanted it understood from the beginning that she wanted no part of his crazy schemes.

			Stuart went pale. “But…you belong here with Judd.”

			Jenny’s eyes revealed her confusion, and Lanni desperately wanted to shake some sense into the man. He couldn’t possibly believe that she’d give up her life in Seattle, abandon her parents, her home, and her career, because of his half-baked belief that she and Jenny would bind Judd to the Circle M.

			“He’ll only stay if you do.”

			Lanni chose to ignore Stuart’s plea. She took Jenny by the hand and led her out of the house. Stuart followed in her wake, mumbling under his breath along the way.

			“I had them deliver a new stove just for you,” he said, loud enough for her to hear.

			“I already told you what I think. Can’t you understand that it isn’t going to work?” she asked sternly, throwing the words over her shoulder.

			“But I want to talk to you about it,” Stuart pressed on, undeterred.

			
			His eyes revealed the same stubbornness that Judd so often displayed, and Lanni wanted to scream at them both for their foolish pride. “There’s nothing to discuss.”

			Outside the small house, they were greeted with bright sunlight. A soft breeze carried the scent of apple blossoms from a nearby row of trees. In other circumstances Lanni would have paused and pointed out to Jenny the source of the sweet fragrance; but her thoughts were heavy and she barely noted the beauty surrounding her as she led Jenny back into the main house. She was so irritated, she discovered her hands were trembling.

			She finished the breakfast dishes and Jenny, standing at her side, dutifully helped dry them. With each dish, Lanni struggled to subdue her frustration. The Petermans were supposed to arrive anytime, and she welcomed the thought of another woman at the ranch.

			Lanni was filled with questions and the only one who could answer them was Betty Peterman. As much as Lanni was looking forward to meeting Betty, she didn’t welcome the confrontation Stuart was bound to have with Judd over their return.

			The clash came sooner than even Lanni expected. Judd came back to the house midmorning, bringing the Petermans with him. Jim and Betty walked into the kitchen, where Lanni and Jenny were arranging wildflowers, using a jar as a makeshift vase.

			“Hello,” Betty Peterman said, smiling shyly at the pair. Her eyes were round and kind, and Lanni knew immediately that she would like this woman who knew Judd so well. Her troubled gaze flew from Betty Peterman to Judd in an attempt to warn him that Stuart was sitting in the other room.

			
			“What’s wrong?” Judd knew Lanni too well not to have noticed her distress. Something had happened this morning when he’d been away. That much was obvious. Lanni looked both angry and frustrated. Heaven knew Stuart was capable of driving man or woman to either emotion, and Judd felt guilty for leaving her to deal with his cantankerous father.

			“What are they doing here?” Stuart demanded from the doorway leading to the kitchen. A scowl darkened his face, twisting his mouth downward.

			“I hired them back,” Judd informed his father.

			“You can’t do that.”

			“I’m paying their wages.”

			“I’m not dead yet. The Circle M still belongs to me and what I say goes!”

			Jim shuffled his feet. Betty looked equally uncomfortable. Judd saw this and was all the more angry with his father for causing their old friends this additional embarrassment.

			“If they go, I go,” Judd told him calmly.

			Stuart glowered at his son, but closed his mouth, swallowing any argument.

			Jim Peterman removed his hat and rotated the large brim between his callused hands; his eyes studied the floor between his feet. “I can see we’re not wanted here. The missus and me will move on.”

			“And I say you stay.” Judd pointed to the wiry cowhand and emphatically shook his head. Slowly, methodically, he turned his attention back to his father. “This ranch is falling apart around you. The herd is depleted. Fences are down in every section. The house is a disaster. What possible explanation could you have for not wanting the Petermans here?”

			
			Stuart’s brooding eyes clashed with Lanni’s. Puzzled, Judd followed the exchange.

			“Lanni,” he asked, still perplexed, “do you know something I don’t?”

			“Your father thinks you and I and Jenny will decide to live here permanently. He wanted the Petermans’ house for us.”

			Stuart’s pale face tightened as he moved into the kitchen. “The three of you belong here.”

			“You can’t be serious?” Judd was incredulous.

			“I’m afraid he is,” Lanni said, coming forward so that she stood at Judd’s side.

			“The Petermans have lived in that house nearly as long as you’ve owned the Circle M,” Judd countered sharply. “And they’ll live there again.”

			For an instant it looked as if Stuart was going to argue. Stubborn insistence leapt from his eyes, challenging Judd.

			Judd crossed his arms over his chest and the edges of his mouth curved up. The movement in no way resembled a smile. Wordlessly, he accepted his father’s challenge and tossed in one of his own. “Either the Petermans come back as employees of the Circle M or I take Lanni and Jenny home to Seattle.”

			Stuart looked shocked, as if this were the last argument in the world that he’d expected Judd to use against him.

			
			“Well?” Judd pressed, staring at his father.

			“Fine. They can stay,” Stuart mumbled, turning. His walk was more of a shuffling of his feet; clearly it had cost him a great deal to concede the issue.

			“So this is Jenny.” Betty Peterman pulled out a kitchen chair and sat beside the four-year-old.

			“Hi,” Jenny returned, busy placing long-stemmed daisies into a jar. She gave the newcomer a bright smile, her chubby fingers bending a brittle stem. Lanni was grateful that Jenny couldn’t understand all that was happening and was pleased that Betty was trying to smooth the rippling tension that filled the room.

			“She resembles Lydia,” Betty murmured under her breath, handing Jenny another yellow daisy to add to the vase. “It’s in the eyes and the shape of her face. I suppose Stuart noticed it as well?” Betty glanced at Judd, seeking an answer. The resemblance offered a token explanation of Stuart’s odd behavior.

			“I’m sure he has noticed,” Lanni answered for him, recalling all the pictures of Jenny she’d mailed Stuart over the years. He’d never given her any indication that he’d received the photographs.

			“He loved Lydia, you know.” Betty inclined her head toward the living room, where Stuart sat, watching a television game show with all the seriousness of a network war correspondent. “For a time after she died, Jim and I thought Stuart would never recover. He sat and stared at the walls for days.”

			Judd rubbed a weary hand over his face. “Sometimes I wonder if he’s capable of loving anyone anymore.” Judd had seen precious little evidence of his father’s love. He thought he understood Stuart, but every day of this visit his father proved him wrong. They didn’t know each other at all.

			
			Jim helped himself to a cup of coffee from the stove, adding sugar to it before taking the first sip. “From what you said, I don’t have time to stand around the kitchen.”

			“I’ll go with you,” Judd offered. “There’s a problem with…” His voice trailed away as he went out the kitchen door with Jim. The back screen door slammed after them.

			Lanni watched them leave. The two men stood in front of the pickup talking, and from the looks of it, the subject was a heavy one. Jim nodded abruptly, apparently agreeing with what Judd was saying.

			“I’ve got a thousand things to do as well,” Betty added, tacking a stray hair into the neatly coiled bun that graced the back of her head.

			“Can Jenny and I help?” Lanni volunteered. She hoped to become friends with this motherly woman.

			“No need.” She gently patted Lanni’s hand and glanced into the living room, where Stuart was still sitting. “I suspect he’ll keep you hopping while I finish unpacking. Be patient with him. He isn’t as bad as he seems.”

			For her part, Lanni didn’t want to be left alone with Stuart. “Are you sure?”

			“Positive.” She lightly shook her head. “He isn’t normally this cantankerous. He loves Judd almost as much as he did Lydia. The problem is he has trouble showing it, just like he did with Lydia.”

			That had to be the understatement of the year. Before Lanni could question the housekeeper further, Betty was out the door.

			
			At noon, Lanni cooked lunch and served it to Stuart on a television tray. He didn’t comment when she delivered the meal and said nothing when she carried it back, untouched, to the kitchen. One look at his harsh features told her that Stuart was furious with both her and Judd.

			Thankfully, the afternoon was peaceful. Jenny took her nap in Judd’s old room at the top of the stairs. While his granddaughter slept, Stuart appeared at loose ends and drifted outside. In order to kill time, Lanni cleaned out the kitchen drawers and washed cupboards. On the top shelf, she found a pre–World War II cookbook that must have belonged to Lydia. Flipping through the yellowed pages, Lanni discovered a storehouse of treasures. After a short debate, she decided to bake a cake listed as Stuart’s favorite. A quick check of the shelf assured her that all the ingredients were available.

			Humming as she worked, she whipped the eggs and butter together with a wire whisk. Dumping the measured flour into the frothy mix sent up a swirling cloud of the fine powder. Coughing, she tried to clear the front of her face by waving her hand.

			“What are you making?” Judd asked, opening the back door that led to the kitchen. He paused, hands on his hips, surveying the tempting sight she made. An oversized apron that must have belonged to Betty was wrapped around her middle. The ties looped around her trim waist twice and were knotted in the front. Flour was smeared across her cheek and an antique cookbook was propped against the sugar canister on the countertop.

			“Hi.” She offered him a ready smile. “I’m baking a cake as a peace offering to Stuart. He hasn’t spoken a word all afternoon.”

			
			Judd recalled how much she used to enjoy baking for him. In the first weeks after their marriage it was a miracle he hadn’t gained twenty pounds. Every night she’d whipped up some special concoction for him to sample. Most of them proved to be scrumptious. Others proved less successful. It got to be that he’d rush home every night to see what confection she had planned next. Lanni had enjoyed his praise. Long ago, she claimed, her mother had told her that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Judd didn’t bother to inform her otherwise. She’d owned his heart from their first fateful meeting.

			He’d loved her then beyond anything he’d ever known, and, he realized, studying her now, he loved her still.

			“Smells delicious.” Without thought, he wrapped his arms around Lanni’s waist and kissed the side of her neck. It was the most natural thing in the world to do. This was Lanni, his woman, his wife—no matter what those divorce papers said. She and she alone had filled the emptiness of his soul. Her love had helped him find peace within himself and had lessened the ache of bitterness and cynicism that had dictated his actions since he’d left the Circle M at age eighteen.

			Lanni’s heart leaped to her throat. Almost immediately she recognized the action as spontaneous—one Judd did without thought. For days he’d gone to lengths to avoid touching her, and it felt incredibly right to have him hold her now. She wanted to comment to say something but feared any sound would shatter this spell. She yearned for his touch like a weak flower longs for the life-giving rays of the sun and the nourishment of cool water.

			
			Heaven and earth couldn’t have stopped Judd. He lowered his lips to hers, kissing her hungrily. He wondered if life could possibly be half as sweet as this moment with her.

			Lanni felt his kiss throughout her body. It rocked her, leaving her yearning for more. Her heart swelled with remembered love. Her arms held him close, wanting to bind him to her for all time.

			When he broke off the kiss his smile was filled with satisfaction. Lanni was velvet. Satin and silk. And he loved her. Dear sweet heaven, he loved her until there was nothing in all the world but her.

			Releasing a huge sigh, he held her to him and closed his eyes. The need to hold and touch her was becoming as much a part of him as breathing. He was a man of his word, and it was increasingly difficult to keep his promise not to touch her. Already he’d broken it several times. The desire to lift her into his arms and carry her up the stairs to the bedroom was almost unbearable.

			Lanni went still, savoring the welcome feel of his arms around her. She closed her eyes, wanting this moment to last, knowing it wouldn’t. With everything that was in her, she battled down her weakness for Judd. There was something seductive with this ranch, this land, and being with Judd. It almost made her believe there was nothing they couldn’t overcome. Maybe it was Stuart, who was working so hard to fill her head with promises of a new life with Judd on the Circle M. She didn’t know, but she couldn’t give in to these sensations—she couldn’t.

			Awkwardly, Judd dropped his arms.

			Still shaken by the encounter, Lanni turned back to the mixing bowl, focusing her attention on the cake once again. “Are you hungry?” The feeble sound of her own voice bounced off the empty kitchen walls.

			
			“Starved.” But Judd wasn’t referring to food. He felt empty, with a physical ache that attacked with a ferocity that left him weak.

			He walked over to the sink and turned on the tap.

			“There’s some leftovers from lunch,” Lanni told him, striving to keep her voice even. On the off chance he’d be in later and hungry, Lanni had fixed a couple of extra sandwiches. She brought them to the table with a tall glass of milk and some cookies.

			Drying his hands on a towel, Judd tossed it back onto the wire rack and joined her at the table. The sight of the meal produced an appreciative grin. “Is Jenny sleeping?” he asked, seeking protection in the subject of their daughter.

			Seeing Lanni working in the kitchen was having a strange effect on him. It’d cost him a great deal to release her. Every male instinct demanded that he haul her into his arms and make love to her then and there. As much as possible, he ignored the powerful pull of his desire.

			Lanni paused to check her wristwatch. “She’ll be up anytime now.” She hoped the information would cause Judd to linger a bit longer.

			“Where’s Stuart?”

			“He left sometime after noon.”

			“Did he say where he was going?” Judd wolfed down another bite of the sandwich as he waited for her response.

			She shook her head sadly. With his plans for the Peterman house thwarted, Stuart had been uncommunicative from the moment Judd had left with the rehired foreman. Even Jenny had been unable to bring her grandfather out of his dark mood.

			
			A worried frown knit Judd’s brow as he pushed aside his plate. His mouth thinned with irritation. “I wonder what Stuart’s up to now.”

			“I have no idea.” Lanni braced her hands against the back of the chair, studying Judd. She knew he was concerned about his father, but nonetheless Judd looked happy. More alive than she could ever remember seeing him. Content.

			“I spent most of the early afternoon on the range with Jim.” He paused to swallow some milk. “The herd’s depleted, but with care it can be built up again.” His expression relaxed as he told her about a cattle sale coming up at the beginning of next week. “Jim seems to feel that with the purchase of a few head of cattle we could be back in business again by the end of next year.”

			“That soon?”

			Between cookies, Judd nodded. “Maybe even sooner.”

			“Wonderful.” She could hear the excitement and anticipation in his voice. Both caught her by surprise. Judd was speaking as if he planned to be around to see the task to completion.

			“It’s expensive, Lanni. Damned expensive.”

			She nodded as if she understood everything there was to know about stocking herd for a cattle ranch. Her expertise was limited to real estate transactions, and she knew little about ranching. For the first time since she’d known him, Judd was truly serene.

			He stopped and gazed out the kitchen window. “This land was made for ranching. Look at it out there—those rolling hills are full of sweet grass.”

			“It is beautiful,” Lanni agreed. To her surprise, she found she enjoyed the peace and solitude of the Circle M. Montana, with its wide blue sky, held an appeal that Lanni hadn’t expected to feel.

			
			“The whole state is like this.” At least staring out the window helped him keep his eyes off her. He’d forgotten how beautiful she was. How enticing. How alluring. He felt good all the way to his soul. For the first time in years he was at peace with himself and the world. Working with Jim, riding side by side with the other man, had awakened in him his deep abiding love for the Circle M and Montana.

			When he’d left all those years ago, Judd had closed his mind to the ranch. Now he was here and it seemed that everything was falling into place for the first time in a while.

			

			—

			Judd worked with Jim long past dinnertime. He’d told Lanni that with so much that needed to be done, she shouldn’t hold up the evening meal for him. He felt guilty leaving her alone to deal with Jenny and Stuart, but the demands of the Circle M were equally urgent.

			Wearily, Judd walked toward the house. The light beaming from the kitchen window gave him a comfortable feeling. He suspected Lanni would be waiting for him, and the knowledge brought a sense of contentment. His body ached from the physical demand of ranching. It’d been years since he’d been on the back of a horse. His muscles protested the long hours in the saddle, and as he sauntered toward the house, he rubbed the lower region of his back where a sharp pain had developed.

			The kitchen was empty, and Judd was disappointed. In his mind he’d hoped to have a few tender moments alone with Lanni. He fought back the image of her asleep in bed and what would happen if he were to slip in beside her and turn her warm body into his arms. Judd groaned. The sudden physical ache of his body far surpassed any strain from riding a horse or mending fences.

			
			The clock over the kitchen doorway told him it was far later than he’d thought. Lanni would be asleep by now, and the way he was feeling tonight, it was probably for the best.

			Upon further inspection, he found a plate covered with foil left warming in the oven. He smiled, grateful for her thoughtfulness, and wondered if she’d thought about him the way he’d been thinking about her all afternoon.

			He ate slowly, savoring the fried-chicken dinner. When he finished, he rinsed his plate and set it aside in the sink.

			The house was quiet as Judd turned off the light and headed for the stairway that led to the upstairs bedroom.

			“So you’re home.” The voice came out of the dark. It took Judd an instant to realize that his father was sitting alone in the moonlight, waiting for him.

			“Did you think I’d left?”

			“It wouldn’t be unheard of.”

			The blunt response briefly angered Judd. “Well, I didn’t.”

			“So I see. I suppose I should be grateful.”

			“I’m not leaving. Not until I know the reason you called me home.”

			“You know why. I want you here; it’s where you belong, where you’ve always belonged,” Stuart’s raised voice returned, with a sharp edge that invited an angry response.

			
			Judd expelled a sigh. There was always tension between him and his father. They couldn’t have a civil conversation without pride interfering and old wounds festering back to life. It was on the tip of Judd’s tongue to argue with Stuart, to remind him that the letter he’d sent contained a different message. The stark words had asked him to bring Jenny to the ranch. Stuart hadn’t asked to see him—only Jenny.

			Judd sighed. One of them had to make the first move, and Judd decided it would have to be him. He claimed an overstuffed chair and sat in the dark across from his father.

			“She does resemble Mother, doesn’t she?” There wasn’t any need for Judd to mention who he was talking about.

			“Lanni sent me pictures and each year I recognized it more and more.”

			His mother remained only a foggy memory in Judd’s mind. He wasn’t sure that he remembered her at all. Betty had told him about Lydia when he was younger, and Judd wondered if he confused his memory with the information Betty had given him.

			“Jenny belongs with me just as Lydia did.”

			“Jenny belongs with her mother,” Judd said softly.

			“If you’d patch things up with Lanni, then you could all stay. Fix it, boy, and hurry, before you lose her to that city slicker.”

			“City slicker?” As far as Judd knew, Lanni had never left the ranch.

			“That Delaney fellow. He phoned twice before you arrived and once since.” Stuart’s tone lowered with displeasure. “Lanni doesn’t know, and I’m not telling her. You’re going to lose her unless you do something and quick. I’m not going to be able to hold this fellow off much longer. Next time he calls, Lanni could answer the phone.”

			
			Judd felt the weight of the world settle over his shoulders. “It’s too late for Lanni and me.”

			“You can’t mean that. I’ve seen the way you look at each other. You’re still in love with her, and if both of you weren’t so stubborn you’d see that she loves you as well.”

			The urgency in the old man’s voice shook Judd.

			“You’re the only one who can convince them to stay.”

			Judd couldn’t do that, but telling Stuart as much was a different matter. “I’ll do what I can,” he said after a long minute.

			The words appeared to appease Stuart. “Good.”

			Judd relaxed in the chair, crossing his legs. This talk wasn’t much, but it was a beginning. “Jim and I were out on the back hundred this afternoon.”

			“That’s a good place to start—been needing attention a couple of years now.”

			Judd welcomed the cover of darkness that cloaked the living room. So Steve had been trying to contact Lanni, and he’d bet it didn’t have anything to do with business matters, either. Judd’s fingers gripped the chair’s thick arms as he concentrated on what his father was saying. “When did you stop caring about the ranch?”

			Stuart snorted. “Last year sometime. I haven’t the energy for it anymore.”

			From the run-down condition of the place, Judd knew his father was speaking the truth. “Jim and I are here now,” Judd said. He knew his father expected a tirade, but for once he didn’t want to argue with the old man. Tonight he yearned to pretend that they were like other fathers and sons who communicated freely about the things they loved most.

			
			“I’m not overly pleased that you brought the Petermans back,” Stuart added thoughtfully. “Now that you and Lanni are here, I don’t need them anymore.”

			“Perhaps not, but they need you.”

			The truth silenced Stuart for a moment. “I wanted the house for the three of you.”

			“Dad,” Judd said with a sigh, “listen to me. Lanni and Jenny aren’t going to live here. The divorce papers are already signed. The only life Lanni knows is in the city.”

			“Divorce papers,” he echoed, shaken. “You’re divorced?”

			“Not officially. Once she’s back in Seattle, Lanni will need to file the papers before it’s official.”

			“Then do something, boy. Do it now before it’s too late.” The desperate appeal in Stuart’s voice ripped at Judd’s heart. “I lost Lydia because of my pride. Don’t make the same mistake I did. You’ll regret it, I swear you will; all your life it’ll haunt you.”

			Judd came to his feet. “I can’t change the past for you. Lanni asked for the divorce—not me. It’s what she wants.”

			“I’d bet the Circle M that it was that city slicker who talked Lanni into this divorce thing.”

			Judd’s fists knotted, but he held his tongue. “I’m going to bed,” Judd said.

			“But not to sleep, I’d wager.”

			Stuart’s words followed Judd to the top of the stairs. Inside the darkness of his room, he sagged onto the bed, sitting on the edge of the mattress. He was tired, weary to the bone.

			
			His father’s words echoed around the chamber, taunting him. So Steve was phoning; Judd supposed the other man must be desperate for word from Lanni. He didn’t like to even think about the other man. It angered him. Infuriated him.

			He needed to move—anything to still the ramblings of his mind. Judd stood and paced the area in front of the bed. He remembered seeing Lanni in the kitchen that afternoon. The memory of their kiss caused him to groan. He gritted his teeth in an effort to drive the image from his mind. It didn’t help. His reminiscences were costing him his sanity.

			Jerking open a dresser drawer, he took out a fresh set of clothes. A cold shower would help. Afterward he’d leave and find a hotel in Miles City where he could spend the night. It was dangerous, too dangerous, to be here with Lanni sleeping peacefully in the room across from his. If he stayed, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself. He’d wake her and she’d turn into his arms and he’d make love to every inch of her until she cried for more.

			As quietly as possible, Judd moved down the hall. But the cold shower did little to ease the ache in his body. He needed Lanni. But he’d promised; he’d given her his word. Within a few days she had every reason to pack her bags and walk away without a backward glance. He hadn’t the right to stop her, and he wouldn’t. The thought of Steve Delaney holding her nearly crippled him.

			The arguments echoed in his mind like demented voices flung back at him from a canyon wall. Unable to stop himself, he paused outside Lanni’s bedroom door. Moonlight painted the room a soft shade of yellow. She lay on her back, her long flaxen hair splayed out on the pillow like liquid gold. Judd’s chest tightened at the sight of her. She tossed her arm up and turned her head.

			
			His breath froze in his lungs. He’d awakened her. For an instant he thought to hide, then realized the ridiculousness of such a plan. It took him another moment to note that she remained asleep.

			He moved toward her, stopping at the edge of the bed. A cold sweat broke out across his upper lip. He loved her. Loved her more than anything in his life. More than the Circle M. More than anything he possessed.

			His body trembled with emotion as he watched her sleep. He turned to leave and made it as far as the door. With his hands braced against each side of the jamb, Judd paused. His fingers curved around the wood frame as he hung his head. His mind battled with his heart and his heart won.

			He moved back into the room and stood once again beside the bed.

			“Lanni,” he whispered.

			Lanni heard her name and knew it came from Judd. What she didn’t recognize was the husky need. Her lashes fluttered open.

			“Judd?” He was on the bed, kneeling over her.

			“I need you,” he whispered.

		

	
		
		
			
			Nine

			“Judd.” Even in the dark, Lanni could see that his eyes were wild. “What is it?”

			Urgently he slanted his mouth over hers, kissing her again and again as if he were dying of thirst and her lips were a clear, shimmering pool in the most arid region of the Sahara. “I need you,” he repeated. “So much.”

			Lanni circled his neck with her arms. His weight pressed her into the mattress as the overwhelming desire to lose himself within her body dictated his actions. He needed her tonight more than at any other time because the reality of losing her was so strong. She would leave him, and Steve was on the sidelines, waiting.

			“Judd, what is it? What’s happened?”

			He held her for a long minute, breathing deeply in an effort to control his desperate need. “Lanni, I can’t lose you and Jenny. I want us to try again and throw away those damn divorce papers. I swear I’ll never leave you. We’ll build a new life together—we’ll start over, here in Montana at the Circle M.”

			Instantly, tears began to burn the back of her eyes. It felt as if her heart was going to explode. After everything that had passed between them, the long months of heartache and loneliness, she shouldn’t be this willing. But heaven help her, she didn’t want the divorce any more than Judd did.

			“It’ll be as good as it was in the beginning,” Judd coaxed, kissing her neck. “I swear, I won’t let anything come between us again.”

			
			She swallowed down a sob and nodded sharply. “I love Montana.” In her heart she acknowledged that she loved him. Always had. Always would. From the moment he’d shown up on her doorstep, she’d known that whatever passed between them, her love would never die. Tonight her hunger for him was as powerful as his was for her.

			Again and again he kissed her, unable to get enough of her mouth. His lips sought the corners of her eyes, the high arch of her cheek, her neck—any place where her smooth skin was exposed. Then his mouth returned to hers, kissing her with raw, naked desire.

			“Lanni,” he whispered, breathless. “You’re sure? After tonight, I’ll never let you go.”

			She stared into his hard face, stamped with pride and love. Tenderly, she brushed the dark hair from his brow, loving him more this moment than she had at any time in their lives.

			“Lanni?” he repeated. “Are you sure?”

			“I’m sure,” she breathed.

			He groaned. The instant his mouth claimed hers, all gentleness left him. Fierce desire commanded his movements.

			Shocked by his need, Lanni clung to him, and her heady response drove some of the urgency from his mind. He must be crazy to come at her like this. A beast. A madman. But the knowledge did little to temper his actions. He was on fire and only her love would douse the flames.

			“Lanni.” Again and again he whispered her name, all the while kissing her. Her hands played over the velvet skin of his shoulders. Her lips felt swollen from his kisses and her body throbbed with need. She wanted to beg him to make love to her, but the words couldn’t make it past the tightness that gripped her throat muscles. Nothing would stop him now, she was sure of it. In his own time, he’d claim her body. And she would welcome him, this man who was her husband.

			
			Lanni was still trembling when Judd moved away. He lay on his side, facing her, and gathered her into his arms.

			“I love you,” he whispered without embellishment. Nothing more, no other words were needed.

			She smiled contentedly and slid her hand over his hard ribs. Judd scooted closer, wrapping the sheets around them both. He paused to kiss the crown of her head. Secure in his love, and warm in his embrace, Lanni fell asleep almost instantly.

			Sleep didn’t come as easily for Judd. Although fatigue tugged at him from every direction, he found the escape elusive. He rolled onto his back, holding Lanni close to his side, and stared at the ceiling. He loved her and would thank God every day of his life that she had agreed to come back to him.

			He’d meant what he’d said about them starting over. The moment they’d driven onto Circle M land, he’d felt that he was home. His traveling days were over. His heart belonged to Lanni and these thousand acres of land. His one regret was that he’d wanted their lovemaking to be slow and easy. Instead it had been a firestorm of craving and desire, but he doubted that he could have stopped to save his life.

			Now that she’d agreed to be his wife again, Judd wanted to court her, give her all the assurances she needed and deserved. He vowed with everything that was in him that he’d never make her unhappy again.

			

			—

			
			Lanni woke early, feeling cozy and unbelievably warm. She pulled a blanket around her more securely and sighed contentedly. A small smile curved the corners of her mouth as she recalled the reason for her happiness. Judd had come to her in the night, loving her with such a fiery intensity that she was left trembling in its afterglow. They’d reconciled when Lanni had given up every hope of settling their differences. His traveling days were over. All Judd’s bridges had been crossed and he was home and secure. And because Judd was content, she and Jenny were happy as well. Even now her skin tingled where he’d kissed and loved her.

			Reaching out to touch him, her fingers encountered the sheet-covered mattress. She opened her eyes to find his side of the bed empty. The only evidence he had spent the night with her was the indentation on the pillow resting beside her own.

			With a frown, Lanni sat up, tucking the sheet around her nakedness. She was disappointed. After their fierce lovemaking, she yearned to talk to Judd. Questions were churning in her mind.

			She dressed quickly and hurried downstairs, hoping to find him there. As he had been the morning before, Stuart sat at the round kitchen table with the newspaper in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.

			“Morning,” she greeted him. “Have you seen Judd around?”

			“You look like you slept well. Judd, too, for that matter,” Stuart muttered.

			Lanni couldn’t actually see him smile, but suspected he was. His gaze didn’t waver from the newsprint.

			
			“Then you’ve seen him?”

			“He’s in the barn.”

			“Thanks.” Without waiting, Lanni rushed toward the back door. She saw Judd immediately. He stood beside the large chestnut horse close to Jim. She moved down a couple of stairs. “Judd,” she called out and waved.

			At the sound of her voice, Judd turned, his face breaking into a wide grin. He handed the reins of the horse to Jim and moved toward Lanni.

			She met him halfway. “Morning.”

			“Morning.” His gaze drank in the sight of her, and inside he felt a renewed sense of love and commitment to her and their marriage. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

			“I wish you had.”

			He tugged the glove from his hand and lifted her hair from the side of her face, studying her. “You aren’t sorry, are you?”

			“No, but there’s a lot we need to discuss.”

			“I know.”

			“Hey, Judd,” Jim called out. “You going to stand there all morning saying good-bye to your missus? Kiss her and be done with it, will you? Those cattle aren’t going to wait around forever, you know.”

			Judd tossed an irritated look over his shoulder. “Hold your horses, will you?”

			“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m holding yours as well as my own,” Jim grumbled, and then muttered something else that Lanni didn’t quite hear.

			“You better do as he says,” she murmured, looking up at him. “Kiss me and be done with it.”

			
			Judd slipped his arms around her waist, bringing her to him as his mouth moved over hers. The kiss was deep, and greedy, and so thorough that Lanni was left weak and trembling. “I wish I could stay in bed with you all day,” Judd said and groaned against the side of her neck. “We have a lot of time to make up for, woman.”

			“I wish we were in bed right now,” she murmured, having difficulty finding her voice. He was lean, hard, masculine, and strong. After everything they’d shared last night, Lanni couldn’t believe that her passion could be so easily aroused. “Oh, Judd, I love you so much.”

			“You must.”

			“You comin’ or not?” Jim growled.

			With a reluctance that thrilled her, Judd released her. He paused and reached up to touch her face. His eyes grew troubled. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If it’s late, will you wait up for me?”

			She nodded eagerly and watched as he marched across the yard and swung his lanky frame into the saddle. For a long minute after he’d ridden out, Lanni stood there, soaking up the early-morning rays of the sun and remembering the feel of Judd’s arms that had so recently held her.

			She moved back into the house, but was reluctant to face Stuart. Judd’s father had gotten exactly what he’d wanted and was feeling very clever at the moment.

			Stuart was hauling a load of his dirty clothes to the washing machine when Lanni entered the kitchen. He paused, glanced at her, and chuckled gleefully. Lanni ignored him and moved up the stairs.

			
			Jenny was still asleep, so Lanni quickly made her bed. By the time she’d finished, the little girl was awake and eager for breakfast. After picking out her own clothes and dressing, Jenny hurried down the stairs.

			Stuart beamed at his granddaughter when she appeared, and hugged her gently. When Lanni moved toward the refrigerator, preparing to cook their breakfast, Stuart stopped her.

			“I was in town,” he said.

			Lanni looked at him blankly, not understanding what that could possibly mean. When he brought out a large box of Cap’n Crunch cereal, understanding dawned on her. “Stuart, you’re going to spoil her.”

			He grumbled something unintelligible and placed the box on the tabletop.

			The phone pealed and he raised stricken eyes toward the wall. “I’ll get it,” he said, pushing his way past Lanni. “I…I’ve been waiting for a call. Business.”

			The phone rang a second time and Lanni glanced at it anxiously.

			“I’ll take it in the other room,” Stuart said, nearly throwing Lanni off balance in his rush to move into the office.

			Lanni thought his actions curious, but shook her head and brought a bowl and spoon to the table for Jenny’s cold cereal.

			When Jenny finished, Stuart suggested the two of them feed the chickens. As hot water filled the sink, Lanni watched them leave. The few dishes they’d dirtied for breakfast were clean within minutes. It could have been her imagination, but Stuart’s eyes seemed to avoid her when he’d returned to the kitchen following the phone call. She’d half expected him to make some teasing comment about her and Judd, but he hadn’t. Instead he’d taken Jenny by the hand and rushed outside, saying the chickens must be starving by now. Yet it was an hour earlier than the time he’d fed them the day before. He was a strange man.

			
			She wiped her hands dry and decided it was time to visit Betty Peterman.

			“Hi, Mommy.” Jenny raced to her mother’s side when Lanni came out the back door. “Where are you going?”

			“To visit Mrs. Peterman.”

			“Grandpa and me fed all the chickens. Can I come with you?” Her gaze flew to her grandfather, who granted his permission with an abrupt shake of his head.

			“If you like.” Lanni wasn’t all that sure she wanted her daughter with her. Her mind buzzed with questions about Judd and his youth. Questions only Betty Peterman could answer. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted Jenny to listen in on, but, given no other choice, she took the child with her.

			Betty answered Lanni’s knock with a warm smile of welcome.

			“I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

			“Of course not.” The older woman stepped aside so Lanni and Jenny could enter the kitchen.

			Following Lanni’s gaze around the room, Betty pursed her lips together and shook her head. “Imagine Stuart buying a new stove for this place. The old one worked fine. I tell you, Lydia would be as angry as a wet wasp.”

			At Lanni’s blank stare, Betty continued. “Lydia was after Stuart for years to buy her a new stove. He wouldn’t do it. He claimed there was nothing wrong with the old one she had.” Betty moved to the counter, took down a mug, and poured some coffee for Lanni, delivering it to the table without asking. Next she opened a drawer and took out a small bag of colored dough. “Here you go, Jenny.” She plopped it down on the counter with a miniature rolling pin. “You bake your little heart out.”

			
			Lanni tried to hide her surprise. She hadn’t expected Betty to have anything to entertain a four-year-old.

			“I’ve had a recipe for that dough for years. Finally had an excuse to make it up.” Betty smiled fondly at the little girl. “I still have trouble getting over how much she resembles Lydia.”

			At the mention of Judd’s mother, Lanni straightened her outstretched arms and cradled the steaming cup of coffee. She lowered her gaze, not wishing Betty to know how curious she was about Judd’s mother. “What was she like?”

			“Lydia?”

			Lanni nodded.

			“Gentle. Sweet. Delicate.”

			Those were the same qualities Lanni had seen in the photo in Judd’s room. “What happened?”

			Betty pulled out the chair opposite Lanni. “I don’t really know. It was a shock to everyone in Miles City when Lydia married Stuart. They were as different as can be. I believe he honestly loved her and that she loved him. But she hated the isolation of the ranch. Every year I could see her wither up more. She was like a hothouse orchid out here in this desert heat. If pneumonia hadn’t killed her, she would have eventually shriveled up and died from living here.”

			
			“How sad.” It wasn’t the first time Lanni had been touched by the unhappy story of Lydia Matthiessen’s short life.

			“When she was pregnant with Judd, she moved back into the city with her parents. Judd was only a couple of weeks old when Stuart brought her back to the ranch. Things changed between them from that point on, and not for the better, I fear.” A bleak light entered Betty’s eyes. “Stuart loved her. I’m sure he did. But things weren’t right between them. I’d see her out hanging diapers on the clothesline and her eyes would be red-rimmed, as though she’d been crying her heart out. She lost weight and got so thin that I fretted over her. Lydia told me I worried too much.”

			“Why didn’t he let her visit her parents if she was so unhappy?” Lanni asked. Surely, if he loved her, Stuart could see what life on the Circle M was doing to his wife. It seemed only natural that he’d do whatever possible to bring some happiness into Lydia’s bleak existence.

			“I can’t rightly say why she never went back to see her family. Too proud, I suspect. Her parents had never been keen on Stuart, said she’d married beneath herself. Pride and stubbornness were qualities they both seemed to have in equal quantities. Lydia wanted Stuart to sell the ranch and move into the city. Stuart refused. This land has been in his family for two generations. His father nearly lost the ranch in the Great Depression, but through everything—drought, famine, disease—had managed to keep the Circle M and his family together. Stuart wasn’t about to leave it all because his wife wanted a more active social life. After a while Lydia’s eyes began to look hollow; she was so miserably unhappy, the poor dear.”

			
			“How did Stuart react toward Judd?”

			Betty sighed. “It’s hard to say. He was pleased he had a son; he held and bounced him on his knee, but all Judd did was cry. The baby was the only bright spot in Lydia’s life and she spoiled him terribly. Judd clung to her.”

			“You say she died of pneumonia?”

			Betty’s mouth thinned with the memory. “This is the saddest part of all. One evening in late September, when it was cool enough to add an extra blanket on the bed at night, but warm enough in the daytime to keep a window open…” She paused and seemed to wait for Lanni to nod. Lanni did. “Well, my kitchen window was open and I heard Lydia crying. She had a bag packed and was carrying Judd on her hip. She told Stuart that she’d had enough of his stupid ranch. She was sick of the Circle M. Sick of his stinginess. Sick of his precious cows. She was leaving him if she had to walk all the way to Miles City.”

			“What did Stuart say?”

			Sadly, Betty shook her head. “He told her to go. He said that he didn’t need her. All she cared about was spending money.” Betty paused and waved her finger. “Now, that was unfair. All Lydia ever asked for was a new stove. God knows she was right, but her pleas fell on deaf ears.”

			“It couldn’t possibly be the same one that’s at the house now?” Although the monstrosity was old, it wasn’t an antique.

			“Oh no. Now, this is the funny part. About a month after Lydia died, Stuart went out and bought that stove. Now, isn’t that nonsense? He was so crazed with grief that he bought her what she wanted after she was dead.” Betty shook her head as though even now, thirty-odd years later, the action still confused her.

			
			“You started to tell me how she died,” Lanni prompted.

			“Ah, yes. Well, Lydia left, all right, with all the defiance of a princess. She lifted her bag and stalked out the driveway, taking Judd with her.”

			“And Stuart let her go?”

			“He did. He’ll regret it all his life, but he let her leave and shouted ‘good riddance’ after her.”

			“But Miles City is a hundred miles from here.” At least that was what she remembered Judd telling her.

			“Stuart seemed to think she’d come to her senses and come back on her own, especially when it started raining.”

			“She didn’t?”

			“No. An hour later he got in the pickup and drove out looking for her. She’d gotten only a few miles, but was soaked to the skin and shivering so bad her teeth chattered.”

			“Judd?”

			“Oh, he was fine. She’d wrapped him up nice and warm and held him to her so he didn’t catch cold.”

			“What happened next?”

			“Lydia took sick. Pneumonia. Within a week she went to the hospital, and a few days after that she died.”

			Lanni felt tears well at the thought of such a senseless loss of life.

			“Stuart blamed himself. I suppose that’s only natural with him leaving her alone all that time in the rain. He was a loner before Lydia died, but after she was gone it was like he lost heart.”

			
			“The poor man.” Lanni could understand how devastated he must have been. Shell-shocked by the loss of his wife and left with a young son who yearned for his mother. “But he had Judd.”

			“Yes, he had Judd.” Betty purposely avoided meeting Lanni’s eyes. “The problem was, Stuart felt he wasn’t much of a husband to Lydia and that he was an even worse father to their child. As young as he was, Judd didn’t want to have anything to do with his father. In the beginning Stuart tried everything, but he soon gave up. Perhaps if Judd had been a little bit older when Lydia died, he might have accepted his father easier. Every time he looked at his son, Stuart saw Lydia in him and the guilt nearly crippled him.”

			“If it was so painful, then why didn’t he send Judd to live with his grandparents?” Surely they would’ve taken him, no matter how they felt about Stuart.

			“I wish he had, but Lydia’s parents blamed Stuart for her death and wanted nothing to do with Stuart. And from what I understand, his own were long dead.”

			“Then who took care of Judd?”

			Betty smiled then for the first time. “I had him during the day, although I was a poor substitute for his mother. I took him in and gave him what love I could. Jim and I were never able to have children of our own, so having Judd here was real good for me. But each evening, Stuart came to the house to pick him up and take him to the main house with him. Every day Judd cried. It nearly broke my heart to see that baby cry. He didn’t want to be with his father, but just as he did with Lydia, Stuart refused to let him go.” Sharply, Betty tossed her head back, shaking free her troubled thoughts. “In a lot of ways, Judd and his father are alike. They both possess the same stubborn pride. They’re both as arrogant as the sun is hot.

			
			“From the time he was in school, Judd and his father locked horns. The two seemed to grate against each other. If Stuart said one thing, Judd did the opposite just to rile his father. Heaven knew it worked often enough.”

			“They’re still at it.”

			“I hoped things would change,” Betty murmured softly. “They’re both so thickheaded that I sometimes feel it will be a miracle if they ever get along. Fools, the pair of them.”

			Lanni couldn’t agree more, but she didn’t know what she could do to help either of them.

			“And now Stuart’s trying to persuade Judd to stay on the ranch?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you think he will?” Betty looked a bit uncomfortable to be asking.

			Lanni smiled into her coffee, remembering Judd’s promises. “Yes…It looks like we’ll all be staying.”

			“You and Jenny, too?” Betty looked both surprised and pleased.

			“Yes, Judd’s content here—happy. It’s beautiful country, and although there will be plenty of adjusting for Jenny and me, we’re willing. I know what you’re thinking,” Lanni said, watching Betty. “In some ways I may be a lot like Lydia, but I’m tougher than I look.”

			Betty shook her head. “You’re beautiful the way Lydia was, but you’re no orchid—not one bit. You’re the type of woman who will blossom where there’s plenty of love, and trust me, girl, Judd loves you. I saw it in his eyes when he mentioned you and Jenny were with him.” She paused and laughed lightly, shaking her head. “I wonder what it is about the Matthiessen men that attracts the good lookers. From the time Judd was little more than a lad, the girls were chasing him.”

			
			Propping her elbow up on the table, Lanni looked at the older woman. “Tell me some more about his youth. Did he have girlfriends?”

			Once again Betty laughed outright. “Lots of those. He was a real ladies’ man in high school. It used to drive Stuart crazy the way the girls would come around here, wanting to see Judd.”

			“He played football?”

			“Star quarterback. Jim and I attended every game. He was a real good player, the pride of his school. In those days Judd and his father argued constantly. Stuart didn’t want him playing football, said he could get hurt in that crazy sport. Judd ignored him and played anyway. Crazy part is, Stuart went to every game. Arrived late, thinking Judd wouldn’t know he was there. But he did. As he’d run on the field, I could see Judd looking into the stands for Stuart. The one time Stuart wasn’t there, Judd played terrible.”

			“He left home soon after graduation?” Lanni recalled Judd telling her that once.

			The sad light reentered the older woman’s eyes. “Two days later. By the time Judd was eighteen, he and his father were constantly at odds. They seemed to enjoy defying each other. Stuart wanted Judd in college—he had grand plans for the boy, but Judd wanted none of it. They battled night and day about the college issue. I don’t think extra schooling would have hurt the boy, but Judd was opposed to the idea of becoming some hotshot attorney to satisfy his father’s whims. After a while the fighting got to be something fierce. Jim and I sat down with Judd and pleaded with him to appease Stuart. It didn’t do any good.”

			
			“Jim suggested that the best thing Judd could do was join the service. So Judd enlisted with the Marines and was gone before Stuart could challenge it.”

			“But he kept in contact with his father.”

			“Stuart isn’t much for letter writing, but I know that Judd wrote. Not often, I suspect, but a word now and then so Stuart would know where he was. From what I understand, Judd did take plenty of college classes, but they were the ones that interested him and not his father.”

			“He’s been all over the world.”

			“I know.” Betty pinched her lips together. “For the first eighteen years of his life, he was stuck on these Montana plains. When he walked out the door, he didn’t look back. It’s as if he needed to prove something to Stuart or to himself. I don’t know which. He joined the Marines and never came back to the Circle M. Not until he showed up with you and Jenny.”

			“Stuart came to see us once.” Lanni spoke softly, remembering the miserable affair. “We’d been married less than a year.”

			“I remember. It was the first time either Jim or I could remember Stuart leaving the ranch for more than a few days. I suspect it was the first time he was on a plane.”

			“It…didn’t go well.”

			Betty grunted. “You don’t need to tell me that. It was obvious from the minute Stuart returned. He slammed around the ranch for days. There wasn’t a civil word for man or beast.”

			
			“Even then Stuart wanted Judd to go back to college and become a lawyer,” Lanni explained softly.

			“Stuart’s a strong-willed individual. He likes having his own way, especially when he believes he knows best. It’s taken all this time for him to accept the fact that Judd is his own self. The last couple of years have been hard on him; he’s feeling his age now.”

			“I don’t think it’s any problem figuring out why he sent for you and Jenny. He knew the time had come for him to swallow his pride. The pictures you sent him of Jenny helped. He sees Lydia in the little girl. It pained him at first, I know, but he kept her pictures by his bedstand and looked at them so often he nearly wore off the edges. He wanted Judd back, that’s true enough, but he wanted you and Jenny with Judd. In his mind, I believe, Stuart longs to find some of the happiness he lost when Lydia died. It’s too late for him now, but he wants it for Judd.”

			Judd belonged here. Within days, Lanni had witnessed an astonishing transformation in her husband. Judd was happy, truly happy here. This was his home, the one place in this world where he would be completely content.

			With the insight came the realization that her place was at his side. He’d asked her to live on the Circle M and she’d agreed. Naturally there would be adjustments, major ones. But Lanni was willing to do everything within her power to be with Judd and build a good life for Jenny and any other children they might have.

			When she was younger, newly married, she’d had trouble coming to terms with the thought of leaving Seattle. Judd seemed to want to travel and drag Lanni and Jenny in his wake. Lanni couldn’t deal with that and longed for a reassurance Judd couldn’t provide. How little they had known each other two years ago—Lanni thanked God they’d been given a second chance to make their marriage work. Now, if something were to happen and she did return to Seattle, her existence would be even more empty and alone than it had been before coming to Montana.

			
			“Grandpa’s going to build us a house,” Jenny announced casually. She’d rolled around bits of blue dough into perfectly shaped cookies and lined them neatly along the edge of the counter.

			“What was that, honey?” Betty asked.

			“Grandpa said now that you and Jim are back, he’s going to build me, Mommy, and Daddy a brand-new house.”

			Lanni’s and Betty’s eyes met and Betty slowly shook her head. “There he goes again, taking matters into his own hands.”

			

			—

			When Lanni left Betty’s house, she discovered that the main house was empty. Stuart hadn’t let her know where he was going, but he often vanished without a word to her. Lanni accepted his absences without comment. He’d lived most his life without having to let anyone know where he was going. It wasn’t her right to insist he start accounting for his whereabouts now.

			Jenny went in for her nap without question. Lanni tucked her into the single bed with Betsy, and the little girl soon fell asleep. Feeling at loose ends, Lanni started straightening the mess in the living room. There were plenty of projects to occupy her if she’d felt comfortable doing them, but this was Stuart’s house and he would rightly object to any redecorating.

			
			Neat stacks of magazines lined the coffee table when Stuart came into the house.

			Lanni glanced up from her dusting and greeted him with a shy grin, thinking he might object to her housecleaning the same way Judd did.

			Stuart stood awkwardly in the doorway leading from the kitchen to the cozy living room. A small bag was clenched in his hand. “I was in town.”

			Lanni watched him expectantly, not knowing what to say.

			“There’s this jewelry shop there. A new place that opened up for business about five years ago.”

			Lanni successfully disguised a smile. A five-year-old business could hardly be considered new.

			“Anyway…I saw this pretty bracelet there and I know how women are always wanting pretty things so I bought it for you.” He walked across the room and gruffly shoved the sack toward her.

			Lanni was too stunned to react and stared at the bag, not knowing what to do.

			“It’s gold,” he said tersely. “Take it.”

			“But, Stuart, why?”

			Ill-at-ease, the older man set the brightly colored sack on the tallest pile of ranching magazines. He stuffed his hands into his pant pockets. “As I said, women like having pretty things.”

			Lanni picked up the small package and found a long, narrow box inside. She flipped open the lid and caught her breath at the sight of the intricately woven gold bracelet.

			
			“I wish you hadn’t,” she said gently, closing the lid. This was no ordinary piece of jewelry, but one that must have cost a lot of money. “Stuart, this is very expensive.”

			“You’re darn tootin’ it is, but I wanted you to have the best.”

			“But…”

			“You deserve something pretty.”

			“Thank you, but…”

			“Judd was humming this morning and you had a sheepish look as well. That’s good, real good.” For the first time since Lanni had met Stuart Matthiessen, he smiled.

		

	
		
		
			
			Ten

			As it set, the sun bathed the rolling hills of the Circle M in the richest of hues. The sweet scent of prairie grass and apple blossoms mingled with the breeze, drifting where it would, enticing the senses. Lanni sat on the front porch swing with Jenny on her lap, reading the tales of Mother Goose to her sleepy-eyed daughter.

			The scene was tranquil, gentle. Lanni’s heart was equally at peace. The beauty of what she’d shared with Judd had lingered through the day and into the evening. She longed for him to arrive home so she could tell him how important she felt saving their marriage was to her.

			Jenny pressed her head against Lanni’s breast and closed her eyes. The gentle swaying motion of the swing had lulled the preschooler to sleep. Gradually, Lanni’s voice trailed to a mere whisper until she’d finished the story. She closed the book and set it aside. Her eyes searched the hills, seeking Judd. Her stomach churned at the thought of how close they had come to destroying their lives. Already she knew what her husband would say, and he was right. She had suffocated him with her fears and lack of self-confidence. When they’d gotten married, she’d been immature and unsophisticated.

			He’d been right, too, about her family. She had relied heavily upon them for emotional support. More than she should. Her greatest fear had always been that she would lose Judd, and yet she had done the very things that had driven him from her.

			Lanni sighed and rose from the swing. She carried Jenny upstairs and put her to bed, then moved to glance out the window. Jenny had been asleep only a matter of minutes when Lanni heard voices drifting in from the yard. From her position by the upstairs bedroom window, she overheard Judd tell Jim that he’d take care of the horses. Without argument, Jim murmured his thanks and limped toward his house. It looked as if the older man had twisted his ankle, and it was apparent he was in pain.

			
			Looking tired but otherwise fit, Judd led the two horses toward the barn.

			Lanni crept down the stairs to discover Stuart asleep in front of the television. She walked out the back door and to the barn.

			The light was dim in the interior of the huge structure when Lanni cracked open the massive doors. Judd threw a glance over his shoulder at the unexpected sound and casually straightened when he recognized Lanni.

			“Hello there, cowpoke,” she greeted warmly.

			“Hello there, wife of a cowpoke.” He walked toward her, but stopped abruptly and glanced down over his mud-caked jeans. “I’m filthy.”

			Lanni slipped her arms around his neck and shook her head. “I couldn’t care less,” she said, smiling up at him. “I’ve been waiting all day for you and I won’t be cheated out of a warm welcome.”

			Chuckling, Judd bent his head low to capture her mouth. Their lips clung. Judd couldn’t be denied her love and warmth another minute. All day he’d thought about her waiting back at the ranch house, and he’d experienced such a rush of pleasure that it had been almost painful. The minute after he was home and had a chance to shower, he was taking her to bed and making slow, leisurely love to her.

			
			“I thought it was all a dream,” Lanni whispered. “I can’t believe I’m in your arms like this.”

			“If this is a dream, I’ll kill the one who wakes me,” Judd said and groaned. He kissed her then with a wildness that stirred Lanni’s heart. “Oh, Lanni, love, I thought I’d die before I got home to you today. No day has ever been longer. I’ve been a horror to work with—just ask Jim. All I wanted was to get back to you.”

			Their mouths fused again and hot sensation swirled through her. When he released her mouth, Judd held her to him and breathed several deep, even breaths.

			“Let me take care of the horses,” he whispered.

			Lanni moved provocatively against him. “Take care of me first,” she said, nipping at his bottom lip with her teeth.

			“Lanni…” He buried his face in her neck. She was cradled against him in a way that left little doubt as to his needs. “Not here.”

			“Yes here.”

			“Now?”

			“Yes, please.”

			Judd kissed her again, his tongue outlining her bottom lip first and then her top lip. Lanni was so weakened by the sensuous attack that she thought she might faint.

			With their mouths still fused, Judd lifted her into his arms. Without thought or direction he moved into a clean stall and laid her on the fresh bed of hay. Lying half on top of her, Judd kissed her again and again.

			The loud snort from one of the horses brought up Judd’s head. He released a broken, frustrated sigh. “Lanni.”

			
			“Hmm?” Her arms were stretched out around his neck, her wrists crossed.

			Judd looked over his shoulder and groaned.

			“The horses?” she asked.

			“The horses,” he repeated.

			“All right,” she murmured, and smiled leisurely. “I suppose that as the wife of an old cowhand, I best get used to playing second fiddle to a horse.”

			Grinning, Judd got to his feet and helped her up, gently brushing the hay from her back. “Give me fifteen minutes to shower and shave and we’ll see how second fiddle you feel.” He patted the stallion on the flank, moved around to unfasten the cinch from the massive beast, and then lifted the heavy saddle from the animal.

			“Can I help?” Lanni wanted to know.

			“If you’d like.” He nodded to his right. “The pitchfork’s over there. Go ahead and deliver some hay to these hungry boys.”

			Eager to help, Lanni did as he requested. “Aren’t you going to ask me about my day?”

			“Sure. Did anything exciting happen?”

			“You mean other than Stuart going to town and buying me a thousand-dollar gold bracelet?” She didn’t know what he’d paid for the piece of jewelry, but hoped to capture Judd’s undivided attention.

			“What!”

			She had it now. “You heard me right.”

			“Why would he do something like that?”

			
			“I’m not exactly sure,” Lanni replied. “But from what I understand, although he was careful not to say as much, the bracelet is a gift because I’ve fallen so nicely into his schemes.”

			Judd scowled. “How’d he know?”

			Lanni laughed and shook her head. “Didn’t you talk to him this morning?”

			“Not more than a couple of minutes. I told him where Jim and I were headed and what needed to be done. That was about it.”

			“Apparently, that was enough.”

			“Enough for what?”

			“Enough,” Lanni said patiently, “for Stuart to know exactly what happened between us last night.” To her amazement, Judd’s eyes narrowed with disapproval. “You’re angry?” she asked him, puzzled by his attitude.

			“No,” he denied, leading the horse by the reins into his stall.

			“But you look furious. Is it because he gave me the bracelet?”

			For a minute Judd didn’t answer her. “Not exactly. However, I’m going to let my father know that if any man gives you gifts, it’s going to be me.” He returned to the second horse, his movements jerky, angry. So Stuart had been so confident that their little talk had reaped its rewards that he’d gone out and gotten Lanni that fancy bracelet. He was furious with the old man, and equally upset with himself for falling so readily into Stuart’s schemes.

			“Judd,” Lanni said, placing her hand on his forearm to stop him. “Are you sorry about last night?”

			“No.”

			
			“All of a sudden you’re closing yourself off from me and I don’t know why.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“I’m your wife,” she cried, impatient now. “We were separated for two long, miserable years because we never talked to each other. I don’t want to make the same mistakes we did before. For heaven’s sake, tell me why you’re upset!”

			“Stuart has no business involving himself in our affairs.”

			“Agreed. But you’re not making sense. Why are you so mad at him—you already said it wasn’t the bracelet.”

			Judd toyed with the thought of telling her about Steve’s phone calls and rejected the idea. He couldn’t risk having her suspect that pride alone had driven him to her bed. It was far from the truth, and if she started to think that was his motive, she’d turn away from him. In reality, Judd had come to understand that if he were to lose Lanni now, life would have no meaning for him.

			“I’m not angry,” he said, forcing a smile. “Why don’t you go fix me something to eat and I’ll finish up here?”

			“Judd…?” In her heart, Lanni knew something wasn’t right, but this newfound peace was fragile and she didn’t want to test it with something as flimsy as conjecture.

			“You go into the house. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

			Bewildered, Lanni left the barn, not knowing what to think. Something was troubling Judd, but he obviously preferred to keep it to himself.

			Judd exhaled slowly, watching Lanni turn and walk away. He was going to have a heart-to-heart talk with his father, and soon.

			

			—

			
			His dinner was on the table when Judd came into the house. He ate it silently as Lanni worked around the kitchen. They were both quiet, neither speaking. When he’d finished, Judd delivered his plate to the kitchen sink. “Lanni,” he said. He took a step toward her, hesitated, and frowned. “Is there a possibility you could get pregnant from last night?”

			He looked so serious, so concerned, that Lanni’s heart melted. “I don’t think so.”

			“I’d like another baby. Would you mind?” Gently he lifted a thick strand of her hair from her face, twisting it around his finger. His eyes softened as he studied her. Somehow. Somewhere. A long time ago, he must have done something very right to deserve a woman as good as Lanni. “I love you so much,” he whispered.

			“I want another baby,” she answered, and nodded emphatically. “Anytime you say, cowboy.”

			Mindless of his dirty, sweaty clothes, Judd brought her into the loving circle of his arms and kissed her hungrily. Lanni slid her arms over his chest and linked them at the back of his neck. Her soft curves molded to his hardness and Judd deepened the kiss until their mouths forged. Lanni sighed, swaying against him, weak and clinging. Reluctantly, he broke off the kiss but continued to hold her, smiling tenderly down on her. “I’m a filthy mess.”

			Sighing with contentment, Lanni shook her head. “It didn’t bother me in the barn; it doesn’t bother me now.”

			She looked up at him and her eyes held such a lambent glow that it took all his restraint not to kiss her again. “Where’s Stuart?”

			
			“Asleep.”

			“I need to talk to him.”

			Lanni wasn’t certain what Judd wanted to say, but she thought it would be best to clear the air. “He mentioned something to Jenny that you might want to ask him about as well.”

			“What’s that?”

			“He told her that since Jim and Betty Peterman are back, he’s going to build us a house.”

			Judd could feel the frustration build in him. “We may have a battle on our hands, keeping our lives private; I’ll say something to him about that while I’m at it. Any house building will be decided by you and me—not my father.”

			“I agree,” Lanni said, studying Judd. He looked tired. “Are you sure you don’t want to save this talk until morning?”

			“I’m sure.” There were more than a few items he needed to discuss with his father—some were about the ranch and others about Lanni and Jenny. He could make the decisions regarding the Circle M easily enough, but he sought Stuart’s input. The ranch was one area on which they were in complete agreement. They both loved the Circle M. It was as much a part of their lives as the blood that channeled through their veins. And while he was with Stuart, he would tell his father exactly what he thought of him buying Lanni gifts and filling their daughter with tales of a new house. If they were going to live on the Circle M, Stuart was going to have to learn to keep his nose out of Judd’s marriage and his family.

			
			“It’s going to take a lot of commitment to get this ranch operating properly,” Judd told Lanni as she finished putting the leftovers back into the refrigerator. Commitment and funds. It would nearly wipe out eighteen years of savings and be the financial gamble of Judd’s life.

			“This is our home now.” A wealth of understanding went into Lanni’s statement.

			“It is home,” Judd concurred. He felt it all the way through his soul. Montana. The Circle M. He loved it here. It was where he was meant to be. All these years he’d been searching for the elusive feeling that had returned the minute he’d pulled into the driveway leading to this beaten-down house.

			“No more trips to Alaska?”

			“Too cold!”

			Lanni grinned, remembering Stuart telling her that it had registered forty below at the ranch only last winter.

			“Saudi Arabia?”

			“Too hot,” Judd admitted with a chuckle.

			Again Lanni tried to disguise a smile. Stuart had warned her that the summers could be as hot as a desert, with temperatures ranging in the low hundreds.

			“I’d better go have that talk with Stuart,” Judd said reluctantly; he wasn’t looking forward to this.

			“I’ll wait for you upstairs, then.” This evening was turning out so differently than what Lanni had hoped. In her mind she’d pictured a loving husband carrying her up the stairs. She tried to hold back her disappointment. “Do you want me to wait up for you?”

			
			Without turning to face her, Judd shook his head. “It may be a while. I’ll wake you.”

			With a heavy heart, Lanni trudged up the stairs. Pacing the inside of her room, she felt the urge to stamp her feet in a childish display of temper. They were both trying so hard to make everything between them work that they had become their own worst enemies. Judd wanted to clear the air with his father and all Lanni wanted was her husband at her side.

			She sat on the edge of the bed for what seemed like hours. Lethargy took hold and, feeling depressed, she lazily moved down the hall to shower. A half hour later, she listlessly climbed into bed.

			Sleep didn’t come easily. The last time she looked at the clock on the nightstand beside the bed, it was nearly midnight. Judd still hadn’t come upstairs.

			The next thing Lanni heard was a soft whimper. The sound activated a maternal instinct she couldn’t question and she woke up.

			Throwing back the covers, she climbed out of bed and hurried down the hall, not stopping for either her slippers or her bathrobe. Jenny was quietly weeping in Judd’s arms.

			He glanced at her and whispered, “She had a bad dream.”

			“Poor sweetheart,” Lanni whispered, lowering herself onto the bed beside Jenny and Judd. Gently she patted the little girl’s back until she’d calmed down and stopped sniffing. A few minutes later Jenny’s even breathing assured Lanni her daughter had returned to sleep.

			“How’d it go with Stuart?” Lanni asked.

			“Not good.” It was like he was eighteen all over again. Judd couldn’t make his father understand that he didn’t want the old man interfering again. What happened between Judd and Lanni was none of Stuart’s business. Stuart had told Judd that he should thank God he’d been around that morning. Steve had phoned again and had demanded to speak to Lanni. He’d been able to put the other man off, but he doubted if he could another time.

			
			“Did you argue?” Lanni asked next.

			“Not exactly. He refused to listen to me.”

			“He has his pride.”

			“Don’t I know it,” Judd concurred.

			Gently he placed Jenny back in the bed and led Lanni into the hallway. “I’m surprised you heard her. She barely made a sound.”

			“I have mother’s ears.” She paused in front of her door. He looked unbearably weary. His hair was rumpled as if he’d stroked his fingers through it countless times.

			Judd hesitated at her side, trying not to stare at her upturned face. She was so incredibly lovely in the moonlight that he felt his body tense just standing beside her. “More than anything, I wanted to be with you.” He didn’t move. His feet felt rooted to the spot and his tongue was thick and uncooperative. He wanted her to sleep with him, tonight and for the rest of their lives. They were good together, and not only in bed. There was so much they could give each other.

			Lanni watched the weariness evaporate from his eyes. Now they were keen and sharp, commanding her to come to him.

			Slowly, as if sleepwalking, Lanni moved to him and, without a word, her arms crept up his solid chest to encircle his neck and urge his mouth down to hers. As his head descended, she arched closer. Their lips met in a fiery union of unleashed passion. The kiss continued until Lanni was both dizzy and weak. They broke apart, panting and breathless.

			
			Smiling, she took Judd by the hand and led him into the room. “I can’t believe it took you this long,” she whispered.

			He brought her into his arms and nuzzled her throat. “All day I’ve been crazy to get home to you, and it seemed like everything stood in our way.” With infinite patience, he unfastened the top button of her bodice to slip the material free. Her arms stretched over her head as Judd pulled the gown free. Every part of her body throbbed with need for him. They were man and wife. Lovers. Friends.

			“Judd,” she pleaded.

			Just when her knees were about to give out on her and she was going to collapse onto the bed, he raised his head and gently laid her down on the mattress. In seconds he was free of his clothes.

			Lanni had waited all evening for him and wouldn’t be denied any longer. As they made love their hearts sang out in joyful celebration. Their cries echoed each other’s. The pleasure went on and on until Lanni was convinced it was endless.

			Judd wrapped her in his arms, kissing the tears of joy from her face. “Oh my love,” he whispered, his voice trembling with emotion. “Was it always this good?”

			“Always,” she murmured, not remembering anything ever being less exciting between them. Together they were magic. During the long, lonely months of their separation, Lanni had been only half alive. She recognized that now more than ever. Her life with Jenny had been clouded with a constant sense of expectation, waiting. An unconscious part of her had been seeking a reconciliation with Judd; without him she was incomplete—spiritually handicapped. She was destined to belong to him and only him.

			
			“Don’t leave me,” she pleaded, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face in his neck.

			“No,” he promised. “Never again.” Love for her flowed through him like floodwaters after a heavy spring rain. She was all that was important to him. The ranch could fall down at his feet tomorrow and he’d survive. He could lose all his personal possessions and never notice their loss. But he wouldn’t last another minute without Lanni.

			The tension fled from her limbs and Lanni relaxed, cuddling him. He reached for the sheets and covered them. Within minutes they were both asleep.

			

			—

			Judd woke first. Even in their sleep they’d continued to hold each other—neither seemed willing to release the other. He smiled gently and stared at the ceiling. It was later than he’d slept since arriving on the ranch. But he didn’t care—Lanni was his and he was whole again.

			He closed his mind to the unpleasant scene he’d faced with Stuart before climbing the stairs to bed. He didn’t want to argue with his father; he’d hoped they’d come to an understanding, but apparently Judd was wrong. He’d told Stuart if Steve phoned again that he should give Lanni the phone. She would be angry when she learned they’d been hiding the calls from her, but they’d deal with that at the time.

			Lanni stirred, content, satisfied. Judd’s arms were securely wrapped around her. “Morning,” she whispered, stretching. “What time is it?”

			
			Judd kissed the crown of her head and moved his wrist up so he could read his watch. “Later than it should be.”

			“I feel wonderful,” Lanni announced, turning to kiss the hollow of his throat.

			“So do I,” Judd answered. “It felt so good holding you that I couldn’t slip out of bed. Now I’ll have to face Jim’s wrath for being lazy and sleeping in.”

			“I’m pleased you didn’t leave,” Lanni whispered, remembering how disappointed she’d been the day before.

			“Mommy.” Jenny knocked softly against the closed door, her sweet voice meek and timid.

			Lanni jumped up from the bed, and after pulling on her robe, she opened the door. Jenny was standing there, her doll clenched to her chest. Lanni noted that the little girl looked unnaturally pale.

			“What’s the matter, Cupcake? Aren’t you feeling well?” Judd asked. Before Lanni had opened the door, he’d pulled on his jeans.

			“I’m not sick,” Jenny answered.

			“Do you want breakfast?” Lanni inquired.

			The little girl adamantly shook her head. “Nope.”

			“Aren’t you hungry?” Breakfast was Jenny’s favorite meal, especially when there was Cap’n Crunch cereal around.

			“Grandpa was mean to me. He told me to go away.”

			Judd felt anger shoot through him. “I don’t think he meant that.”

			“He said it real, real mean.”

			“Maybe Grandpa isn’t feeling well today,” Lanni suggested, surprised that Stuart would do or say anything to upset Jenny.

			
			“And you know what else he said?”

			“What?” Judd brushed the curls from her cheek and kissed her gently to ease the hurt feelings.

			“He said I shouldn’t ever answer the phone again.”

			“He has this thing about the phone,” Lanni said, shaking her head in wonder at Judd’s father’s actions. “It rang yesterday and you would have thought the FBI was on the other end. He nearly wrestled me to the ground to stop me from answering. Then he raced into the other room to get it.”

			Judd stiffened. “I’m sure there’s some explanation.”

			“You know what, Mommy?”

			“What, honey?”

			“I know who was on the phone.”

			“Who was that?” Lanni asked, unconcerned.

			“Mr. Delaney, and he was real mad, too. He said that he wants to talk to you and that Daddy didn’t have the right to keep you from talking on the phone.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Eleven

			“Judd,” Lanni murmured, her voice betraying her shock. “Is that true?”

			“Jenny, do I hear your doll crying? Maybe you should let her take a nap.” Judd turned to his daughter, ignoring Lanni’s question. The last thing he needed was to deal with this Steve issue now. One look told him how furious Lanni was.

			“Betsy’s not crying, Daddy.”

			“Yes, she is,” Lanni said sternly.

			Jenny’s lower lip began to tremble as she battled back ready tears. “Nobody wants Jenny this morning,” she said, her voice wobbling. She paused and glanced from her mother to her father.

			“Now look what you’ve done,” Lanni whispered between clenched teeth, reaching for her daughter. She wrapped her arms around the four-year-old. “We’re sorry, honey.”

			“I don’t want you and Daddy to fight.”

			“We won’t argue, will we, Mommy?” Judd challenged, raising his eyes to Lanni.

			Jenny broke free of Lanni’s arms. “But Mommy looks that way when she gets mad at Aunt Jade. Her face scrunches up and her eyes get small. Like now.”

			“I think she has something there,” Judd commented lightly.

			Lanni reached for her clothes, cursing under her breath. “Now I understand why Stuart didn’t want me answering the phone. How many times has Steve called?”

			“I have no idea.”

			
			“I’ll just bet you don’t.”

			“Mommy.”

			“Not now, Jenny. This is serious business.”

			Jenny sighed expressively. “Business, business, business, that’s all you talk about. When are you going to be a mommy again?”

			Lanni stared openmouthed at her daughter. “That’s unfair, Jennifer Lydia Matthiessen. I’ve always been your mother.” Lanni did her best to ignore an attack of guilt for all the times Jade had picked up Jenny from the day-care center and just as many occasions that Jenny had been left with Jade or her parents because Lanni had to work late for a hundred different reasons.

			“All you did was business, business, business, until Daddy came. I don’t want you to talk to Mr. Delaney. He sounded mad just like you and Grandpa.”

			“She’s smarter than you give her credit for,” Judd tossed in, and was almost seared by Lanni’s scalding glower.

			“I’m calling Steve to find out what’s been going on around here.”

			Judd crossed his arms. “Be my guest.” Although he strove to appear as nonchalant as possible, he was worried.

			Lanni stormed out of the bedroom and got dressed in the bathroom. Two minutes later, she raced downstairs. Judd followed her.

			Stuart met him at the foot of the stairway. “You got to stop her, boy.”

			“Why?”

			“She’s going to contact that city slicker.”

			“Judd, do something,” Lanni cried, her patience long since gone. “Your father’s disconnected the phone.”

			
			“Dad. It’s fine.”

			“Did you think to inform him that Steve could be contacting me for business reasons?” Lanni flared, her hands placed defiantly on her hips.

			“No.” Judd’s own self-control was weakening. “You and I both know what Steve wants.”

			“You’re jealous!”

			“You’re darn right I am. I don’t like having that milquetoast anywhere near you.”

			“You tell her, son,” Stuart shouted.

			“Stay out of this.” Judd turned to his father, pointing a finger in his direction: “This is between Lanni and me.”

			Chuckling, Stuart took Jenny by the hand and led her toward the kitchen. “Got to leave those young lovers to settle this themselves,” he whispered gleefully to the little girl.

			“Are you still mad at me, Grandpa?” Jenny wanted to know first.

			Stuart looked shocked. “I was never angry with my Jenny-girl.”

			“Good. Betsy cried when you got cross.”

			“You tell Betsy how sorry your grandpa is.”

			“It’s all right, she told me that she forgives you.”

			The kitchen door closed and Judd turned to Lanni. “You were saying?”

			“You have a lot of nerve keeping those calls from me.”

			“You’re absolutely right.”

			“If I had any sense, I’d walk out that door.”

			“You won’t,” he stated confidently. “You always were crazy about me.”

			
			“Judd,” she cried. “I’m serious.”

			“I am, too.”

			“Don’t try to sweet-talk me.”

			“Come on, Lanni, this is no snow job. I was jealous. I’ll admit it if it makes you feel any better. Stuart told me about the calls the other night and I realized how serious this guy is. He isn’t going to lose you without a fight, and if that’s what he wants, I’ll give him one.”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			“I don’t think so. Delaney’s been trying to reach you since we arrived. I guess I should be grateful there’s no cell coverage here.”

			“And it never occurred to you that it could be something to do with the office?”

			“Quite frankly, no. Stuart knew after talking to him only one time, and he’s right on target. Delaney’s after one thing, and that one thing happens to involve you. I recognized it the minute I met the man.”

			“You’re imagining things.”

			“I wasn’t seeing things when I saw him gawking at you. Don’t be so naïve, my sweet innocent.”

			“I’m not an innocent!”

			“Thanks to me.” One side of his mouth quirked upward.

			“Stop it, Judd Matthiessen, you’re only making me madder.” She crossed her arms, refusing to relent to his cajoling good mood. He seemed to think this was all some big joke. “Get me the phone,” she demanded.

			“All right, all right, don’t get testy.” He went into the kitchen and returned a moment later with the telephone. He handed it to her, crossed his arms, and waited.

			
			“Well?”

			“Well what?”

			“I want you to leave,” she hissed. “This is a private conversation.”

			Judd didn’t budge, and from the look about him, he wasn’t going to. Rather than force the issue, Lanni traipsed into the small office off the living room and inserted the phone jack into place. It was doubtful that Judd would hear much of the conversation anyway.

			She punched out the numbers and waited. The phone rang only once. “Steve, it’s Lanni.”

			“Lanni, thank goodness you phoned,” he said, his relief obvious in his tone. “What’s been going on there? I’ve been trying to contact you for days!”

			“I didn’t know. Jenny mentioned this morning that you’d phoned, but it’s the first I heard of it.”

			“I don’t know what kind of situation you’re in there, but I’ve been tempted to contact the authorities. I think your father-in-law is off his rocker.”

			“He is a bit eccentric.”

			“Eccentric. I’d say he was closer to being stark raving mad.”

			“Steve, I’m sure you didn’t contact me to discuss Stuart.”

			“You’re right, I didn’t. Lanni”—he said her name slowly, in a hurt, self-righteous tone—“you didn’t even let me know you were leaving.”

			“There…There wasn’t time. I tried.” But admittedly not very hard. She’d left a message for him at the office, but hadn’t contacted his cell. Her relationship or non-relationship with her fellow worker embarrassed Lanni now that she and Judd had reconciled. It was true that their dates were innocent enough, but Lanni had seen the handwriting on the wall as far as Steve was concerned, and Judd was right. Steve wanted her and was courting her with seemingly limitless patience.

			
			“Lanni,” Steve continued, his voice serious. “I’m worried about you.”

			“There’s no need; Jenny and I are perfectly fine.”

			“Are you there of your own free will?”

			“Of course!” The question was ludicrous. “I haven’t been kidnapped, if that’s what you mean.”

			“Your father-in-law has told me a number of times that Judd would never let you go.”

			“He didn’t mean it like that.”

			“Perhaps not, but he also told me that Judd would go to great lengths to keep you married to him.”

			“I’m sure you’re mistaken.” Her fingers tightened around the receiver as she remembered the expression in Judd’s eyes when he’d told her he needed her. He’d been desperate, and just now he’d admitted that he’d known about Steve’s phone calls a couple of nights ago.

			“What made you leave Seattle with the man? Lanni, he deserted you—left you and Jenny. He’s treated you like dirt. What possible reason could there be for you to trust a man like that?”

			“Judd claimed that his father was seriously ill and had asked to see Jenny before he died.”

			“That old man sounds in perfect health to me.”

			“He made a miraculous recovery when we arrived.” Steve almost had her believing his craziness, and she paused for a moment to recount the details of her coming.

			
			“Lanni,” Steve said, and breathed heavily. “I want you to do something for me.”

			“What?”

			“I’m very serious about this, Lanni, so don’t scoff. I want you to try to leave and see what happens. I’m willing to bet that Judd and his father are holding you and Jenny captive and you just don’t realize it yet.”

			“Steve, that’s loony.”

			“It’s not. Tell them something serious has come up and you have to return to Seattle.”

			“Steve!”

			“Do it. If I haven’t heard from you by the end of the day, I’m contacting the police.”

			Lanni lifted the hair from her forehead and closed her eyes. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”

			“Tell me you’ll do it.”

			“All right, but you’re wrong. I know you’re wrong.”

			“Prove it to me.”

			“I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this.” She shook her head in wonder, but then Steve had always been persuasive.

			“You’ll phone me back?”

			His plan wouldn’t work, Lanni realized. “What am I supposed to say after I’ve got my bags in the car and am ready to leave? They’re going to think I’ve lost my senses if I suddenly announce that this is all a test to see if they’d actually let me go.”

			“You’ll think of something,” Steve said confidently.

			
			“Great.” Lanni felt none of his assurance.

			“I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”

			“I’m only doing this to prove to you once and for all that Jenny and I are perfectly safe.”

			“Fine. Just do it.”

			Lanni didn’t bother with any good-byes. She replaced the receiver and sat down, burying her face in her hands, assimilating her troubled thoughts.

			“Did you tell him?” Judd asked, standing behind her.

			Frightened by the unexpected sound of his voice, Lanni jumped and jerked her head around. “Tell him what?”

			Judd’s mouth thinned with displeasure. “That you and I are back together and that there will be no divorce.”

			“No, I didn’t tell him.”

			“Why not?”

			Lanni studied him, feeling the overbearing weight of newfound suspicions. Not for a minute did she believe she and Jenny were being kidnapped by Judd and his father. Steve was overreacting because he was naturally suspicious of the circumstances of her leaving Seattle. The whole idea that such a drama was taking place was so far-fetched that it was inconceivable. But something else, something far more profound, had captured her attention.

			“When did you learn Steve had been trying to contact me?” she asked, surprised at how steady her voice remained when her emotions were in such tumult.

			Judd inserted two fingers into the small pocket near the waist of his jeans. “I already told you, Stuart mentioned it the other night.”

			
			“What night?”

			Judd cursed under his breath. She knew—she’d figured it out. Explaining to Lanni wasn’t going to be easy. He sat down across from her. “The night you suspect.”

			“Then the only reason you came to me—”

			“No,” he cut in sharply. “That night, for the first time in my life, I realized how right my father was. If I lost you there would be nothing left for me. Nothing. Oh, I’d stick around the ranch for a while, maybe several years, I don’t know, but there would be no contentment, no peace. You give me that, Lanni, only you.”

			“It didn’t work in Seattle. What makes you believe it will here? Aren’t you asking a lot of me to abandon everything I know and love on the off chance you’ll stick around here? You think you’ll be content on the Circle M, but you don’t know that.”

			“I do know it. I left the ranch eighteen years ago and now I’m home.”

			“Maybe.”

			“I’m home, Lanni. Home. But it doesn’t mean a whole lot if you’re not here to share it with me. I’ve loved you from the moment we met; believe me, I’ve fought that over the last couple of years. There are plenty of things I’d like to change about the both of us. But the underlying fact is that I refuse to give up on our marriage. It’s too important to both of us.”

			“You were jealous of Steve?”

			“You’re darn right I am,” he admitted freely, then added, “but you should know what that feels like.”

			
			After her experience in Coeur d’Alene, when she’d believed Judd had slept with another woman, Lanni had experienced a mouthful of the green-eyed monster. Enough to make her gag on her own stupidity.

			“I have to leave.”

			Judd shook his head to clear his thoughts. He couldn’t believe she meant what she was saying. “What do you mean ‘leave’?”

			“There’s a problem in Seattle—a big one, and I’ve got to be there to handle it. There are people counting on me, and I can’t let them down.”

			“What about letting me down?”

			“This is different.”

			“It isn’t,” he said hotly. “What kind of problem could be so important that you’d so willingly walk away from me?” He battled down the overwhelming sensation that if he allowed her to drive away from the Circle M, it would be all over for them.

			“A house transaction.”

			“That’s a flimsy excuse,” he said darkly. “What is Steve holding over you?”

			“Nothing. Don’t be ridiculous—this is strictly business.”

			“Obviously that’s not true. You were on the phone for a good fifteen minutes. You must have discussed something other than a real estate transaction. I want to know what he said,” Judd demanded.

			“And I already told you. I need to return to Seattle.” She pushed herself away from the desk and stood. “I have to pack my things.”

			“Lanni,” he whispered, his hand stopping her. “Look me in the eye and tell me you’re coming back.”

			“I’m coming back.” He had yet to learn she had no intention of leaving. Not really. This was a stupid game and she was furious that she’d agreed to do this. But Steve had been so insistent, so sure she was caught in some trap. She walked past Judd and into the living room.

			
			Her father-in-law was standing in the middle of the room when Lanni came out of the office. His face was pale and pinched and his gaze skidded past Lanni to his son. Questions burned in his faded brown eyes.

			“Lanni needs to make a quick trip to Seattle,” Judd explained, doing his best to disguise his worries. “There’s some problem at the office that only she can handle.”

			“You letting her go?”

			“He has no other option,” Lanni cut in sharply.

			Stuart ignored her and narrowed his eyes on his son. “Are you going to let her go to that no-good city slicker? He’s going to steal her away.”

			“I have no intention of letting Steve do any such thing,” Lanni informed him stiffly. “Judd and I are married and we plan to stay that way for a very long time.”

			Stuart continued to pretend she wasn’t there. “I let Lydia leave once and after she came back things were never the same.”

			“I’m not Lydia.”

			“Mommy’s name is Lanni,” Jenny informed them softly, clenching Judd’s hand and staring wide-eyed at the three adults.

			“Go ahead and pack.” Judd spoke softly, resigned. He wouldn’t stop Lanni—this was her decision. Unlike his father, Judd was willing to let her go. Sorrow stabbed through him as he thought of the night the roles had been reversed—she’d let him go. But he had begged her to go with him. “I’ll call the airlines and find out the time of the next flight. I’ll drive you into Billings.”

			
			“Boy,” Stuart shouted angrily. “What’s the matter with you? If Lanni goes it will ruin everything.” His hand gripped his stomach. “Don’t let her go. Don’t make the same mistake as me. You’ll be sorry. All your life you’ll regret it.” His hand reached out and gripped the corner of the large overstuffed chair as he swayed.

			“Dad?” Judd placed his hand on his father’s shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

			“Pain,” he said through clenched teeth. “Most of yesterday and through the night.”

			Judd had never seen a man more pale. “Here, let me get you into the bedroom.” With his arm around his father’s waist, Judd guided the older man into his bedroom and helped him onto the bed. “I’ll contact Doc Simpson.”

			Lanni was so furious that she couldn’t stand in one place. She paced the small area in front of the outdated black-and-white television set, knotting and unknotting her fists.

			“He’s not sick,” she hissed in a low whisper the minute Judd reappeared. “This is all a ploy to keep me on the ranch.”

			“Why don’t we let the doctor decide that?”

			“Do you honestly believe this sudden attack of ill health?”

			Judd’s eyes bored into hers. “As a matter of fact, I do.” He returned to the tiny cubicle of an office and reached for the phone. He’d experienced enough pain in his life to recognize when it was genuine.

			“What wrong with Grandpa?” Jenny asked, tugging at the hem of Lanni’s blouse.

			
			“He’s not feeling well, sweetheart.”

			“He didn’t eat any Cap’n Crunch cereal this morning.”

			Lanni recalled that Stuart hadn’t eaten much of anything in the last twenty-four hours.

			Judd reappeared, looking toward his father’s bedroom door.

			“Well?” Lanni was curious to what Stuart’s physician had to say.

			“I repeated what Dad told me, and Doc Simpson thinks it would be best if we drove into Miles City for a complete examination at the hospital.”

			“Miles City,” Lanni cried. “That’s over a hundred miles.”

			“It’s the closest hospital.”

			“Judd, don’t you recognize this for what it is? Stuart isn’t sick. This is all part of some crazy ploy to keep me on the ranch.”

			“You’re free to go, Lanni. Jim can drive you into Billings to catch the next flight for Seattle or you can come with me and we’ll get you on a private plane to connect with the airlines in Billings.”

			Lanni crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

			“I don’t have time to discuss the options with you now. Make up your mind.”

			“I’ll go with you.” And have the extreme pleasure of watching Judd’s expression when the doctors in Miles City announce that Stuart was in perfect health.

			“Can I come, too?” Jenny wanted to know.

			“It would be better if you and Betsy stayed here with Betty. Can you be a good girl and help Betty?”

			
			Jenny nodded eagerly. “I like her.”

			Judd had apparently already thought to leave the little girl with the housekeeper, because Betty arrived a minute later. Jenny was whisked away and Lanni heard the older woman reassuring Jenny that everything was going to be just fine. A smile touched Lanni’s lips when she heard Jenny respond by telling the woman that she wasn’t afraid, but Betsy was just a little.

			While Judd brought the SUV to the front of the house, Lanni took out some blankets and a pillow.

			Judd got his father into the backseat of the SUV and Lanni lined his lap with blankets. For the first time, Lanni noted how terribly pale the older man had become. He gritted his teeth at the pain, but offered Lanni a reassuring grin.

			“You leaving for Seattle?”

			“You’re a wicked old man.”

			“Agreed,” Stuart said with a faint smile. “Stay with my son, girl. Fill his life with children and happiness.”

			“Would you stop being so dramatic. We’re going to get you to Miles City and the doctors are going to tell us you’ve got stomach gas, so stop talking as if the backseat of this car is going to be your deathbed. You got a lot of good years left in you.”

			“Ha. I’ll be lucky to make it there alive.”

			Judd climbed into the front seat and started the engine. “Ready?” he asked, trying to hide his nervousness.

			“Ready, boy,” Stuart said, and lay back, pressing his weathered face against the feather pillow.

			
			The ride seemed to last an eternity. With every mile Lanni came to believe that whatever was wrong with Stuart was indeed very real.

			They hit a rut in the road thirty miles out of Miles City and Stuart groaned. Judd’s hands tightened around the steering wheel until his knuckles were stark white. Lanni dared not look at the speedometer. The SUV whipped past the prairie grass at an unbelievable speed, making the scenery along the side of the road seem blurred.

			The only sound in the car was that of the revved engine. Lanni’s breathing was short and choppy. It wasn’t until they reached the outskirts of Miles City that she realized her breathing echoed Stuart’s shallow gasps. Only his were punctuated with a sigh now and again to disguise his pain.

			Judd drove directly to Holy Rosary Hospital on Clark Street, running two red lights in his urgency to get his father to a medical team as quickly as possible.

			After Stuart had been taken into the emergency entrance, Judd and Lanni were directed to a small reception area. The waiting, not knowing what was happening, was by far the worst.

			“When did he say he started feeling so terribly ill?” Lanni asked, reaching for Judd’s hand, their fingers entwined, gripping each other for reassurance.

			“He hasn’t been up to par all week. He saw Doc Simpson yesterday afternoon and the doctor was concerned then. Dad’s ulcer is apparently peptic.”

			“English, please.”

			
			“It’s commonly referred to as a bleeding ulcer. They’re bad, Lanni, painful.”

			“I feel like an idiot.” She hung her head, ashamed at her behavior and how she’d accused Stuart of staging the entire attack so she’d remain in Montana.

			“Don’t,” Judd said, giving her fingers a reassuring squeeze. “Given an identical set of circumstances, I might have believed the same thing. Dad has a way about him that sometimes even I don’t trust.”

			“Why didn’t he say something earlier?”

			Judd recalled the argument they’d had the night before when he’d confronted Stuart about the bracelet, building the house, and fending off Steve’s calls. Stuart had been quick-tempered and unreasonable, and Judd had attributed it to his stubborn nature. Now he understood that Stuart had been in a great deal of pain even then.

			“Judd?” Lanni coaxed.

			“Sorry. What were you saying?”

			“I wanted to know why Stuart didn’t tell us something was wrong earlier.”

			Judd’s smile was off-center. “Pride, I suspect. Telling anyone would be admitting to a weakness. In case you haven’t noticed, the Matthiessen men refuse to appear weak, no matter what it cost.”

			“Never,” Lanni confirmed, doing her best to disguise a smile. “They’re not stubborn, either, and hardly ever proud.”

			When the doctor approached them, Judd rose quickly to his feet. Lanni stood with him, trying to read the doctor’s expression and failing.

			
			“Mr. and Mrs. Matthiessen?”

			“Yes. How’s my father?”

			“He’s resting comfortably now. We’d like to keep him overnight for observation and a few tests, but he should be able to leave the hospital tomorrow.”

			Judd sighed with relief. “Thank you, Doctor.” The minute the physician turned away, Judd brought Lanni into his arms and buried his face in the curve of her neck.

			“I don’t mind telling you I was frightened,” he whispered.

			“I was, too. He’s a crotchety old man, but I’ve grown fond of him.”

			“It’s funny,” Judd said with a short laugh. “I’m relieved that he’s going to be fine and in the same breath I’d like to shake him silly for worrying us so much.”

			“I feel the same way.”

			Judd slid his arm around her shoulder. “Let’s go see him for a minute and then we’ll drive on out to the airport and see about getting you a plane to Seattle.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Twelve

			“Yes, well.” Lanni shifted her feet. Her mind went blank for a plausible excuse to cancel the trip. “I may have reacted hastily. I’m sure if I make a couple of phone calls I’ll be able to work out the problem from this end of things.”

			“What do you mean?” Judd’s eyes looked capable of boring holes straight through her. “Three hours ago it was imperative that you reach Seattle. You made it sound like a biblical-style catastrophe would befall the realty if you weren’t there to see to it.”

			“I could have exaggerated a teensy bit.” Lanni swallowed uncomfortably, feeling incredibly guilty.

			“Lanni?”

			“All right, all right,” she admitted, hating herself more by the minute. “I made the entire thing up.”

			“What!” Judd was furious; it showed in every feature of his chiseled, masculine face. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared, and his mouth thinned dangerously.

			She couldn’t very well admit that Steve had this senseless, idiotic notion that she was being held against her wishes. “Steve seemed to think I was needed in Seattle.” Even to her own ears, that excuse sounded lame.

			“I’ll just bet he wanted you back, and I’m smart enough to know the reason why even if you aren’t.”

			“It wasn’t like that,” she flared.

			“You had time to discuss this scheme with Steve, but not enough to tell him we’d reconciled.”

			
			“I’ll tell him.”

			“You’re darn right you will.” His grip on her elbow as he led her into the hospital parking lot was just short of being painful.

			“I can’t believe you. You’re behaving like Steve Delaney is a threat to us. Judd, I swear to you, he isn’t,” Lanni muttered, slipping inside the front seat of the SUV. “I’m yours, Judd Matthiessen, and the only thing that could ever come between us again is of your own making.”

			“And what’s that?”

			Her unflinching gaze met his. “If you were to leave me again, it’d be over in a minute. Judd, I mean that. My love is strong enough to withstand just about anything, but not that.”

			“It isn’t going to happen.”

			Lanni leaned her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. Judd started the SUV and pulled onto the street. His assurances rang shockingly familiar. It seemed every time he returned from a trip in the beginning, she’d made him promise he wouldn’t leave her again. To his credit, he’d taken a job in Seattle, and a month, maybe two, would pass before he’d find some excuse to be free of her and travel again.

			“I’ll never leave you, Lanni. I swear to it by everything I hold sacred.”

			“What happens when money gets tight?” In her mind, Lanni had listed the excuses Judd had conveniently used in the past.

			“Simple. We’ll sell off a few head of cattle and cut down expenses.”

			“What happens if Jenny gets sickly again?”

			“We’ll get her to a doctor.”

			Lanni shook her head and crossed her arms over her chest. “Doctors cost money.” He’d used that excuse the first time. Lanni recognized that she sounded like an insecure little girl, but she refused to live in a dream world, no matter how comfortable it was. Too much was at stake, and she needed to know that this reconciliation with Judd was concrete.

			
			“Montana is a bit different from Seattle. Doc Simpson’s a patient man. He’ll wait.”

			“What if…”

			“I’m home, Lanni. We all are.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut. It would be so incredibly easy to give in to her desire to bury the unpleasantness of the last years and start fresh. She wanted it so badly, perhaps too badly.

			Judd apparently had a few questions of his own. “What about your family?”

			“What about them?”

			“They aren’t going to be pleased we’re back together. Nor are they going to like the idea of you moving to Montana.”

			Lanni knew what he said was true. It could cause an ugly scene, but Lanni prayed that it wouldn’t come to that. “They may not fully understand, but in time, they’ll accept it. They’ll have to.”

			“I know how close you are to your mother. I don’t want to take you away from her.”

			“I realize that, and I believe she does as well, but I’m twenty-seven. It’s time I left my security blanket behind, don’t you think?”

			“Yes,” he admitted starkly. He reached for her hand, which rested on the seat between them, and brought it to his lips. “We have a lot of time to make up for, Lanni. There’ve been too many wasted years for us. I’m not going to kid you and say everything’s going to be easy. We have some rough roads to travel yet with the ranch. The amount of work that needs to be done is overwhelming.”

			
			She nodded. She knew little about ranching, but if the run-down condition of the house was indicative of everything on the Circle M, then she could put it into perspective.

			“It’s going to require every penny I own to restock the herd. Jim wants me to fly down to Texas on Thursday and look over some stock he read about there. I’m going to do it and put several thousand dollars on the line. It’s a gamble, but a calculated one. Are you with me, love?”

			“One thousand percent.”

			Briefly their eyes met and it took all Judd’s control not to pull the car to the side of the road, turn off the engine, and haul her into his arms.

			

			—

			Jim was pacing the yard restlessly by the time Judd returned. As soon as Judd parked the SUV, the two men were off in the pickup for what Jim called some ranchers’ meeting. Feeling better than she had in some time, Lanni moved across the yard to the Petermans’ house to get Jenny.

			Betty stood at the back door and opened the screen when she approached. “What did the doctors have to say about Stuart?”

			“He’ll be fine. They’re keeping him overnight for tests and observation. Judd will pick him up in the morning.”

			Betty poured them each a cup of coffee, stirred hers, and focused her gaze on the plain stem of the spoon. “Knowing Stuart, he’s going to be a handful once he’s back on the ranch, wanting to do more than he should.”

			
			“We’ll manage him.” But Lanni had her own doubts. Stuart Matthiessen could be as stubborn and strong-willed as his son. “It’s likely I’ll need your help.”

			“You’ve got it,” Betty said, showing her pleasure that Lanni had asked. “The neighbor down the road, Sally Moore, phoned this morning,” Betty told Lanni. “She wanted me to extend an invitation to you for the Twin Deer Women’s Luncheon on Friday of this week.”

			“I’d enjoy that.”

			Betty’s cheeks formed deeply grooved dimples as she grinned.

			“I don’t suppose you had anything to do with this invitation?”

			Chuckling, Betty shook her head. “It’s about time you met some of the other young wives in the community. They’re anxious to get to know you.”

			“I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

			“Most of them are curious to meet the woman who tamed Judd Matthiessen,” Betty teased affectionately.

			“Then I’m sure to disappoint them.”

			“Ha!” Betty sputtered. “You’ve got half the town talking as it is. You’re going to fit in nicely in Twin Deer.” Betty added emphasis to her statement by nodding. “It does my heart good to see Judd home after all these years. It’s where he belongs.”

			And because Judd belonged on the Circle M, Lanni and Jenny did as well. She’d make Montana their home, with the assurance that Judd would never walk away from her here.

			Early on, Lanni had discovered that she loved the wide blue skies of Montana as much as Judd did. She’d always been the homey type, and although it didn’t look like she would be able to continue in her career as a real estate agent, she’d already picked up on the information that the local grade school needed a third-grade teacher. Of course, she’d need to renew her teaching certificate, but that shouldn’t be so difficult.

			
			After coffee and conversation, Lanni headed back to the house with Jenny and tucked the little girl upstairs for her afternoon nap. She delayed making the call to Steve as long as she dared. Finally, she called him from the kitchen phone, leaning her hip against the wall as she spoke.

			“Hello, Steve, it’s Lanni.”

			“Thank goodness you phoned. I’ve been worried sick.”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Well, don’t keep me in suspense, for heaven’s sake—what happened?” He sounded agitated, his usually calm voice raised and jerky.

			“Nothing much. I announced I had to get back to Seattle and it created a lot of heated discussion, but Judd agreed to take me to the airport. However, Stuart had this stomach attack and we ended up having to take him to the hospital first.”

			“He was playing on your sympathy. Couldn’t you see through that ploy, Lanni? With your solid-gold heart, you fell for it.”

			Lanni was furious with her coworker for even suggesting such a thing until she realized her first reaction had been to doubt the authenticity of Stuart’s ailment. “No, it was real enough, although, to be honest, I had my doubts at first.”

			“Stuart wants you to stay on the ranch.” Steve didn’t sound pleased at the prospect. “You are coming home soon, aren’t you?”

			
			“Eventually, I’ll be back.” Lanni heard the soft gasp over the wire and experienced a nip of regret. Steve had been a good friend and she hated to hurt or disappoint him.

			“You don’t mean what I think you do? Please, Lanni, tell me you’re not seriously considering going back to your husband and moving into that godforsaken piece of tumbleweed?”

			“Actually, Steve, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” Her fellow worker was silent for so long that Lanni wondered if he was still on the line. “Steve, are you there?”

			“I’m here,” he mumbled, his voice thick with disappointment. “I remember the first time I met you,” he said softly. “You were like this emotionally wounded combat soldier, and I was intrigued. In the beginning you were just another challenge, but it soon became more than that. It took me months to gain your confidence, and each and every day I made an effort to show you that I cared.”

			“Steve, please, don’t, I—”

			“Let me finish,” he cut in sharply. “First you became my friend; you’ll never know how excited I was when you agreed to attend that baseball game with me. Later, when we went out to dinner, I felt as excited as a schoolboy. I love you, Lanni. I’ve loved you for months.”

			Lanni closed her eyes to the waves of regret that washed over her. “I thank you for being such a good friend.”

			“But I want to be so much more than that.”

			“It’s impossible. You know how much I love Judd; I always have. Even if things hadn’t turned out this way, you would have always gotten second best from me. You’re too good a man to accept that.”

			
			“It would have been enough—with you.”

			“Oh, Steve, please don’t say that. This is hard enough. Let’s part as friends and remember that what we shared was a special kind of friendship. I’ll never forget you.”

			Another long silence followed. “Be happy, Lanni.”

			“You, too, partner.”

			“Keep in touch?” He made the statement a question.

			“If you like.” For her part, she preferred to make a clean break of it.

			Again Steve hesitated. “You’re sure going back to your husband is what you want?”

			“I’m sure. Very sure.” Lanni had no doubts now. She had sealed her commitment to Judd the minute she’d let him into her bed.

			“Good-bye, then, Lanni.”

			“Yes, good-bye, Steve.”

			Lanni discovered when she replaced the receiver that her hands were trembling. She’d hurt Steve, and that hadn’t ever been her intention. He was a good man, a kind man who had cared a great deal for her. He’d been patient and gentle when she’d needed it most. She’d meant what she said about remembering him fondly. In the future, she wanted only the best for him.

			The sound of the front screen door slamming brought her thoughts up short.

			“Lanni.” It was Judd.

			“In here,” she said somewhat breathlessly, doing her best to appear nonchalant. “What are you doing here? I thought you and Jim had gone to some ranchers’ meeting?”

			
			Judd looped his arms around her waist and lowered his voice to a husky whisper. “I came back,” he said, looking at Lanni. He wanted to talk to his wife. From the time he’d gotten in the pickup with Jim, Judd had let his conversation with Lanni fill his mind. She was willing to give up everything for him. Her home. Her career. Her family. Her love had given him the most priceless gift of his life—their daughter. His heart swelled with such love that there weren’t words with which to express it. His large hands circled her waist and brought her back inside his arms.

			His ardent kiss caught Lanni by surprise. While his mouth continued to cover hers, his fingers worked her blouse loose from her waistband and lifted the shirttail enough to allow his hand entry. They sighed in unison when his fingers caressed her breast.

			“What about work?” Lanni whispered.

			“Not interested.” He worked the zipper of her jeans open, kissing away any protest.

			“Judd?” Between deep, soul-drugged kisses, Lanni managed to get out his name.

			Judd lifted her into his arms and headed for the stairway.

			“Judd,” she said and groaned in weak protest. “It’s the middle of the day.”

			A crooked grin slashed his sensuous mouth. “I know.”

			

			—

			Stuart arrived home early the following afternoon, looking chipper and exceedingly pleased with himself. Lanni brought him his dinner on a tray and set it in front of the television.

			
			“I see you’re still around,” he grumbled.

			“No thanks to you.”

			“You belong here. A city slicker isn’t ever going to make you happy.”

			“I think you may be right.” His head came up so fast that Lanni laughed outright. “I have no intention of leaving the Circle M.”

			Stuart’s grin was the closest Lanni had ever seen to a Cheshire cat’s smug expression. “This land will be good to you. Mark my words.”

			With time Lanni would come to appreciate this unorthodox man, she mused. She’d viewed the transformation between father and son. Judd and Stuart could talk now without arguing, and that was a good beginning. The icy façade Stuart wore like a Halloween mask the first days after their arrival had all but vanished now. They were all making progress—slow, but sure. Lanni had also come to realize that once Judd accepted that he deeply cared for his father, he’d experienced a sense of release. A freedom. Stuart had lived a hard life. The only real love he’d ever known had been taken from him. Stuart had never forgiven himself for Lydia’s death, Lanni believed, and had only recently come to grips with the pain of her loss. He didn’t want to see his only son make the same mistakes.

			Lanni was mature enough to realize that living on the Circle M in close proximity to Stuart was bound to create certain problems, but ones they could work together toward solving.

			For the first time in his life, Stuart accepted Judd for who he was. It didn’t matter that Judd hadn’t become an attorney or doctor the way Stuart had always planned. Stuart cared about his son, and together they would build a solid relationship.

			

			—

			
			Judd woke Lanni early Thursday morning. The room was still dark, cloaked in the darkest part of the night that comes just before dawn. He knelt above her, fully dressed.

			“I’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”

			“Already?” Lanni struggled up onto one elbow in a half-sitting, half-lying position.

			“Jim’s going to stay here in case there’s any problem on the ranch.”

			Lanni nodded and brushed the wisps of blond hair from her face. “We’ll be fine—don’t worry about anything here.”

			Judd’s hand eased around the base of her neck. “I’ll miss you.”

			“It’s only two nights.” After all the weeks and months without him, she could withstand two lonesome nights.

			He bent his mouth to hers and kissed her fervently. “I wish I didn’t have to go.”

			Lanni giggled—she couldn’t help it.

			“What’s so all-fired funny?”

			“You. For years I couldn’t keep you home, and now I can’t get you to leave. May I be so bold as to remind you that this little jaunt is an important mission for the Circle M ranch? You’re going to bring back a sturdy bull to service all our female cattle so that we can have lots of little bulls and little cows and whatever else bulls and cows produce.”

			“You know why I find it so difficult to leave, don’t you?” His hot gaze rained down on her face in the moonlight—his eyes were smoky with desire.

			Lanni gave no thought to resisting him as she parted her moist lips, inviting his kiss. She moaned at the sensual pleasure he gave her, and her fingers stroked his hair, holding his head to her.

			
			He broke away from her just long enough to unhitch his pants, his gaze holding hers while his fingers worked at his belt.

			“Your plane?” she whispered, welcoming him. She pulled him closer, and arched her hips wantonly against his as their mouths feasted on each other.

			“The plane can wait.” He moaned, sliding into her until they were united completely.

			Lanni let out a deep sigh of pleasure and bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out.

			“But I can’t,” Judd finished.

			Their lovemaking was long and lusty, and Judd held her, their bodies still connected long after they’d finished.

			Jim honked the car horn from the yard below, and Judd pulled away reluctantly. “I don’t think that I can do without you for two nights.” He paused and kissed her hungrily. “Be ready for me when I arrive home.”

			“Aye, aye, Captain. Just bring back that famous bull.”

			“I’ll do that, love,” he told her, already on his way out the bedroom door.

			Lanni nestled back against her pillow and sighed her contentment. Not even the first weeks of the marriage had been this lusty. She didn’t know how long this honeymoon period would last, but she suspected it would be a very long time and she welcomed it just as she had her husband. There was little she could refuse him, her love was so great.

			Although she’d made light of the nights he’d be away, Lanni realized that they would be difficult for her as well. She was becoming accustomed to being well loved. At this rate, Jenny would be a big sister within the year.

			
			Stuart was waiting for her when Lanni came down the stairs an hour later.

			“Judd get off okay?”

			She nodded, pouring herself a cup of coffee. “This bull must be pretty darn special for him to travel all the way to Texas.”

			“He sure is. Good bloodlines are important.”

			Lanni pulled out a chair and joined her father-in-law at the table. “You look like you slept well.”

			Stuart snorted, then glared at her with a twinkle in his faded eyes. “It ain’t me who’s got rosy cheeks this morning, girl.”

			Lanni blushed and reached for a section of the morning paper, doing her best to ignore Stuart’s low chuckle.

			

			—

			As she suspected they would, the days passed at a snail’s pace. The mornings and afternoons were long, but the nights were worse yet. She didn’t hear from Judd, but then Lanni hadn’t expected that she would. After all, he was scheduled to be away only three days and two nights.

			Saturday afternoon, Stuart, Jenny, Jim, and Betty all decided to take the drive into Billings to meet Judd’s plane. They made an outing of it, stopping along the way at a restaurant to eat dinner; Stuart kept Jenny occupied in the car with tales of his boyhood on the range.

			They arrived at the airport an hour before Judd’s scheduled flight, and Lanni bought a magazine to help fill the time. Betty took Jenny on a walking tour while Stuart and Jim swapped ranching stories.

			
			When Judd’s flight landed, Lanni stood and watched the plane taxi to the building and viewed the jetway fold out to meet the arriving passengers. Lanni was eager to feel her husband’s arms and stepped back, surveying each face as the people disembarked.

			“Where’s Daddy?” Jenny wanted to know, when Judd hadn’t appeared.

			“I don’t know, sweetheart.” The plane had been empty five minutes.

			Jim asked one of the flight attendants to check the roster and learned Judd had never been on board the flight.

			“Must have missed his connecting flight,” Stuart grumbled when Jim appeared.

			“You’d think he’d phone,” Betty said, carefully studying Lanni.

			Lanni gave the worried housekeeper a bright smile as synthetic as acrylic and murmured, “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. There’s no need to fret.”

			“Right,” Betty confirmed. “I’m sure there’s no reason to worry; there’s a perfectly good reason why Judd wasn’t on that plane.”

			They waited around the airport several more hours until Jenny became fussy and overtired. What had been excited expectation on the long drive to Billings became eerie silence on the ride home.

			Lanni didn’t sleep that night. It seemed as if the walls were closing in around her. The disappointed tears she was trying to hold back felt like a weight pressing against her breast.

			Each time the phone rang the following day, Lanni’s heart shot to her throat. They were all on edge. Stuart turned taciturn. Jenny complained continually that Betsy needed her daddy back until Lanni broke into tears and held her daughter to her, giving way to her emotion.

			
			“I could just shake that boy,” Betty announced, bringing in a freshly baked apple pie. “I take it no one’s heard anything.”

			“Not a word.”

			“He checked out of his hotel room just when he was supposed to,” Jim said, following his wife inside the kitchen. “I can’t understand it.”

			“I can,” Lanni said softly.

			All four faces turned to her, wide-eyed and curious.

			“It’s happening again.”

			“What are you talking about?” Stuart grumbled.

			“He’s done it before, and although he promised he’d never leave me again, he has.”

			“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Jim barked.

			“Judd will be back when he’s good and ready to come home. He’s gone.”

			“Gone? You’re not making any sense, girl,” Stuart shouted. “Of course he’s gone. He went to buy that bull from the Francos.”

			“No, he’s left us—all of us this time, and not just me. But I told him and I meant it. When he leaves, I do.” She lifted Jenny into her arms, “Jenny and I will be returning to Seattle first thing in the morning.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Thirteen

			“You can’t leave,” Stuart argued, looking lost and defeated. “Judd’s coming back. I feel it in my bones.”

			“Oh, he’ll be back,” Lanni countered softly. “He always does that, usually bearing fancy gifts as though that is supposed to wipe away all the pain and worry.” Jenny wiggled and Lanni placed the little girl back on the floor.

			“You mean to tell me Judd’s done this sort of thing before?”

			“Not exactly like this,” Lanni explained, her voice low and incredibly sad. “Usually when he left I realized he’d be gone a good long while. I imagine it’ll take him a month to find his way home, but who knows, it could be six.”

			“I don’t believe he’d do a thing like that,” Jim said, defiantly crossing his arms over his chest. “There’s too much at stake.”

			Silently, Lanni agreed to that. Their lives together. Their reconciliation. Their marriage. Everything was on the line. Lanni had trouble believing he’d do something like this herself. Surely he could find some way to get to a phone, no matter where he was. Although Jim had mentioned contacting the hotel, Lanni had already done that herself, in addition to every hospital within a fifty-mile radius of Laredo. Judd had disappeared. Oh, he’d show up again, Lanni was confident of that. In his own time and in his own way. But this time she wouldn’t be waiting for him.

			“Lanni, don’t do something you’ll regret,” Betty said, patting the back of her hand.

			
			“I won’t,” she concurred.

			The phone pealed and everyone turned and looked at it as if it were a miracle come to save them from themselves. It rang a second time before Lanni stood and reached for it.

			“Hello.” She tried to hide the expectancy in her voice.

			“Lanni, it’s Steve.”

			“Could you hold the line a minute?”

			“Sure.” Steve hesitated. “Is something wrong?”

			“No, of course not.”

			Lanni placed her hand over the earpiece. “It’s the real estate company where I work in Seattle.” There wasn’t any reason to irritate Stuart with the news it was Steve. “Apparently there’s a problem. I’ll take it in the other room.”

			Disappointment darkened the three adults’ faces as they turned back to their coffee. Gently, Lanni set the receiver aside and hurried into Stuart’s office. She waited until the other phone had been reconnected before she spoke.

			“Okay, I’m here now.”

			“I called to let you know the deal on the Rudicelli house closed. Your commission is here if you’d like me to mail it to you.”

			“Yes, please do,” Lanni said, forcing some enthusiasm into her lifeless voice.

			“Something’s wrong,” Steve said with such tender concern that Lanni felt the tears sting the backs of her eyes. “I can hear it in your voice. Won’t you tell me, Lanni?”

			“It’s nothing.”

			
			“You’re crying.”

			“Yes.” She sniffled. “I can’t help it.”

			“What’s happened? If that no-good husband of yours has hurt you, I swear I’ll punch him out.”

			The thought of Steve tangling with Judd, who was superior in both height and weight, produced such a comical picture in her mind that she swallowed a hysterical giggle.

			“As soon as the check arrives, I’m leaving. I told him I would and I meant it…” She paused and reached for a tissue, blowing her nose again.

			“Oh, Lanni.”

			“I know, I know. I’m such a bloody fool.”

			“You’re a warm, loving, tender woman. I wouldn’t change a hair on your head.”

			“Stop it, Steve. I’m an idiot; I haven’t got the good sense I was born with—all I want to do now is get back to Seattle. I swear I’ll never leave home again.” The longer she spoke, the faster the tears came.

			“Poor sweetheart.”

			“Do you think,” she said and sniffled, striving to find some humor in the situation, “that if I closed my eyes and clicked my heels together three times the magic would work and I’d be home in a flash? Seattle’s known as the Emerald City, you know.”

			“Problem is, Lanni—you could end up in Kansas instead.”

			“The way my luck’s been, that’s exactly what would happen and I’d end up there with a house on my head.”

			“Lanni, I wish I could do something for you.”

			
			“No, I’m fine, but do me a small favor, will you? Call Jade and let her know Jenny and I are coming home as quickly as we can.”

			“Consider it done. What are…friends for?”

			They finished speaking a couple of minutes later and, feeling both mentally fatigued and physically exhausted, Lanni trudged up the stairs. It took her only a half hour to empty the chests of drawers and neatly fold their clothes inside the suitcases.

			The following morning Stuart was sitting at the kitchen table when Lanni came down the stairs. She’d spent another sleepless night tossing, turning, and worrying. She could scratch Judd’s eyes out for doing this to all of them.

			“He’ll be here soon,” Stuart spoke into the paper.

			Lanni’s fingers dug into the edge of the counter so hard, she cracked three nails. “Will you stop saying that?” she asked him. “Every morning you make this announcement like you’ve been given some divine insight. Well, in case you haven’t noticed, he isn’t back yet.” She knew she was being unreasonable, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I’ve got to get out of here—I told him I’d leave. I told him.” To her horror, Lanni started to cry. Scalding tears seared red paths down her cheeks. She jerked around and covered her face with her hands, not wanting Stuart to view her as an emotional wreck.

			The weathered hand that patted her shoulder astonished Lanni. “Cry it out, girl; you’ll feel better.” It surprised her even more when she turned into Stuart’s arms and briefly hugged the old man. “I don’t know what any of us would do without you,” she told him, drying her eyes by rubbing her index fingers across the bridge of her nose and over her cheeks.

			

			—

			
			By evening there was nothing left to occupy her time. She’d done so much housework that the place gleamed. Dinner dishes dried on the counter and the sun was setting in a pink sky. Betty wandered outside to weed the small garden she’d planted, and Lanni ventured out to help.

			Dust flying up along the driveway caused both women to sit up on their knees. Few visitors came out this far. Lanni’s heart went stock-still as she settled back on her haunches, afraid to hope. Each day she faced a hundred discouragements.

			A flashy red sedan pulled into the yard and Lanni’s hope died another cruel death. As soon as the dust had settled down, the driver’s side opened and Steve Delaney stepped out.

			“Steve.” Lanni flew to her feet, racing across the yard. She stopped in front of him, suddenly conscious of the mud-caked knees of her jeans and the fact she was without makeup and her hair was tied back in a bandanna.

			“Lanni?” Steve looked stunned. “Is that peasant woman inside those rags really you?”

			If she didn’t realize he was teasing, she would have been offended. Steve’s humor was often subtle. “I don’t exactly look like a young business executive, do I?”

			“Not quite the Lanni I remember.”

			“Well,” she said, so happy to see him that she had to restrain herself from throwing her arms around him, “what are you doing here? How’d you ever find this place?”

			
			“It’s a long story to both, let me suffice by saying that I’m delivering the commission check in person and have booked three airplane seats for early tomorrow morning out of Billings. We’re headed back to God’s country—Seattle.”

			“Hello, Mr. Delaney.” Jenny joined Lanni, clenching her doll to her breast.

			“Could this sweet young thing be Jenny?”

			“Yup,” the four-year-old answered. “My daddy went away.”

			Steve squatted down so that they could meet eye-to-eye. “I’ve come to take you home, Jenny, so you won’t have to worry about your daddy anymore. Are you ready?”

			“Nope,” Jenny announced. “I want to wait for my daddy.”

			“That could be a very long time, Jenny, and Mommy needs you with her.” Lanni did her best to explain it to the child. She directed her attention back to Steve. “Give me five minutes to clean up. Do you want to come inside? I can get you something cool to drink while you wait.”

			Stuart appeared on the top step of the porch, glaring at Steve with a furious frown.

			“No thanks,” Steve said and ran a finger along the inside of his shirt collar for effect. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll be more comfortable standing here in the setting sun.”

			“Stuart won’t do anything,” Lanni sought to reassure him.

			“Nonetheless, I’d rather remain here. But hurry, would you, Lanni? I don’t like the looks that old man is giving me. I have a suspicion Custer’s men had much the same feeling riding onto the Little Big Horn as I did pulling into this driveway.”

			
			“Nobody’s going to scalp you.”

			“Don’t be so sure.”

			Lanni was halfway to the porch when the sound of a truck coming into the driveway caused her to whip around. Judd. She knew it immediately. He honked several times and stuck his hand out the side window, waving frantically.

			He pulled to a stop and didn’t appear to notice Steve or the red sedan. The door flew open and he jumped down from the cab, sending dust swirls flying in his rush to reach Lanni. Without pausing to explain, he grabbed her by the waist and kissed her with such a hunger that she was bent over his forearm by the pressure of his kiss.

			Lanni was too stunned to react. For days she’d been worried half out of her mind. “You bastard,” she cried, twisting her mouth free of his, then wiping her lips with the back of her hand.

			“Lanni, don’t be angry. I did what I could.”

			With both hands flat on his chest, she shoved against him with all her might until Judd freed her voluntarily. “How dare you waltz in here like a returning hero,” she cried, hurling the words at him, growing more furious by the moment.

			“Has she been this unreasonable the whole time I was away?” Judd directed the question to his father.

			Stuart answered with a nod in the direction of Steve.

			“What’s he doing here?” The humor drained from Judd’s gaze as reality hit him between the eyes.

			“I’m leaving you, Judd Matthiessen.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding!” His happy excitement rushed out of him like air from a freed balloon.

			
			“This is no joke.” She pushed past him and into the house and took the stairs two at a time until she reached the top floor. Marching into her room, she located her luggage and hauled all three suitcases down the stairs with her. Judd met her halfway down the stairway.

			“Will you kindly tell me what’s going on here?” His eyes revealed his shocked dismay.

			“Two nights, remember? You were supposed to be gone two nights. Well, in case you can’t add, it’s been considerably more time than that.”

			“I know.”

			“Your nerve galls me. You come back here without a word of explanation and expect me to fall gratefully at your feet. I’m leaving you, Judd, and this time it’s for good.”

			“You can’t do that.”

			“Just watch me. I told you if you ever left me again, it was over. You agreed to that.”

			“But there were extenuating circumstances. I—”

			“Aren’t there always extenuating circumstances?” Lanni cut in woodenly.

			Judd sagged against the wall and wiped a hand over his tired face. This was like a horror movie. He’d been driving for fifteen hours straight with a fifteen-thousand-dollar bull in the back of his truck and he was greeted with this?

			Lanni pushed past him and out of the house, handing Steve her luggage. “He couldn’t have waited fifteen minutes before showing up?” Steve grumbled as he placed the suitcases in the trunk. “Oh no. Here comes trouble.”

			
			“Just what the hell are you doing with my wife, Delaney?”

			“Hello, Matthiessen,” Steve said, straightening. “I’m taking Lanni home.”

			“She is home.”

			“You might want to ask her that.”

			“You left me,” Lanni shouted. “I told you that if it happened again, it was over between us.”

			“What is going on here?” Judd turned to Stuart, his eyes wide and perplexed.

			“Where were you, boy?” Stuart asked.

			“You don’t know?” Now Judd looked utterly shocked. “I got arrested in Mexico.”

			“Arrested!” Both Lanni and Stuart shouted together.

			“It’s a long story. Brutus, the bull, got loose and wandered across the border. The Mexican authorities and I had a minor disagreement and I ended up in the local jail, but I paid a king’s ransom for—” He stopped abruptly, his fists slowly knotting. “You weren’t notified of my whereabouts?”

			“No one contacted us, son.”

			Judd closed his eyes as the pounding waves of frustration swamped over him. “You must have been sick with worry.”

			“Oh no, we sat around drinking tea and nibbling on crumpets,” Lanni informed him primly.

			“Lanni, oh love, I thought I’d go crazy before I got home to you. Don’t let this minor misunderstanding ruin our lives.”

			
			“Minor misunderstanding?” she shouted. “This is a major one, Judd Matthiessen.”

			“He needs you,” Stuart said starkly, his eyes pleading with Lanni to reconsider.

			“Then he should have thought of that before he went traipsing halfway across the country.”

			“Lanni,” Judd pleaded.

			“Be quiet,” she cried, pointing her index finger at him. He was always leaving her, asking her to wait, and for the first time she was giving him a sample of his own medicine. “It’s more than a matter of not knowing where you were—I don’t know if I can trust you anymore.”

			“Lanni,” he said, and raised his arm to reach for her. When she stepped away to avoid his embrace, Judd dropped his hands to his sides. “I swear by everything I hold dear that I’m not going to leave you again.”

			“And what exactly do you consider so valuable? Me? Jenny? Your father? The Circle M?” The tears rained freely down her face.

			“None of it means anything without you,” he said, his voice husky with need. Overcome with emotion, Judd turned to Steve. “I’m sorry you went through all the trouble of coming here, Delaney, but Lanni won’t be going back with you.” He reached inside the trunk to take out her luggage.

			“If you don’t mind, I’ll make that decision myself.”

			“Lanni?” Judd’s eyes looked murderous. “I haven’t come this far to lose you over a stupid bull. You don’t trust me now, but you will in time because I’ll never give you cause to doubt again. I need you,” he coaxed. “We’re home where we belong, and I’m not going to allow you to walk away from that.”

			
			“I…” She wavered, caught in a battle that raged between her head and her heart. But the love that shone in his eyes convinced her she had no choice but to cast her fate with him. Her heart demanded as much. “For all the money you spent on him, you would do well not to insult the animal by calling him stupid.” She crossed her arms over her chest; she hadn’t come this far to lose Judd, either.

			“You can’t deprive Jenny of a family,” Judd murmured, his gaze holding hers tenderly.

			“On the next business trip you take, will I get to go along?” Lanni offered the compromise.

			“As long as it isn’t Mexico.”

			“Agreed.”

			“Does that mean she’ll stay?” Stuart wanted to know, directing the question at both men, uncertain of what was happening.

			“She’s staying,” Judd answered, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Is that right, heart of mine?”

			“If you say the magic word.”

			“Please?”

			Lanni shook her head.

			“Thank you?”

			“Nope.” Her arms circled his neck as he lifted her off the ground so that her eyes were level with his own.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Not that, either.” She placed a hand on both sides of his face and kissed him square on the mouth.

			
			“You’d better hurry and decide, love; I’m running out of vocabulary.”

			“How about a simple I love you.”

			“You know that already.”

			“But I like to hear it every now and then.”

			“I love you,” Judd said tenderly, and then set Lanni on her feet.

			“Now that that’s settled,” Stuart said and stepped forward, extending his hand to Steve. “Would you like something cool to drink before you head back to Seattle?”

			“Mommy, Mommy, can I hug Daddy, too?”

			Judd squatted down so that he could enfold Jenny in his arms. The little girl planted a juicy kiss on his cheek. “I like the bull.”

			“Good thing, darling, because Daddy isn’t about to take him back.” Judd chuckled and hugged her to his massive chest. Lanni knelt and hugged both of them.

			“I have to go tell Betsy that you’re home. She was worried.” With that, Jenny ran into the house after her grandfather and Steve.

			Still kneeling on the ground, Judd circled his arms around Lanni. “No more bridges. No more wanderings. Everything I want is right here.”

			“Oh, Judd, I love you so.”

			“I know, love, I know,” he said, looking out around him at the Circle M. This was their future. Here they would build their lives. Here they would raise their family. This land would heal them both. Love and trust would blossom, nourished by contentment and commitment.

			Helping Lanni to her feet, Judd wrapped his arm around her and paused to glance at the pink sky. It was filled with beauty and promise.
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			Chapter One

			Willa

			“He’s cute.” My sister Harper stage-whispered when I joined her at the table in Bean There, my small coffee shop in Oceanside along the Washington coast. I knew exactly who she was talking about and refused to look. I really shouldn’t pay him any mind. I shouldn’t look. Shouldn’t look.

			I looked.

			“Who?” I asked, doing my best to hide my interest. I’d noticed the tall, lean man with sandy-colored hair who stood at the counter far more than necessary. My sister was right. He was cute. Not the drop-dead gorgeous of a cover model, though. His appeal was subtle, understated. His hair fell haphazardly across his forehead and his blue eyes were warm. Some days they were a deeper shade than others, depending on what he wore. He had a small cleft in his chin with a single dimple on the right side of his cheek. I knew his first name was Sean for the simple reason I’d written his name across the cup. He’d corrected me the first time he ordered when I spelled it S-h-a-w-n and explained it was spelled with an e.

			“Don’t be coy, Willa. You know exactly who I mean. That man is gorgeous. Admit it.”

			Shrugging, I acted unconcerned. “If you say so.”

			“Does he stop by often?” Harper leaned forward, as if to get a better look.

			
			My sister was an outrageous flirt. She always had been, although her relationships never seemed to last more than a few weeks. She was the outgoing one in the family while I was the introvert, the shy, retiring one. Harper taught yoga classes at the Oceanside Fitness Center two blocks over from my coffee shop. She was their most popular instructor, and with good reason. Everything was fun with Harper, even exercise, and that was saying something.

			“What’s his name?” she pressed, unwilling to drop the subject.

			Normally I would suggest she introduce herself, and she would make sure she did. For my own selfish reasons, I didn’t. I knew that within minutes the two would likely be involved in a friendly conversation. That was Harper. She was blond, beautiful, physically fit, and the kind of friend everyone hopes to find. It rarely took more than the fluttering of her stunning blue eyes for a man to be captivated and under her spell.

			“Sean,” I answered, and immediately felt guilty. It wasn’t like I had a claim on him or that he’d be interested in me. We’d shared only a few brief exchanges. His smile was warm and engaging. I hesitated for more reason than my own interest. I knew if Harper went for him the relationship wouldn’t last. None ever did with her, and I didn’t want to see him hurt. He seemed the sensitive type. Oh heavens, what did I know? I was being ridiculous.

			“Sean,” Harper slowly repeated his name. “Like Sean Connery?”

			“You should introduce yourself,” I suggested, swallowing back my reluctance. I was being self-seeking and judgmental.

			
			Harper’s lovely face broke into a huge smile and she shook her head. “Not happening.”

			“Why not?”

			“This one is for you, Willa,” she said with a playful wink.

			I opened my mouth to protest and the words stumbled over the end of my tongue, twisting around in my head before I could admit or deny my interest.

			“Excuse me,” Sean said, speaking to Alice, the high school girl I had recently hired. “I believe this is a macchiato instead of an Americano.”

			Alice glanced nervously toward me. As a new hire, she worried about making mistakes. “I thought…I heard you say you wanted a macchiato.”

			“Go,” Harper urged, nudging me with her elbow. “You don’t want a dissatisfied customer.”

			Scooting back my chair, I headed toward the front of the shop. “It’s all right, Alice,” I told the teenager. I probably shouldn’t have left her alone at the counter, as this was only her third day on the job.

			Looking to Sean, I avoided eye contact for fear he’d overhead my conversation with my sister. “I apologize for the mistake. Do you want your usual Americano with room for cream?”

			“Please.”

			“I made fresh cinnamon rolls this morning. Would you like one of those? It’s on the house.” I worked hard to keep my customers satisfied.

			He glanced toward the display case, considered the offer for a few seconds and then reluctantly shook his head. “Not today. Perhaps another time.”

			
			“Sure thing,” I said as I went about preparing his drink. As soon as I finished, I handed him the cup.

			Sean had added the cream, adjusted the lid, and then started for the door when Harper stopped him. “Hi,” she said, beaming him a smile that was guaranteed to charm Scrooge. “Do you have time to join my sister and me?”

			Walking three paces behind Sean, I frantically waved my hands at Harper, silently demanding that she stop. I knew what she was doing, and I wanted no part of her playing matchmaker between Sean and me.

			“I’m sure Sean has better things to do,” I said quickly. “Besides, I should get back to work.”

			Sean hesitated and looked over his shoulder at me. “I’d be happy to join you, if you don’t mind.”

			“Willa doesn’t mind. And there’s no one in line,” Harper said, and gestured for Sean to take a seat.

			I hesitated, and scowled at my sister, a look that she ignored.

			“Sit down, Willa,” Harper insisted.

			As if unsure what to do, Sean remained standing with a look akin to a deer caught in the headlights. I hated that Harper had put him on the spot.

			Carefully watching me, Sean pulled out a chair and joined us at the table.

			Harper shot me a look that said I should make my move.

			Yeah, right. My little sister had yet to realize I had no moves. Our mother died of a brain aneurysm when I was thirteen and in junior high, so I’d completely missed out on those carefree teen years. As best I could, I’d taken over the duties at home, cooking and cleaning for our older brother Lucas, Harper, and my dad. As soon as Lucas had graduated from high school, he’d joined the Army. In the years that followed losing Mom, our dad had slowly fallen apart, sinking his woes in the bottom of a whiskey bottle. Five years ago, he’d gone to AA and was mostly sober these days, although he had occasional slips. He lived in a trailer park and worked as a dealer at a tribal casino just outside of town.

			
			After Sean joined us, silence circled the table. Harper glared at me, waiting for me to lead the conversation.

			I couldn’t. My mouth went dry and I stared down at my cooling coffee as if it held the answer to world peace. Rarely had I felt more awkward. Harper was a natural when it came to drawing people out. She, more than anyone else, should recognize how uncomfortable this situation made me. I couldn’t begin to imagine what she hoped this would accomplish. Already I could feel the heat warming my cheeks.

			“So, Sean,” Harper said, dragging out the sentence. “You must be new in town? I don’t remember seeing you around.”

			He stretched his arms out in front of him and held his coffee with both hands. He, too, seemed keenly interested in its contents. “I’ve been living in Oceanside about a year now.”

			“That long?” I asked, surprised. He’d come in for coffee a time or two a few months back, but then I hadn’t seen him again until just recently. For the last week, not that I was counting or anything, he’d been in every morning. He always ordered an Americano and every so often took a bakery item to go. Generally, he stopped by around ten, after the morning rush.

			
			“I bought a place about a mile outside of town, off Harvest Road.”

			“The Andrews house,” Harper said knowingly.

			The Andrewses were good people and their home was beautiful. I’d gone to school with their youngest daughter, Lenni, although we were never good friends. Because I was involved in caring for our family, I was unable to participate in a lot of school activities. Lenni was a class officer and a cheerleader. We didn’t exactly run with the same crowd.

			“Funny I haven’t seen you around before and now you’re here,” Harper continued with enthusiasm, as if meeting him was predestined. She continued to send me encouraging looks, apparently in hopes I would pick up her line of questioning, learn all I could about him.

			Sean’s gaze bounced back to me. “I travel quite a bit for work.”

			“How does your wife feel about that?”

			I kicked my sister under the table at her blatant attempt to find out his marital status. She couldn’t be any more obvious had she tried.

			“Unfortunately, I’m not married.”

			“Really? Neither is Willa.”

			I nearly groaned aloud from embarrassment. “Sean,” I said, taking up the conversation, “I apologize for my sister, I…”

			His knowing smile stopped me. “It’s fine, Willa.”

			“You say you travel,” Harper continued, ignoring my censure. “What do you do?”

			“Photography.”

			“Really?” That spiked Harper’s interest, and she straightened in her chair.

			
			“I’ve always liked the name Willa,” he said, in an abrupt change of subject, cutting Harper off before she had a chance to drill him about his career. It was clear to me, if not my sister, Sean preferred not to talk about his work.

			“My mother had an aunt named Willa,” he continued. “You rarely hear that name these days.”

			Again, it was Harper who answered. “Willa was named after Willa Cather, who was one of our mother’s favorite authors.”

			“And Harper then for Harper Lee?” Sean asked, making brief eye contact with her.

			Harper grinned. “Yup, and our older brother is Lucas. He isn’t named after anyone. From what we understand, Mom and Dad made an agreement before they married. Dad got to name the boys and Mom got to name us girls.”

			“How long have you had Bean There?” he asked, looking to me.

			“Almost six years now.” I had a small inheritance from our grandparents that had originally been set aside for college. I’d attended the community college in Aberdeen, daily driving the twenty-three miles each way. I’d taken every business class available and used the rest of the money to buy equipment and set up shop. It hadn’t been easy those first couple of years, but now Bean There had a faithful clientele. I did a brisk business, especially in the mornings. I took my coffee seriously and baked nearly everything myself. That meant a lot of early mornings, not that I minded. I loved what I did, and it provided enough income for Harper and me to share an apartment without worrying about how we would pay the rent.

			
			Seth Keaton walked in and glanced my way before he stepped to the counter. Alice was in the back, collecting cookies from the dough I’d made earlier that morning. I welcomed the opportunity to escape this uncomfortable situation.

			“If you’ll excuse me,” I said, grabbing hold of my coffee mug as I stood.

			“Back to the grind,” Harper teased, “pun intended.”

			Sean grinned. “I need to get back to work myself. Thanks for the conversation.” he said, looking at me.

			“Ah…sure.”

			Relieved, I headed to the counter and Keaton. His first name was Seth, but no one called him that. His size was something to behold. He must have been close to seven feet tall, and his shoulders were massive. He worked as a house painter, but he was far more talented than most folks gave him credit for. It was a surprise to learn Keaton was the one who’d painted the murals in town. He was married to the local doctor, Annie Keaton, who headed up the health clinic in Oceanside.

			“What can I do for you?” I asked.

			“Give me a vanilla latte. Sixteen ounces. Make it extra-hot.”

			“For Dr. Annie?”

			He nodded. “She didn’t have time for breakfast this morning and I’m guessing her blood sugar is low right about now.”

			“You got it.” I recognized the order. Keaton wasn’t a latte kind of man. He liked a double shot of espresso and baked goods. Especially my Danish, but he was equally fond of my cinnamon rolls.

			Business slowed until lunchtime. My sandwiches made with homemade bread were a popular item. With only a few tables available, most of my business was takeout. I’d recently expanded our luncheon menu, and sales were picking up.

			
			When business slowed in midafternoon, I took a break and went for a short walk along the beach. I tried to do that as often as time afforded. With a hectic work schedule, I needed to breathe in the fresh air and center myself. The seagulls squawked as they soared overhead, carried by the wind. Although it was only mid-June, the sunshine shone down on me, relaxing the tense muscles of my shoulders, easing my worries.

			The ocean had always been my solace. The sound of the waves as they crashed against the shore reverberated in my head, offering me a peaceful contentment. I once heard it explained that being near the ocean, with the surf and the swirling waters, was like being tucked inside our mother’s womb. I wasn’t sure if that was scientific or not, but in some ways, it made sense. The rhythm of the tides, the predictability of it all, offers reassurance and a certain sense of security.

			I’d badly needed that, especially when Harper had been deathly ill. The long months of fighting cancer had taken a toll on my sister. On all of us. I thanked God every day that she’d survived. Still, the threat that the leukemia might return hung over our heads like a dark, threatening storm cloud.

			I closed my eyes and let the wind buffet my face. Even though Harper had been cancer-free for three years, I worried. I couldn’t help it. My sister was everything to me and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. Lately, I had this feeling, this sense things weren’t as they should be with her.
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