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January 2016

Dear Friends,

I’ve had the best time reading and updating The Cowboy’s Lady and its sequel, The Sheriff Takes a Wife. Originally, I wrote these books in the 1990s, and I’ve discovered that these romantic stories remain timeless. I read both within a short time over a couple of rainy days with a cup of tea at my side and Bogie (our dog) on my lap. It proved to be the perfect way to while away an afternoon as my husband was involved in watching football. My hope is that you’ll enjoy them as much as I did.

I named the series after Ginny Manning, who was a wonderful friend. She was raised in a small town in Washington State, and her father was the local sheriff. She grew up in the jailhouse. Over the years she was a wonderful encourager to me. She’s passed since but remains in my heart. I know how proud she was to have the books named in her honor.

As always I consider it one of the highlights of my writing life to hear from my readers. Please don’t hesitate to contact me, either through my new, amazing website, on Facebook, or even via the mail at P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.


Thank you.

Debbie Macomber
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    Chapter 1

Everyone in Cougar Point, Montana, knew the bowling alley had the best breakfast in town. For a buck ninety-five they served up eggs, sausage, hash browns, and toast, plus all the coffee a body could drink. Russ Palmer was hungrier than a bear in springtime, but food wasn’t the only thing on his mind.

He wanted company—of the female variety.

“Mornin’, Russ,” Mary Andrews, the lone waitress, called out when he walked into the restaurant. Her greeting was followed by a chorus from several other ranchers.

Russ removed his black Stetson and hooked it on the peg by the door. Although it was only a few days into September, the air was decidedly cool and he’d worn his blanket-lined denim jacket.

Sliding into the booth with a couple friends, Russ picked up the tail end of what Bill Shepherd was saying.

“Pretty as a picture.”

Russ’s interest was instantly piqued. “Who?”

“The new schoolteacher, Taylor Manning,” Harry Donovan answered eagerly. At twenty-three, Harry still had the peach-faced immaturity of youth and fine, blond hair he couldn’t seem to control.

A schoolteacher. Russ’s curiosity level fell several notches. “Taylor’s a funny name for a woman,” he muttered, reaching for the menu, which was tucked between the sugar container and the salt and pepper shakers.

“The missus and I met her yesterday,” Bill went on to say. “She rented Old Man Halloran’s place on the edge of town.”

Russ nodded as he scanned the menu. He ordered the “special” every Saturday morning, but he liked to see what was offered in case something else struck his fancy.

“She moved here from Seattle,” Harry informed Russ enthusiastically.

“Then she’s a city girl,” Russ said, and a hint of sarcasm slipped into his voice. The kid had it bad. Personally, Russ didn’t hold out much hope of the new teacher sticking it out past Christmas. Seattle was known for its mild climate. At best, Taylor Manning could deal with four or five days of drizzle, but he’d bet his ranch and five hundred head of cattle that she had no idea what a Montana winter could be like.

“Whether she’s a city slicker or not, I couldn’t rightly say,” Harry said with no lack of fervor, “but I can tell you one thing. She’s real pretty. I swear she’s got the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen and dark, silky hair that falls to about here.” He gestured with his hand to a point well below his shoulder blades. “A man could see himself running his fingers through hair that soft,” he said dreamily. Pink tinged Harry’s cheeks as he stopped abruptly and cast a self-conscious look at his two friends.

Russ laughed outright. “Hell, Harry, she hasn’t even been in town a week and already you’re sweet on her.”

“I can’t help myself.” Harry grabbed his mug so fast he nearly spilled his coffee. “Wait until you meet her yourself, then you’ll know what I mean.”

“I’m not going to be mooning over any schoolmarm,” Russ told the two men. He hadn’t gotten to the age of thirty-four safely unmarried only to be taken in by the charms of a citified schoolteacher. Especially one Harry Donovan would fantasize about.

Bill and Harry exchanged glances, then Harry snickered loudly, amused by Russ’s attitude. “You just wait till you see her yourself,” he said again.

—

“What do you mean I can’t use my American Express card here?” Taylor Manning demanded of the clerk at the small store. “I could use this card in Kodiak, Alaska!”

“I’m really sorry,” the older woman said, “but as far as I know, no one in town takes American Express.”

Shaking her head, Taylor pulled her Visa card from her wallet and set it on the counter. “Then I’ll use this one.” She pushed her chocolate-brown hair over her shoulder and looked around. This situation was becoming embarrassing. Taylor had used her meager savings to rent the house. She’d gone shopping for some kitchen things she was going to need, thinking she could use her credit card and pay for them when it was more convenient.

She was grateful there were only two other people in the store. A cowboy and his daughter. No, Taylor decided, on second thought. The teenage girl was too old to be his daughter, but too young to be his girlfriend.

“I’m very sorry, but we don’t take Visa, either.”

“You don’t take Visa,” Taylor echoed in shocked disbelief. “Everyone takes Visa.”

“No one in Cougar Point,” the woman said apologetically.

Taylor smiled blandly. “Then what do you take?”

“Cash would work.”

Taylor rummaged through her purse, drawing out a checkbook. She studied the meager balance and sighed inwardly. “I don’t suppose you take out-of-state checks, do you? Don’t answer that,” she said quickly. “Anyone who doesn’t honor American Express or Visa isn’t going to take a check from a Seattle bank.” She stared down at the few items longingly and made her decision. “I’ll simply put everything back and wait until the checks come through from my new account.” She’d also have to wait until she’d deposited her first pay two weeks from now, but she didn’t feel announcing that was necessary.

“I’m really sorry, miss.”

Taylor nodded. “No problem,” she murmured, and even managed a respectable smile. She turned, nearly colliding with the cowboy she’d noticed earlier.

“Oh, sorry,” she said, slipping past him.

“Just a minute. Did I hear you mention Seattle?” His voice was deep and masculine. Without giving her a chance to respond, he added, “You wouldn’t happen to be Taylor Manning, would you?”

“Yes. How’d you know?” Not that she should be surprised. Folks had been introducing themselves all week, telling her how pleased they were that she’d accepted the teaching assignment in their town.

Setting his black Stetson farther back on his head, the rancher explained. “The kid mentioned something about you this morning over breakfast.”

“The kid?”

“Harry Donovan.”

Taylor didn’t recall meeting any youngster by that name, but there’d been so many names and so many faces that she’d long since lost track.

The cowboy smiled, and their eyes held for a moment. His reaction hinted at curiosity, but for her part, Taylor had no feelings one way or the other. Oh, he was good-looking enough. His head was covered with a crisp black Stetson; all the men in town seemed to wear them. His dark hair curled along the nape of his sun-bronzed neck as if he’d delayed getting a haircut a couple weeks too long. He was tall, easily six-three, and he wore tight-fitting blue jeans and a plaid shirt beneath a thick denim jacket.

“Mabel,” the rancher said, looking past Taylor. “This is the new schoolteacher.”

“Well, for goodness’ sake, miss, why didn’t you come right out and say so?” Without a second’s delay the clerk reached beneath the counter and brought out a tablet and started listing the items Taylor had wanted to purchase.

“Does this mean you’ll accept my American Express? My Visa? My check?”

“No, I feel bad about that, but most of the commercial people in these parts don’t do credit card business with those big banks. I’ll just write down these items here and send you a bill at the end of the month, the way I do with most folks.”

“But…you don’t know me.” The woman hadn’t so much as requested identification.

Mabel waved her hand, dismissing Taylor’s concern. “I feel terrible about this.”

Taylor turned her gaze to the cowboy once more. “Thank you.”

He touched the brim of his hat in a quick salute and started down the aisle toward the younger girl.

While Mabel was writing up the sale, Taylor watched the exchange at the rear of the store. The teenager was standing beside a cosmetic display, gesturing wildly.

“If you could just sign here,” Mabel instructed, turning the tablet around for Taylor. “I can’t tell you how pleased we are that you’ve come to Cougar Point. There won’t be much of a social life for you, but we have our moments.”

“Yes, I know,” Taylor murmured. She hadn’t accepted this teaching assignment because of the potential nightlife. She’d specifically chosen the backwoods of Montana in an effort to give herself the necessary time to heal after her disastrous affair with Mark Brooks. She’d moved to Cougar Point so she could immerse herself in her chosen profession—and deal with the bitterness of losing Mark. Next year she’d leave Cougar Point again, rejuvenated and whole. Her family, especially her father, had assumed she’d taken this job on impulse, and although her actions were often spontaneous, for once her father was wrong. The decision to spend a year in Montana had been well thought out, the pros and cons carefully weighed. She was taking this time to mend a badly broken heart, hoping twelve months in the country would do what six months in the city hadn’t.

“I want a second opinion,” the teenager cried as she rushed toward the front of the store. “Excuse me,” she said brightly, holding out her hand. “I’m Mandy Palmer and this is my brother, Russ, who happens to be obstinate and stubborn and completely unreasonable and—”

“Mandy,” Russ threatened in a voice few would challenge, “I said no.”

“That’s just too bad,” the girl returned. Tears glistened in her green eyes. She was petite and very pretty, and wore her thick blond hair in a long French braid. It swayed when she jerked her head toward her brother.

“Mandy,” Russ threatened again.

The girl ignored him with a defiant tilt of her chin and looked at Taylor. “When a girl’s fourteen years old and going into her first year of high school, she’s old enough to wear a little makeup, isn’t she?”

“Uh…” Taylor hesitated. Mandy was staring at her with imploring eyes while her brother glared heatedly, silently demanding that Taylor mind her own business. “What does your mother say?”

“Our parents are dead,” Russ said gruffly. “I’m Mandy’s legal guardian and I say she’s too young to be painting her face with all that garbage. She’s only fourteen!”

“Were you wearing makeup when you were my age?” Mandy asked Taylor, the appeal in her eyes desperate.

“A little,” Taylor admitted reluctantly. She clutched her purchases tightly, not wanting to get caught in the middle of this family fight.

“Mascara?”

“Yes,” Taylor confessed.

“Blush?”

Taylor nodded, ignoring the fierce scowl being directed at her by the girl’s brother.

“How about lip gloss?”

“I was wearing that in junior high,” Taylor said, gaining a bit more confidence. In her opinion—although it clearly wasn’t wanted or appreciated by the male faction here—Mandy should be allowed to experiment with a little makeup.

“See,” the girl said enthusiastically. “And you turned out to be a fine, upstanding citizen, didn’t you? I mean, a little lip gloss at fourteen didn’t automatically turn you into a…a lady of the night, did it?”

Taylor couldn’t help laughing; that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “No. But it was close. It all started with too much mascara, followed by blue eye shadow. Before I realized what I was doing, I was into perfumes.” She hesitated and lowered her voice to a whisper. “The French kind.”

Mandy gasped for effect.

Taylor didn’t hide a smug smile as she continued. “From there it was a natural descent. I found myself standing on street corners…”

“It’s time to go,” Russ ordered. He gave Taylor a look that could have curdled milk. “We’ve heard more than enough.”

Still amused, Taylor left the store. She sure hadn’t made a friend of the rancher, but Russ was being too strict with his younger sister. It wasn’t like her to take sides in something that didn’t involve her, but his attitude had struck a familiar chord. Taylor’s own father was often hard-nosed and outdated in his views. More than once the two of them had come head-to-head over the most ridiculous issues. If her mother hadn’t been there to run interference, Taylor didn’t know what would have happened. The crazy part was, she thought the world of her father. They could argue until the cows came home, but that never dampened the deep affection they shared.

Till the cows came home! Taylor paused mid-step. Good grief, she was already beginning to think like a cowgirl. If this was the way she sounded after ten days, heaven only knew what she’d be like in a year’s time.

Taylor was walking to her car when she ran into Marybeth Morgan, another teacher. They’d met earlier in the week during a staff meeting. Marybeth was in her mid-fifties, friendly, and a country girl through and through. She was the type of woman who personified everything good about small towns.

“You’re looking pleased about something.” 

Taylor nodded. “I just met Russ and Mandy Palmer. They were debating whether Mandy’s old enough to wear makeup and somehow I got stuck in the middle. That man is certainly opinionated.”

“Mandy can give as good as she gets. I once heard Russ say that even Buffalo Bill Cody couldn’t stand up to Mandy when she truly wanted something.”

That seemed like a comment the cowboy would make and, despite herself, Taylor discovered she was smiling.

“Russ has a good heart, so don’t judge him too harshly,” Marybeth said as they strolled down the sidewalk together. “He’s raising Mandy on his own and genuinely cares about her. His views may be kind of outdated, but he tries hard to be fair.”

“What happened to their parents?”

“Actually, Mandy’s his half-sister. Russ’s mother ran off when he was a toddler. I doubt Russ even remembers her. Fred Palmer took his wife’s leaving hard. I’m sure there are two sides to that story, though. Fred could be ornery and was as pigheaded as they come.”

“Russ must take after his father, then.”

“He does,” Marybeth said, missing Taylor’s joke. “Most folks around here would rather tangle with a grizzly bear than mess with Russ when he’s in one of his moods. I suppose that has a lot to do with his living all these years without a woman’s influence. Once Betty died…”

“Betty must be Mandy’s mother?”

“Right. To everyone’s surprise, Fred up and married again. Betty was the sweetest thing, and just the right kind of woman for someone like Fred. She was sweet and kindhearted and as good as the day is long. Mandy arrived a year later.

“Fred and Betty were happy. I don’t think there was a dry eye in town when she died. Not long afterward Fred died, too. The doctors may have a complicated name for what killed him, but I’ll tell you right now, Fred Palmer died of a broken heart.”

“How sad.” The humor drained from Taylor. No one could be unaffected by that story.

“Russ reminds me of his father when Fred was around that age. What Russ needs is a wife—someone like Betty, who’ll cater to his whims and pamper him and let him have his way.”

That left her out. The thought startled her. She would no more consider marrying a rancher than she’d entertain the idea of riding a horse. As far as she was concerned, cows smelled, hay made her sneeze, and the sight of a horse sent her scurrying in the opposite direction.

“I’m sure if Russ said anything offensive…”

“He didn’t,” Taylor was quick to assure the other woman. But not because he didn’t want to, judging by the look in his eyes. If ever there was a man who longed to put her in her place, it was this formidable rancher. Unfortunately—or fortunately, as the case might be—it would take a lot more than one cowpoke to do it.

Marybeth and Taylor said good-bye at the corner, and Taylor went to the grocery store. With a limited budget and a distinct lack of imagination when it came to cooking, she headed for the frozen-food section.

Without much enthusiasm she tossed a frozen entrée into her grocery cart. The local supermarket didn’t carry a large selection, and it was either the Salisbury steak or the country fried chicken.

“Was that really necessary?” a gruff male voice asked from behind her.

“The country fried chicken?” she asked, turning to face the very man she and Marybeth had been discussing.

“I’m not talking about your pathetic choice for dinner. I’m referring to my sister. She’s going through a rebellious stage, and I don’t appreciate your taking her side on an issue. We can settle our differences without any help from you.”

Taylor was about to argue when she noticed the teenager coming down the aisle.

“Oh hi,” Mandy greeted her, brightening. She hurried to Taylor and her brother. “You’re not eating that for dinner, are you?” the girl asked, eyeing the frozen meal in Taylor’s cart. A horrified look spread across her face.

“It seemed the least amount of trouble,” Taylor admitted. She’d spent a full day unpacking and cleaning, and even a frozen dinner was more appealing than being forced to cook for herself. As far as she could see, there wasn’t a single fast-food place in town. The nearest McDonald’s was a hundred miles from Cougar Point.

“I’ve got a big pot of stew simmering at home,” Mandy said eagerly. “Why don’t you come over and have dinner with Russ and me? We’d love to have you, wouldn’t we, Russ?”

Her brother’s hesitation was just long enough to convey his message.

“It’s the neighborly thing to do,” Mandy prompted.

“You’re welcome to come, if you want,” Russ said finally, and Taylor got the impression it took a great deal of resolve for him to echo his sister’s invitation.

There wasn’t any question that Taylor should refuse. But something perverse in her, something obstinate and a bit foolish, wouldn’t allow her to do so. Perhaps it was because she recognized the same mulish streak in him that she knew so well in her father. Whatever the reason, Taylor decided she was going to enjoy this dinner. “Why, thank you. I’d be honored.”

“Great.” Mandy beamed. “We live about ten miles east of town.”

“East?” Taylor repeated, turning in a full circle in an effort to orient herself. She wasn’t sure which way was east, at least not from where she was standing in the grocery store.

“Take the main road and go left at the stand of sycamore trees,” Mandy continued. “That’s just past Cole Creek, only don’t look for any water because it’s dried out at this time of year.”

Further directions only served to confuse Taylor. She wasn’t even all that confident she could tell a sycamore from an oak. And how was she supposed to identify a dried-out creek bed? Usually Taylor was given directions that said she should go to the third stoplight and take a left at the Walmart, or she used the GPS on her phone. Unfortunately, cell coverage in Couger Point was spotty at best.

“Why don’t you ride along with us?” Mandy suggested next, apparently sensing Taylor’s confusion. “Russ can drive you back into town later.”

“It’ll probably work better if I follow you,” Taylor said. “My car’s at the house, but it would only take a minute for me to swing by and get it.”

“It wouldn’t be any trouble. Russ has to come back, anyway. Besides, I wouldn’t want you to get lost once it turns dark.”

Taylor noted that Russ didn’t echo his sister’s suggestion. The temptation was too great to ignore, and once more Taylor found herself agreeing to Mandy’s plan.

“My truck’s parked outside,” Russ grumbled. He didn’t seem very pleased by this turn of events. But then he hadn’t looked all that thrilled about anything from the moment they’d met.

Russ’s truck was a twenty-year-old dented Ford that most folks would have hauled to the scrap heap a year earlier. The bed was filled with supplies. Grain sacks were stacked in one corner, fertilizer in another.

The front fender was badly bent and had begun to rust. The license plate was missing, and Russ had to completely remove the passenger door for the two women to climb inside. Once they were seated, he replaced the door and latched it shut.

Taylor squirmed around in the bench seat, searching for the seat belt.

“There aren’t any,” Russ explained as he slipped in next to her and started the engine.

The seat was cramped, and Taylor had to dig her elbows into her ribs. Her shoulders were touching his on the left side, his younger sister’s on the right. It had been a long time since Taylor had sat this close to a man. At first she tried to keep her thigh from grazing his, but it was nearly impossible. So their thighs touched. Big deal.

Only it soon got to be.

There must’ve been something in all that fresh country air that was adversely affecting her brain cells. Without much difficulty, Taylor could actually imagine herself smitten with this man. Smitten? Oh dear, her mind was doing it again, tormenting her with this old-fashioned country jargon…

Suddenly they turned off the main road and headed down a lengthy rut-filled section that tossed her up and then down. Every time they hit a dip, Taylor would bounce off the seat as if it were greased. It was all she could do not to land on top of Russ or Mandy. They were obviously accustomed to this thrashing about, and each managed to stay neatly in place. Taylor, on the other hand, was all over the inside of the cab.

Whenever the truck hit an uneven patch, some part of Taylor’s anatomy came into intimate contact with Russ’s. Their thighs stroked each other. Their shoulders collided and their waists jostled together. Again and again their bodies were slammed against each other.

Taylor couldn’t help noticing how firm and muscular Russ felt. She didn’t want to acknowledge it. Nor did she want to experience the heat of his body and the warm muskiness of his skin. He felt solid. Strong. Virile. A host of sensations, long dormant, sprang to life inside her.

Not once had Russ Palmer purposely touched her, and yet Taylor felt as though his hands had caressed her everywhere.

“Would you mind slowing down?” she cried. She hated having to ask.

“Why?” Russ asked, his voice filled with amusement.

“Russ,” Mandy snapped, “Taylor’s not used to this.”

Amused or not, Russ slowed the vehicle, and Taylor went weak with relief. She could feel a headache coming on, but she wasn’t sure it had anything to do with the skipping, hopping, and jumping she’d been subjected to for the past ten minutes.

They arrived at the ranch house a couple minutes later, at just about dusk. The first thing Taylor noticed was the huge red barn. It was the largest she’d ever seen, but that wasn’t saying much. She knew next to nothing about barns, although this one seemed enormous. The house was sizable as well. Four gables stood out against the roof of the huge white structure, and the windows were framed by bright red shutters.

Taylor climbed out of the truck on the driver’s side after Russ, not wanting to be trapped inside while he walked around to remove the passenger door. It took her a minute to steady her legs.

Mandy bolted ahead of them. She raced up the back steps that led into the kitchen, holding open the door for Taylor. “The stew’s in the Crock-Pot.”

Taylor saw that Russ had gone in the opposite direction toward the barn, probably to see about unloading the contents of the truck bed. Her gaze followed him, and she wondered briefly if the close confines of the truck had affected him the same way they had her. Probably not. He looked a lot more in control of himself than Taylor felt.

A thin sheen of perspiration moistened her upper lip. What the hell was the matter with her? Groaning silently, Taylor closed her eyes. She knew precisely what was wrong, and she didn’t like it one bit.
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    Chapter 2

Russ remained silent for most of the meal. He didn’t like this schoolteacher. But he didn’t exactly dislike her, either. She was as pretty as Harry had claimed, and her hair was thick and rich. A couple times he’d been tempted to lift a strand and let it slip through his fingers, but that would’ve been impossible. And what she did to a pair of jeans ought to be illegal. On the ride to the ranch he’d purposely driven over every pothole he could just because he liked the way her body had moved against his.

“You’re from Seattle?” Russ asked. He’d been trying to ignore her for most of the meal, not because he wasn’t interested in learning what he could about her, but because—dammit—he was as taken with her as Harry had been.

Taylor nodded, smiling. “I was born and raised in the shadow of the Space Needle.”

“Ever had snow there?”

“Some.”

The thought of her smooth, pale skin exposed to the elements knotted his stomach. “I understand winters are harsher here than in western Washington,” she said stiffly. “I came prepared.”

“I doubt that you have a clue how severe winters can get in these parts.” Russ had seen too many cases of frostbite to have any illusions.

It was clear that Taylor resented the way he was talking to her. He didn’t mean to imply that she was stupid, only unaware, and he didn’t want her learning harsh lessons because no one had warned her.

One quick look told him he’d raised Taylor’s hackles. She seemed to need several minutes to compose her response. Then she set her fork next to her plate, placed her elbows on the table, and joined her hands. Staring directly at him, she smiled with deceptive warmth and said, “You needn’t worry, Mr. Palmer. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I’ve been doing so for many years. I may be a city girl, but let me assure you, I’m both intelligent and resourceful.”

“Do you know what happens to skin when it’s exposed to temperatures below thirty degrees? How about the symptoms for hypothermia? Would you be able to recognize them in yourself or others?”

“Mr. Palmer, please.”

“Russ.” Mandy’s outraged eyes shot from him to Taylor and then back again. “You’re being rude to our guest.”

Russ mumbled under his breath and resumed eating. Maybe he was overreacting. Perhaps his motives weren’t so lily-white. Perhaps he was more angry with her than concerned about her welfare. She’d certainly done enough to upset him in the past few hours. Taking Mandy’s side on that makeup issue had bothered him, but that hardly mattered after the way she’d pressed herself against him during the ride from town. He couldn’t get the feel of her out of his mind. Her skin was soft and she smelled like wildflowers. That thought led to another. If she smelled so good, he couldn’t help wondering how she’d taste. Like honey, he decided, fresh from the comb, thick and sweet. The knot in his stomach tightened. If he didn’t curb his mind soon, he’d end up kissing her before the night was through.

“You’re an excellent cook,” Taylor said to Mandy in a blatant effort to lighten the strained atmosphere.

Mandy beamed at the compliment. “I try. Rosa and her husband retired last year, and I talked Russ into letting me do the cooking, and it’s worked out pretty well, hasn’t it, Russ?”

He nodded. “There’ve been a few nights best forgotten, but for the most part you’ve done an excellent job.”

“She took over all the cooking at age thirteen?” Taylor asked, obviously astonished, although Russ had trouble figuring out why. He’d long suspected that city kids didn’t carry anywhere near the responsibility country kids did.

Mandy eyed Russ. He knew that look well by now, and it meant trouble. He bit his tongue as she opened her mouth to speak.

“It seems to me that any girl who can rustle up a decent meal every night is old enough to buy her own clothes without her older brother tagging along, don’t you think?”

The way things were going, Mandy was angling to be sent to her room without finishing dinner. “That’s none of Taylor’s concern,” he said tightly, daring their guest to challenge his authority with his younger sister.

“You agree with me, don’t you, Taylor?” Mandy pressed.

“Uh…” Taylor hedged, looking uncomfortable. “I have a limit of answering only one leading question per day,” she explained, reaching for another piece of bread. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to get on Russ’s bad side twice in only a few hours. I might end up walking back to town.”

“Russ would never do that.”

Want to bet? Russ mused. Okay, so he wouldn’t make her walk, but he’d sure as hell hit every pothole he could. The problem there was that he’d be the one likely to suffer most.

“What do you honestly think?” Mandy repeated.

“I think you should eat your dinner and leave Taylor out of this,” Russ ordered harshly. The girl had turned willfulness into an art form.

“I…Your brother’s right, Mandy,” Taylor said, lowering her gaze to the steaming bowl of rich stew. “This is something the two of you should settle between yourselves.”

“Russ and I’ll settle it, all right,” Mandy responded defiantly, “but he won’t like the outcome.”

Russ didn’t take the bait. “More stew, Taylor?”

“Ah…no thanks. My bowl’s nearly full.”

“When did you start buying your own clothes?” Mandy asked, clearly unwilling to drop the issue.

Russ stared at Taylor, daring her to question his authority a second time. She glanced nervously away. “As I recall, I had the same problem with my father at this age. I got around him by taking a sewing class and making my clothes.”

“When was this?”

“Oh, about the eighth grade or so. To this day I enjoy sewing most of my own things. It’s economical, too.”

“The eighth grade?” Mandy cast Russ a triumphant look. “You were basically choosing and sewing your own clothes when you were only thirteen, then.”

“It’s not a good idea for me to get involved in a matter that’s between you and your brother, Mandy. I did earlier and I don’t think it was the right thing to do.”

Russ felt a little better knowing that.

Mandy’s shoulders sagged, and Russ was pleased to note that she was gracious enough to accept Taylor’s word. Finally.

“I didn’t mean to cause such a scene in the variety store,” Mandy murmured apologetically. “All I wanted was Russ’s okay to buy some lip gloss.”

Russ set his napkin on the table. “I wouldn’t mind letting you wear some lip gloss, but you insist on overdoing it. I walked past your bedroom the other night and I swear your lips were glowing in the dark.”

Mandy glared at him, her eyes filled with indignation. What had he said now? Before he could ask her what was so all-fired insulting, she threw her fork and napkin onto the table and promptly rushed out of the room.

“Amanda Palmer, get back here this minute,” he shouted in the same steely tone that sent his men scurrying to obey. When Mandy didn’t immediately comply, he stormed to his feet, ready to follow her.

“Russ,” Taylor said softly, stopping him. He turned toward her, wanting to blame her for this latest display of pique.

Taylor sighed and pushed aside her bowl. “Give her a few minutes. She’ll be back once she’s composed herself.”

“What did I say?” he demanded, sitting back down, genuinely perplexed.

Taylor hesitated, then said, “It might’ve had something to do with the joke about her lips glowing in the dark.”

“It’s true. I told her she couldn’t wear any of that war paint you women are so fond of, so she defied me and started putting it on before she went to bed.”

“She’s exercising her rights as a person.”

“By spurning my rules? I swear that girl drives me to the edge of insanity. What’s gotten into her the past couple years? She used to be an all-right kid. Now it seems I can’t say a word without setting her off.”

“She’s a teenager.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he barked.

“Don’t you remember what you felt like at fourteen? How important it was to dress and act like everyone around you?”

“No,” Russ stated flatly. His features tensed. He didn’t want to discuss his sister with Taylor. She didn’t know any more about raising kids than he did. The problem with Mandy was that she was getting too big for her britches.

Standing, Taylor reached for her bowl and glass. “I’ll clear the table.”

“Leave it for Mandy,” Russ said.

Taylor ignored him, which was getting to be a habit with her. Russ had yet to understand what it was about women that made them constantly want to challenge him—especially in his own home.

“Why?” Taylor demanded, startling him out of his reverie. Even more astonishing was the fact that she looked angry.

“Why what?”

“Why would you want to leave the dishes for Mandy?”

“Because that’s women’s work,” he explained.

“You’re possibly the worst male chauvinist I’ve ever encountered,” she said, carrying what remained of the plates to the sink. “In my opinion, those who cook shouldn’t have to wash dishes.”

“It’ll be a cold day in hell before you’ll ever see me washing dishes, lady.” He found the thought comical. He hadn’t taken kindly to being called a chauvinist, but he refused to argue with her. They were having enough trouble being civil to each other without further provocation from him.

Taylor hurried to the sink, filling it with hot water and squirting in soap. “Since you claim this is women’s work, I’ll do the dishes.”

“No guest of mine is washing dirty dishes.”

“Fine, then,” she said, motioning toward the sink. “Everything’s ready for you.”

Although he was struggling against it, Russ was thoroughly irritated. He was standing directly in front of her. Not more than two inches separated them.

Taylor stared up at him and must have recognized his mood, because she swallowed hard. It wasn’t consternation he saw in her eyes, but something that stabbed him as sharply as a pitchfork. Longing and need. The same emotions he’d been battling from the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

He saw something else. She didn’t want to experience it any more than Russ wanted to feel the things he’d been feeling for her. When they’d sat next to each other in the truck, he’d never been more profoundly aware of a woman in his life. The air had been alive with tension—a tension that seemed to throb between them all evening long.

Russ felt it.

Taylor felt it.

Both seemed determined to ignore it.

Bracing her hands on the edge of the sink, she anxiously moistened her lips. Russ’s eyes fell to her mouth. Her eyes reluctantly met his, and the look they exchanged was as powerful as a caress.

“I…I should be going,” she whispered.

“You called me a chauvinist.”

“I…apologize.” Her pride was obviously crumbling at her feet. The fight had gone out of her.

He pulled his gaze back to her mouth, experiencing a small sense of triumph at the power of his will. “Where’d you ever get a name like Taylor?”

“It was my mother’s…maiden name.”

Once more her voice came out sounding whispery and soft. Too soft. Too whispery for comfort.

“My mother’s from Atlanta, and it was an old southern tradition to give the first daughter her mother’s maiden name.” By the time she finished, her voice was a mere thread of sound.

Neither of them spoke for the longest moment of Russ’s life. Taking a deep, shaky breath, he was about to suggest he drive her home. Instead, Russ found himself leaning toward her.

“I’m sorry I ran out of the kitchen like that,” Mandy announced, coming back into the room.

Russ frowned at his younger sister, irritated. The girl couldn’t have chosen a worse time to make her entrance. For her part, Taylor appeared ready to leap across the room and hug Mandy for interrupting them.

“I was about to take Taylor back to town,” Russ announced gruffly.

“Do you have to leave so soon?” Mandy asked. “It’s barely even dark.”

“It’ll get dark anytime, and I still have a lot to do before school starts. Thank you so much for having me—both of you. You’re a wonderful cook…I really appreciate this.”

“You’ll come again, won’t you?” Mandy asked.

“If you’d like.”

“Oh, we would, wouldn’t we, Russ?”

He made a response that could have been taken either way.

Mandy walked to the door and down the porch steps with them. Her arms hugged her waist against the evening chill. “You’re driving the Lincoln, aren’t you?”

Russ gave another noncommittal reply. His truck was in the shop, having the transmission worked on, and he’d been forced to take the older truck into town that morning. Mandy’s implication that he’d bring Taylor home in that dilapidated thing was an insult. The look he gave her suggested as much.

“I was just asking,” she said with an innocent smile.

Taylor and Mandy chatted while Russ went around to the garage and pulled out the luxury sedan. The two women hugged good-bye, and Taylor got inside the car and ran her fingertips over the leather upholstery before snapping the seat belt into place.

“You ready?” he asked, more brusquely than he intended.

“Yes.”

They drove a few minutes in uncomfortable silence. “How large a spread do you have here?” she eventually asked.

“A thousand acres and about that many head of cattle, but I recently sold off five hundred.”

“A thousand acres,” Taylor echoed.

The awe and surprise in her voice filled him with pride. He could have gone on to tell her that the Lazy P was anything but lazy. His ranch was among the largest in the southern half of the state. He could also mention that he operated one of the most progressive ranches in the entire country, but he didn’t want to sound as if he was bragging.

They chatted amicably about nothing important until they got to town. Russ turned off the side street to Old Man Halloran’s house without even having to ask where Taylor was living. If she was surprised he knew, she didn’t say.

When he pulled into her driveway, he cut the engine and rested his arm over the back of the seat. Part of him wanted her to invite him inside for coffee, but it wasn’t coffee that interested him. Another part of him demanded he stay away from this schoolteacher.

“Thank you again,” she said softly, staring down at her purse, which she held tightly in her lap.

“No problem.”

She raised her eyes to his, and despite all his good intentions, Russ’s hungry gaze fixed on her lips. He became aware that he was going to kiss her at about the same time he realized he’d die if he didn’t. He reached for her, half expecting her to protest. At the same time she leaned toward him. The sense of triumph and jubilation that Russ experienced was stronger than any aphrodisiac. He wrapped her in his arms and dragged her against him, savoring the pure womanly feel of her.

His kiss was wild. His callused hands framed the smooth skin of her face as he slanted his mouth over hers. He kissed her again and again and again.

Her throaty plea reluctantly brought him back to reason. For an instant Russ worried that he’d overdone it, until he heard his name fall from her lips in a low, frantic whisper. It was then that he knew she’d enjoyed their kisses as much as he had.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, his voice a husky murmur. He spread damp kisses down her neck and up her chin until he reached her mouth. Drawing her lower lip between his teeth, he sucked gently.

“Please…stop,” she pleaded, yet her hands grasped his hair, holding him against her.

But then Taylor lowered her hands to his shoulders and pulled herself away, leaving only an inch or so between them. Her shoulders heaved.

“I can’t believe that happened,” she whispered.

“Do you want an apology?”

“No,” she answered starkly. Then, after a moment, she added, “I wanted it as much as you did. I can’t imagine why. We’re about as opposite as any two people can get.”

“Maybe so, but I think we just discovered one way we’re compatible, and it beats the heck out of everything else.”

“Oh please, don’t even say that.” She moaned and pushed him away. She leaned against the back of the seat and ran a hand down her face as if to wipe away all evidence of their kissing. “This was a fluke. I think it might be best to pretend it never happened.”

Russ went still, his thoughts muddled and unclear. What she’d said was true. He had no business being attracted to her. No business kissing her. She was from the city and didn’t understand the complexities of his life. Not only that, she was the new schoolteacher, and not a woman the community would approve of him dallying with.

That they were attracted to each other was a given. Why? seemed to be a question neither of them could answer. One thing Russ knew: Taylor was right. It was best to forget this ever happened.

—

For the next week Taylor did an admirable job of pushing Russ Palmer from her mind. It helped somewhat that she didn’t have any contact with either member of the Palmer family.

Taylor didn’t question what had come over her or why she’d allowed Russ to kiss her like that. She’d resolutely ignored the memory of their kiss, attributing it to a bad case of repressed hormones. That was the only thing it could’ve been, and analyzing it would accomplish nothing.

Now that school had started, Taylor threw herself into her work with gusto, more convinced than ever that she was born to be a teacher. She was an immediate hit with her third- and fourth-grade students.

On Wednesday afternoon at about four, an hour after her class had been dismissed, Taylor was sitting at her desk, cutting out letters for her bulletin board, when there was a polite knock at her door. Suspecting it was one of her students, she glanced up to discover Mandy standing there, her books pressed against her.

“Mandy, hello,” Taylor said, genuinely pleased to see the girl. “Take a seat.” She waved the scissors at the chair next to her desk.

“I’m not bothering you, am I? Russ said I wasn’t to visit you after school if you were busy. He thinks I’ll be a pest.”

“You can come and visit me anytime you want,” Taylor said, as she continued to cut out blunt letters from the bright sheets of colored paper.

Plopping down on the chair, Mandy crossed her legs and smiled cheerfully. “Notice anything different about me?”

Taylor nodded. “Isn’t that war paint you’re wearing? And that sweater looks new. Very nice—that light green suits you.”

Russ’s sister giggled shyly. “I came to thank you. I don’t know what you said to my brother, but it worked. The next morning he said he’d thought about it overnight and decided that if I was old enough to cook dinner and wear a little makeup, then I was mature enough to choose my own clothes without him tagging along.”

Taylor wasn’t convinced that Russ’s change of heart had anything to do with her, but nevertheless, she was pleased. “That’s great.”

“I heard from Cassie Jackson that you’re a really good teacher.”

Cassie was a fourth-grader in Taylor’s class. Taylor smiled at the compliment.

“I hear half the boys in your class are in love with you already,” Mandy told her. “I told Russ that, and I think he’s a little jealous, because he frowned and grabbed the paper and read it for ten minutes before he noticed it was one from last week.”

The last person Taylor wanted to discuss was Russ Palmer. “I don’t suppose you’d like to help me cut out letters, would you?” she asked, more to change the subject than because she needed any assistance.

“Sure, I’d love to.” Within a half-hour she and Mandy had assembled a bright brown, yellow, and orange autumn leaf bulletin board festooned with the names of every child in the class.

Once they’d finished, Taylor stepped back, threw her arm around her young friend’s shoulders, and nodded happily. “We do good work.”

Mandy grinned. “We do, don’t we?”

Noting the time, Taylor felt guilty for having taken up so much of the girl’s afternoon. “It’s almost five. Do you need me to give you a ride home?”

“That’s all right. Russ said he’d pick me up. He’s coming into town for grain and I’m supposed to meet him at Burn’s Feed Store. It’s only a block from here.”

Mandy left soon afterward. Taylor gathered up the assignments she needed to grade and her purse, and headed toward the school parking lot. Her blue Ford was there all by itself. She was halfway to the car when a loud pickup barreled into the lot behind her. From the sick sounds the truck was making, Taylor knew it had to belong to Russ.

He rolled to a stop, his elbow draped over the side window. “Have you seen Mandy?”

She nodded, her eyes avoiding his. “You just missed her. She’s walking over to the feed store.”

“Thanks.” His gears ground as he switched them, and he looked over his shoulder, about to back out, when he paused. “Is that your car?”

“Yes.” Normally Taylor walked to and from school. It was less than a mile and she liked the exercise, but it had been raining that morning, so she’d brought her car.

“Did you know your back tire’s flat?”

Taylor’s eyes flew to her vehicle, and sure enough, the rear tire on the driver’s side was completely flat. “Oh great,” she said and moaned. She was tired and hungry and in no mood to deal with this problem.

“I’ll change it for you,” Russ volunteered, immediately vaulting from his truck.

It was kind of him, and Taylor was about to tell him so when he ruined it.

“You independent women,” he said with a chuckle. “You claim you can take care of yourselves and you’re too damn proud to think you need a man. But every now and then we have our uses. Now admit it, Taylor. You couldn’t possibly handle this without me.” He was walking toward her trunk, as haughty as could be.

“Hold it!” Taylor raised one hand. “I don’t need you to change my tire. I can take care of this myself.”

Russ gave her a patronizing look and then chose to antagonize her even more. This time he laughed. “Now, that’s something I’d like to see.” He leaned against her fender and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Feel free,” he said, gesturing toward the flat.

“Don’t look so smug, Palmer. I said I could take care of it myself, and I meant it.”

“You wouldn’t know one end of the jack from the other.”

Taylor wasn’t going to argue with him about that. “Would you like to make a small wager on my ability to deal with this?”

Russ snickered, looking more pompous every minute. “It would be like taking candy from a baby. The problem with you is that you’re too stubborn to admit when a man’s right.”

“I say I can deal with a flat tire any day of the week.”

“And I say you can’t. You haven’t got enough strength to turn the tire iron. Fact is, lady, you couldn’t get to first base without a man here to help you.”

“Oh, come off it. It’s about time you men understood that women aren’t the weaker sex.”

“Sure,” Russ said, without disguising his amusement.

“All right,” Taylor said slowly. She deliberately walked past him, then turned to give him a sultry smile. She narrowed her eyes. “Perhaps you don’t care to place a small wager on my ability. Having to admit you’re wrong would probably be more than a guy like you could take.”

His dark eyes flared briefly. “I didn’t want to do this, but unfortunately, you’ve asked for it. What shall we bet?”

Now that he’d agreed, Taylor wasn’t sure. “If I win…”

“I’d be willing to do something I consider women’s work?” he suggested.

“Such as?”

Russ took a moment to think it over. “I’ll cook dinner for you next Saturday night.”

“Who’ll do the dishes?”

Russ hesitated. “I will. You thought I’d have trouble going along with that, didn’t you? But I don’t have a thing to worry about.”

“Dream on, Palmer. If I were you, I’d be sweating.”

He snickered, seeming to derive a good deal of pleasure from their conversation. “Now let’s figure out what you’ll owe me when you realize how sadly mistaken you are.”

“All right,” she said. “I’d be willing to do something you consider completely masculine.”

“I’d rather have you grill me a steak.”

“No way. That wouldn’t be a fair exchange. How about if I…do whatever you do around the ranch for a day?” Taylor felt perfectly safe making the proposal, just as safe as he’d felt offering to make her dinner.

“That wouldn’t work.”

“I’d be willing to try.”

Russ shrugged. “If you insist.”

“I do,” Taylor said.

Still leaning smugly against the side of her car, Russ pointed at the trunk. “All right, Ms. Goodwrench, go to it.”

Taylor opened her front door, placed her papers and purse inside, and got out the key to her trunk.

“You might want to roll up your sleeves,” Russ suggested. “It’d be a shame to ruin that pretty blouse with a grease stain. It’s silk, isn’t it?”

Taylor glared at him defiantly.

Russ chuckled and raised both arms. “Sorry. I won’t say any more.”

Opening the trunk, Taylor systematically searched through it until she found what she was looking for.

“A tire iron is about this size,” he said, holding his hands a couple feet apart, mocking her.

Carrying the spray can, Taylor walked around to the flat tire and squatted down in front of it. “I like my steak medium rare and barbecued over a hot charcoal grill. My baked potato should have sour cream and chives and the broccoli should be fresh, with a touch of hollandaise sauce drizzled over the top.” Having given him those instructions, she proceeded to fill her deflated tire with the spray can.

“What’s that?” Russ asked, his hands set challengingly on his hips.

“You did say this Saturday, didn’t you?” she taunted.

He scowled when she handed over the spray can for him to examine. “Fix-it Flat Tire?” he said, reading the label.

“That’s exactly what it is,” Taylor informed him primly. “Whatever this marvelous invention is, it fills up the tire enough so I can drive it to a service station and have the attendant deal with it.”

“Now, wait a minute,” Russ muttered. “That’s cheating.”

“I never said I’d change the tire,” Taylor reminded him. “I told you I could deal with the situation myself. And I have.”

“But it’s a man who’ll be changing the tire.”

“Could be a woman. In Seattle some women work for service stations.”

“In Seattle, maybe, but not in Cougar Point.”

“Come on, Russ, admit it. I outsmarted you.”

He glared at her, and despite his irritation, or perhaps because of it, Taylor laughed. She got inside her car, started the engine, and drove out of the parking lot. Then she circled back, returning to Russ, who was standing beside his pickup.

“What do you want now?” he demanded.

“I just came to tell you I like blue-cheese dressing on my salad.” With that she zipped out of the lot. She was still smiling when she happened to glance in her rearview mirror in time to see Russ slam his black Stetson onto the asphalt.
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    Chapter 3

No doubt psychologists had a term for the attraction Taylor felt for this rancher, she decided early Saturday evening. Why else would a woman, who was determined to avoid a certain man, go out of her way to goad him into a wager she was sure to win? Taylor couldn’t fathom it herself. Maybe it was some perverse method of inflicting self-punishment. Perhaps her disastrous relationship with Mark had lowered her to this level. Taylor didn’t know anymore.

She’d prefer to place all the blame on Russ. If he hadn’t made her so furious with his nonsense about a woman needing a man, she probably would’ve been able to stand aside and smile sweetly while he changed her tire. But he’d had to ruin everything.

During dinner, at least Mandy would be there to act as a buffer.

—

“What do you mean you’re going over to Chris’s?” Russ asked his sister.

“I told you about it Thursday, remember?”

Russ frowned. Hell, no, he didn’t remember. He needed Mandy to help him with this stupid dinner wager he’d made with Taylor. The woman had tricked him. In his view, she should be cooking, not the other way around. He would’ve been happy to take her to dinner in town and be done with it, but he knew better than to even suggest that. She’d demanded he make dinner himself.

“What’s so important at Chris’s that you have to do it now?”

“We’re practicing. Drill team tryouts are next week, and I’ve got to make it. I’ve just got to.”

She made it sound like a matter of life or death. “Couldn’t the two of you practice some other time?”

“No,” Mandy said. “I want to see Taylor, but I can’t. Not tonight.”

Grumbling under his breath, Russ opened the refrigerator and stared inside, wondering where the hell he should start. Make the salad first? Cook the broccoli? Earlier in the day he’d bought everything he was going to need, including a packet of hollandaise sauce mix.

“I’m sorry, Russ,” Mandy said. “I’d offer to help…”

His spirits lifted. “You will? Great. Just don’t let Taylor know. If she found out, she’d have me strung from the highest tree for allowing another woman to slice lettuce for me.”

“I can’t help you, Russ. That would be cheating.”

“All I want you to do is give me a few pointers.”

“It wouldn’t be right.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Don’t slice the lettuce, and I shouldn’t even be telling you that.”

“What do you do with salad if you don’t chop it?” Russ asked wearily. He followed Mandy into the living room, where she collected her homemade pom-poms. “What am I supposed to do with the lettuce?”

“I can’t answer that,” she said, looking apologetic.

“You can’t tell me how to make a salad?” he roared. His temper was wearing precariously thin. “Why not?”

“It’d be unfair. You’re supposed to prepare this meal entirely on your own. If I gave you any help, you’d be breaking your agreement with Taylor.” A car horn blared from the backyard, and Mandy grabbed her jacket. “That’s Chris’s mom now. I’ve got to go. See you later, and good luck with dinner.”

She was out the door before Russ could protest.

Russ wandered around the kitchen for the next five minutes, debating what to do first. Grilling the steaks wouldn’t be a problem. Anyone with half a brain knew how to cook a decent T-bone. The baked potato wasn’t a concern, either. It was everything else. Even Google wasn’t that much help. He took the head of lettuce and a bunch of other vegetables from the refrigerator and set them on the counter. Without giving it much thought, he reached for an apron and tied it around his waist. God help him if any of the ranch hands walked in now.

—

Taylor was impressed with the effort Russ had made when she arrived at the Lazy P. He opened the door for her and jerked the apron from his waist.

“I hope you’re happy,” he muttered, looking anything but.

“I am. Thanks for asking,” she said, but inwardly she was struggling not to laugh. This entire scene was almost too good to be true. Next to her own father, Russ was the biggest chauvinist she’d ever met. The sight of him working in a kitchen, wearing an apron, was priceless.

“Something smells delicious,” she said.

“I’ll tell you it isn’t the hollandaise sauce. That stuff tastes like sh—” He stopped himself just in time. “You can figure it out.”

“I can,” she said. Smiling, she strolled across the kitchen and set a bottle of wine on the counter. “A small token of my appreciation.”

She couldn’t hear his reply as he furiously whipped the sauce that was simmering on the front burner. “Maybe it’ll taste better once it’s boiled,” Russ said, concentrating on the task at hand.

The table was set. Well, sort of. The silverware was piled in the center between the two place settings. The water glasses were filled.

“The broccoli’s done.” Russ turned off the burner. “It looks all right from what I can tell.” He drained the water and sprinkled a dash of salt and pepper over the contents of the pan.

“I’ll open the wine, if you like.”

“Sure,” Russ said absently. He opened the oven door, and Taylor felt the blast of heat clear from the other side of the room.

“What’s in there?”

“The baked potatoes,” he said, slamming the door. “How long does it take to cook these things, anyway? They’ve been in there fifteen minutes and they’re still hard as rocks.” He hadn’t thought to Google that.

“Normally they bake in about an hour.”

“An hour?” he echoed. “Dammit, the sauce!” he cried. Grabbing a dish towel, he yanked the saucepan from the burner. He stirred frantically. “I hope it didn’t burn.”

“I’m sure it’ll be just fine. Where’s Mandy?”

“Gone,” he grumbled. He stuck his finger in the sauce and licked it, then nodded, smiling. “She’s over at Chris’s, practicing for drill team. And before you ask, she didn’t help me any.”

“Mandy’s not here?” Taylor said. A sense of uneasiness gripped her hard. After what had happened the first time she was alone with Russ, she had reason to be apprehensive.

She was overreacting, she told herself. It wasn’t as if she was going to fall spontaneously into Russ’s arms simply because his sister wasn’t there to act as chaperone. They were both mature adults, and furthermore, they’d agreed to forget the night they’d kissed. The whole thing was as much of an embarrassment to Russ as it was to her. She certainly wasn’t going to bring it up.

“Don’t think I had anything to do with Mandy being gone, either.”

“I didn’t,” she said with a shrug of indifference, implying that it hadn’t even crossed her mind—which was true, at least before Russ mentioned it.

He was scowling as if he expected her to argue with him.

“Can I do anything to help?” she asked, in an effort to subdue her nervousness.

“No thanks. This meal is completely under control,” he boasted. “I’m a man of my word, and when I said I was going to cook you the best steak you’ve ever eaten, I meant it.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Wordlessly, she opened a series of drawers until she located the corkscrew, and proceeded to agilely remove the cork from the wine.

“I know it’s traditional to serve red wine with beef, but I prefer white. This is an excellent chardonnay.”

“Whatever you brought is fine,” he mumbled, as he swung open the refrigerator and took out a huge green salad.

It looked as if there was enough lettuce to feed the entire town, but Taylor refused to antagonize him by commenting on that fact.

“I want you to know I didn’t slice the lettuce,” he said proudly as he set the wooden bowl in the center of the table, shoving aside the silverware.

“Oh, good,” Taylor responded, hoping she sounded appropriately impressed. The second cupboard she inspected contained crystal wineglasses. Standing on tiptoe, she brought down two. They were both thick with dust, so she washed and rinsed them before pouring the wine.

“I wanted to bring dessert, but there isn’t a deli in Cougar Point,” she said conversationally, as she handed Russ his wineglass.

He stepped away from the stove to accept the wine. Scowling, he asked, “You were going to buy dessert at a deli?”

“It’s the best place I know to get New York cheesecake.”

Russ muttered something she didn’t quite catch before returning to the stove. He turned down the burners and took a sip of his wine. “Since it’s going to take the potatoes a little longer than I realized, we might as well sit down.”

“Okay,” Taylor agreed readily, following him into the living room. The furniture consisted of large, bulky pieces that looked as if they’d been lifted from the set of an old western series on television. Bonanza, maybe.

A row of silver-framed photographs lined the fireplace and, interested, Taylor walked over to examine them. A picture of Russ, probably from his high school graduation, caught her attention immediately. He’d been a handsome young man. Boyishly good-looking, but she could easily tell that his appeal was potent enough to cause many a young woman more than one sleepless night.

“That’s my dad and Betty,” he said, pointing out the second large portrait. “It was taken shortly after they were married.” The resemblance between father and son was striking. They possessed the same brooding, dark eyes, and their full mouths were identical. She looked at Russ’s high school picture again and found herself zeroing in on his youthful features. Even back then, there’d been a wildness about him that challenged a woman. No man had provoked, defied, or taunted her the way Russ had, and she barely knew him. By all rights she should stay as far away from him as possible, yet here she was in his home, studying his picture and theorizing about his secrets.

She turned away from the fireplace and sat in an overstuffed chair. “You were telling me before that you’ve got a large head of cattle,” Taylor said, making conversation while her fingers moved nervously against the padded arm of the chair.

“I’ve sold half the herd. I’m wintering five hundred head, but by summer the numbers will be much higher.”

“I see.” She didn’t really understand what he meant, but didn’t know enough to ask intelligent questions. Thankfully, Russ seemed to grasp her dilemma and explained of his own accord.

“The men are rounding up the cattle now. We keep them in a feed ground.”

“A feed ground?”

“It’s a fenced pasture with no irrigation ditches.”

“Why? I mean, don’t they need water?”

“Of course, but the heavy snows start in December, sometimes earlier. When the ground’s covered, the cattle can’t see the ditches, and if a steer falls into one, he often can’t get out, and I’ve lost a valuable animal.”

“If the snow’s that high, how do you get the feed to them?”

“Sometimes by sleigh.”

Taylor smiled at the thought of riding through a snow-covered field. She could almost hear the bells jingling and Christmas music playing while she snuggled under a warm blanket, holding tight to Russ.

Shaking her head to dispel the romantic fantasy, Taylor swallowed, furious with the path her daydreams had taken. She drank some of her wine, hoping to set her thoughts in order before they became so confused that she lost all reason. “That sounds like fun.”

“It’s demanding physical labor,” Russ told her gruffly.

His tone surprised her, and she raised her eyes to meet his.

He might be saying one thing, but Taylor would bet her first paycheck that he was battling the same fiery attraction she’d struggled with from the moment he’d first kissed her. He continued to stare at her in that restless, penetrating way that unnerved her.

He seemed impatient to escape from her, and unexpectedly vaulted to his feet. “I’d better check on dinner.”

Once he was out of the room, Taylor closed her eyes and sagged against the back of the cushion. This evening had seemed safe enough until she’d learned Mandy was gone. The air seemed to crackle with electricity despite even the blandest conversation.

Taylor heard Russ move back into the room, and assuming dinner was ready, she leaped to her feet. “Let me help,” she said.

Russ caught her by the shoulders.

“The potatoes aren’t done.”

As she tilted her head, her hair fell over her shoulder and down her back. Mark had liked it styled and short, and in an act of defiance, she’d allowed it to grow longer than it had been at any other time in her life.

“You have beautiful hair,” Russ murmured, and seemed unable to take his eyes from it. He slid his hand from her shoulder to the dark curly mass and ran his fingers through its length. The action, so slow and deliberate, was highly exciting. Against every dictate of her will, Taylor’s heart quickened.

Soon his other hand joined the first and he continued to let his fingers glide through her hair, as if acquainting himself with its softness. Taylor seemed to be falling into a trance. His hands, buried deep in her hair, were more sensual than anything she’d ever experienced. Her eyes drifted shut, and when she felt herself being tugged toward him, she offered no resistance. His mouth met hers in a gentle brushing of lips. Their breaths merged as they each released a broken sigh.

“Tell me to stop,” Russ said. “Tell me to take my hands away from you.”

Taylor knew she should, but emotions that had been hiding just below the surface overwhelmed her. She meant to push him away, extract them both from this temptation—and yet the instant her hands made contact with his hard, muscular chest, they lost their purpose.

“Russ…”

His answer was to kiss her, a kiss that felt anything but gentle. His hands were tangled in the wavy bulk of dark hair as he bent her head to one side and slanted his demanding mouth over hers.

Their kisses were tempestuous, intense, exciting, and soon they were both panting and breathless.

Suddenly Russ tore his mouth from hers. His eyes remained closed. “I haven’t stopped thinking of you all week,” he confessed, not sounding very pleased about it. “I didn’t want to, but you’re there every night when I close my eyes. I can’t get rid of the taste of you. Why you?” he asked harshly. “Why do I have to feel these things for a city girl? You don’t belong here and you never will.”

Taylor’s head fell forward for a moment while she thought about his words. He was right. She was as out of place in this cattle town as…as a trout in a swimming pool. She raised her head while she had the courage to confront him. Anger was her friend; it took away the guilt she felt for being so willing to fall into his arms.

“You think I’m happy about this?” she cried. “Trust me, a cowpoke is the last person in the world I want to get involved with. A woman in your life is there for your convenience, to cook your meals and pleasure you in bed. I knew exactly what you were the minute we met and I could never align my thinking with yours.”

“Fine, then don’t,” he barked.

“I don’t have any intention of getting involved with you.”

“Listen, lady, I’m not all that thrilled with you, either. Go back to the big city where you belong, because in these parts men are men and women are women. We don’t much take to all that feminist talk.”

Taylor was becoming more outraged by the minute. Russ clearly had no conception that they weren’t living in the nineteenth century anymore.

“I’ll put the steaks on and we’ll get this dinner over with,” he snarled.

Taylor had half a mind to gather her things and leave. She would have if she’d thought she could get away with it. But Russ had made this dinner on a wager, and Taylor strongly suspected he’d see to it that she ate every bite. Knowing what she did about Russ, Taylor wouldn’t put it past him to feed her himself if she backed out now.

Taylor wasn’t sure how she managed to force down a single bite. Yet the salad was undeniably good. The broccoli was excellent, the sauce marginal, the baked potato raw, but the steak was succulent and exactly the way she liked it—medium-rare.

Silence stretched between them like a tightrope, and neither seemed inclined to cross it. At least ten minutes passed before Russ spoke.

“I shouldn’t have said that about you not belonging here,” he murmured, stabbing the lettuce with his fork.

“Why not?” she asked. “It’s true and we both know it. I am a city girl.”

“From everything I hear, you’re a fine teacher,” he admitted grudgingly. “The kids are crazy about you, and I don’t blame them.”

She lifted her eyes to his, uncertain if she should believe him, feeling both surprise and pleasure.

“Word has it you’re enthusiastic and energetic, and everyone who’s met you says nothing but good. I don’t want you thinking folks don’t appreciate what you’re doing. That was just me running off at the mouth.”

Her voice dropped to a raspy whisper. “I didn’t mean what I said, either, about not wanting anything to do with you because you’re a cowpoke.”

Their eyes met, and they each fought a smile. Knowing she was about to lose, Taylor lowered her gaze. “I will confess to being a little shocked at how well you managed dinner.”

Russ chuckled softly. “It wasn’t that difficult.”

“Does that mean you’d be willing to tackle it again?”

“No way. Once in a man’s lifetime is more than enough. I may have lost the wager, but I still consider cooking a woman’s job.”

“I thought for a moment that our wager would change your mind. But at this point, why do anything to spoil your reputation as a world-class chauvinist?”

Russ chuckled again, and the sound wasn’t extraordinary, but it gladdened Taylor’s heart. This cowboy intrigued her. He wasn’t like any other man she’d ever dated. His opinions were diametrically opposed to her own on just about every subject she could mention. Yet whenever he touched her, she all but melted in his arms. There wasn’t any logic to this attraction they shared. No reason for it.

Russ helped himself to more salad and replenished their wineglasses. “Now that you know what Cougar Point thinks about you, how are you adjusting to us?”

“It’s been more of a challenge than I expected,” she said, holding the wineglass with both hands. She rotated the stem between her palms. “It’s the lack of conveniences I notice the most.”

He arched his brows in question. “Give me an example.”

“Well, I came home from work the other night, exhausted. All I wanted to do was sit down, put my feet up, and hibernate until morning. The problem was, I was starving. My first impulse was to order a pepperoni pizza, and when I realized I couldn’t, I felt like crying with frustration.”

“The bowling alley serves a decent pizza.”

“But they don’t deliver.”

“No,” Russ agreed, “they don’t.”

Feeling a twinge of homesickness, Taylor finished her wine and stood. “I’ll help you with the dishes,” she said, feeling sad and weary as she glanced at Russ. Even in the friendliest conversation, their differences were impossible to ignore.

“I’ll do them,” he responded, standing.

“Nope, you made dinner,” she said firmly. “You’re exempt from washing dishes—this time.” She turned on the tap and squirted a dash of liquid soap into the rushing water. Monster bubbles quickly formed, and she lowered the water pressure.

She was clearing off the table when Russ suggested, “How about a cup of coffee?”

“Please,” she said, smiling over at him.

He busied himself with that while Taylor loaded the dishwasher with plates and serving dishes, leaving the pots and pans to wash by hand.

“Here,” he said from behind her, “you might want this.”

She turned around to discover Russ holding the very apron he’d been so quick to remove when she’d arrived. Her hands were covered with soapsuds. She glanced at them and then at Russ.

“I’ll put it on for you,” he said.

She smiled her appreciation and lifted her arms so he could loop the ties around her waist and knot them behind her back.

Russ moved to within two steps of her and hesitated. Slowly he raised his eyes to her face. Hungry eyes. They delved into hers and then lowered just as slowly until they centered on her lips.

Unable to resist, Taylor swayed toward him. Once more she found herself a willing victim to his spell.

Their eyes held for a long moment before Russ roughly pushed the apron at her. “You do it.”

With trembling hands, Taylor shook the suds into the sink and deftly tied the apron behind her. “I wish Mandy was here,” she murmured, shocked by how close they’d come to walking into each other’s arms again. Obviously they both enjoyed the lure of the forbidden. Whatever the attraction, it was explosive, and she felt as though they’d been stumbling around a keg of lit gunpowder all evening.

“I think I’ll call her and tell her to come home,” Russ said, but he didn’t reach for the phone.

Once the dishwasher was loaded, Taylor vigorously scrubbed the first pan, venting her frustration on it.

“You know about the dance, don’t you? Are you going?” Russ asked, grabbing a dish towel and slapping it over his shoulder.

“I…don’t think so.”

“Why not? It’ll give you a chance to meet all the young guys in town and you can flirt to your heart’s content.”

“I’m far beyond the flirting stage,” she returned coolly.

He shrugged. “Could’ve fooled me. Fact is, you’ve been doing an admirable job of trifling with me from the moment we met.”

Taylor’s hand stilled. “I beg your pardon?”

“Take those jeans your wearing.”

“What’s wrong with these jeans?”

“They’re too tight. Stretched across your fanny like that, they give a man ideas.”

Closing her eyes, Taylor counted to ten. The effort to control her temper was in vain, however, and she whirled around to face him.

“How dare you suggest anything so ridiculous? You nearly kissed me a minute ago and now you’re blaming me because you can’t control yourself. Obviously it’s all my fault.”

He grunted and looked away.

“My jeans are too tight!” she echoed, her voice still outraged. “What about my sweater? Is that too revealing?” She bunched her breasts together and cast a meaningful look in their direction. “Did you notice how far the V-neck goes down? Why, a mere glimpse of cleavage is enough to drive a man to drink. Maybe I should have you censor my perfume as well. It’s a wonder the good people of Cougar Point would allow such a brazen hussy near their children. And one with a big-city attitude, no less.”

“Taylor—”

“Don’t you say another word to me,” she cried, jerked off the apron, and hurriedly located her purse. “Good night, Mr. Palmer. I won’t say it’s been a pleasure.”

“Taylor, dammit, listen to me.”

She raced down the stairs to her car. This man said the most ridiculous things she’d ever heard. Only a fool would have anything more to do with him. Taylor had been a fool once.

Never, never again.

—

Russ sat in the living room, calling himself every foul name he could think of, and the list was a long one. When the back door opened, he knew it would be Mandy, and he reached for a newspaper, pretending to read.

“Hi!” She waltzed into the room. “How’d dinner go?”

“Great,” he mumbled, not taking his eyes off the front page.

“Has Taylor already left?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh shucks, I wanted to talk to her. Do you want to see the routine Chris and I made up?”

Russ’s interest in his sister’s drill team efforts was less than nil. Nevertheless, he grinned and nodded. “Sure.”

“Okay, but remember it’s not the same without the music.” She held the pom-poms to her waist, arms akimbo, then let loose with a high kick and shot her arms toward the ceiling. She danced left, she leaped right, her arms and legs moving with an instinctive grace that astonished Russ. This was Mandy? Fourteen-year-old Mandy? She was really quite good at this.

She finished down on one knee, her pom-poms raised above her head. Her smiling eyes met his, seeking his approval. “So?”

“There isn’t a single doubt in my mind that my sister’s going to make the high school drill team.”

“Oh Russ,” she shouted, “thank you!” She vaulted to her feet and threw her arms around his neck. “Just for that, I’ll finish the dishes.”

“Thanks,” Russ said absently. He didn’t want to think about dinner or anything else connected with this disastrous evening. That would only bring Taylor to mind, and she was the one person he was determined to forget. He’d suffered enough. All week she’d been nagging at his conscience. He’d even dreamed of her. He hadn’t felt this way about a woman since he was sixteen years old.

Then he had to go and say those stupid things. The reason was even worse. He’d been jealous. The thought of her attending the Grange event and dancing with all the men in town was more than he could bear. Other men putting their arms around her. Someone else laughing with her.

If anyone was going to dance with Taylor Manning, it would be him. Not Harry Donovan. Not Les Benjamin. Not Cody Franklin.

Him.

“Russ?”

He turned and found his sister staring at him. “What?”

“You’ve been pacing for the past five minutes. Is something wrong?”

“Hell, no,” he growled, then quickly changed his mind. “Hell, yes.” He marched across the kitchen and grabbed his hat, bluntly setting it on his head.

“Where are you going?” Mandy demanded, following him.

“To town,” he muttered. “I owe Taylor an apology.”

Mandy giggled, seeming to find that amusing. “You going to ask her to the dance?”

“I might,” he said, his strides long and purposeful.

“All right!” his sister cheered from behind him.
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    Chapter 4

“Taylor!” Russ pounded on the front door with his fist. This woman sure was stubborn. “I know you’re in there. Answer the door, will you?”

“I can’t,” a soft, feminine voice purred from the other side. “I’m wearing something much too revealing.” The purr quickly became an angry shout. “Army boots and fatigues!”

“I need to talk to you,” Russ called out.

“Go away.”

Exhaling loudly, Russ pressed his palms against the door. “Please,” he added persuasively, knowing few women could resist him when he used that imploring tone.

“If you don’t leave, I’m calling the police.”

“The deputy’s name is Cody Franklin, and we went to school together.”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t arrest you.”

“On what charge? Wanting to apologize to my lady?”

The door flew open with such force that Russ was surprised it stayed on its hinges. Taylor’s index finger poked him in the chest and he stumbled back a step.

“I am not your lady! Understand?” Deep blue eyes sliced straight through him.

Russ’s grin was so big, his face ached. “I figured that comment would get a reaction out of you. I just didn’t think it would be quite this zealous. Did anyone ever tell you you’ve got one hell of a temper?”

“No.” She obviously resented being tricked. She crossed her arms protectively around her waist and glared at him. “There’s only one other man in this world who can make me as angry as you do, and I’m related to him.”

“Which means you can’t avoid him, but you can avoid me.”

Taylor rolled her eyes skyward. “The cowboy’s a genius.”

Russ removed his hat and rotated the brim between his fingers. “I’m here to apologize for what I said earlier. I don’t know what came over me.” He hesitated, realizing that wasn’t entirely true. “All right, I have a good guess. I was jealous.”

“Jealous,” she exploded. “Of what?”

This wasn’t easy. Confronting her was one thing, but admitting how he’d been feeling…An uncomfortable sensation tightened his chest. “I was thinking about other men dancing with you and it bothered the hell out of me,” he said in a low murmur, none too proud of it.

“That makes as much sense as my jeans being too tight. I already told you I wasn’t going to the dance.”

“Yes, you are,” he countered swiftly. “You’re going with me.”

To his consternation, Taylor threw back her head and laughed. “In your dreams, Palmer.”

There were any number of women in town who’d leap at an invitation to attend the Grange dance with him; he could name four off the top of his head. So it didn’t sit right that the one woman he really wanted to take had mocked his invitation. He could feel the red burning his ears, but he swallowed his protest. Still, he supposed he and Taylor were even now.

“Some women might appreciate those caveman tactics of yours,” she informed him, smiling much too broadly to suit his already wounded pride. “But I’m not one of them.”

“What do you want me to do? Get down on one knee and beg? Because if that’s the case, you’ve got a hell of a long wait!” He slammed his hat back on his head.

Some of the amusement and indignation left her eyes.

Russ tried once more, softening his voice. “There isn’t anyone in Cougar Point I’d rather attend the dance with,” he said. Their eyes held for a few seconds longer before Russ added, “Will you go with me, Taylor? Please?” That wasn’t a word he said often; he hoped she realized that.

It was clear she was wavering. Maybe she needed some inducement, Russ decided. He settled his hands on her shoulders and brought her against him. She remained as stiff as a branding iron, refusing to relax. He could kiss her; that might help with her decision. Every time his mouth settled over hers it was like drinking rainwater, sweet and fresh from the heavens. He rested his chin on the crown of her head and felt some of the fight go out of her. A smile twitched at the edges of his mouth. He knew she’d come around once she’d had a chance to think about it.

“Taylor?” he whispered, lifting her chin so he could look into her eyes. What he saw puzzled him. Russ expected to find submission, perhaps even a hint of desire. To his surprise he discovered bewilderment and distress.

When she spoke, her voice was a little shaky. “I…It’d be best if you asked someone else, Russ.”

—

“You’re going to the Grange dance, aren’t you?” Marybeth Morgan asked, popping into Taylor’s room after class on Wednesday afternoon.

Taylor shook her head and riffled through a stack of papers on her desk. “I don’t think so.”

“But, Taylor,” the other teacher said, “everyone in town will be there.”

“So I heard.” Taylor stood and placed the papers inside her folder to take home and grade that evening.

“Why wouldn’t you want to go?”

Taylor hedged, wondering how she could explain. “First, I don’t have anything appropriate to wear, and second”—she hesitated and lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug—“I don’t know how to square-dance.”

Marybeth smiled and shook her head. “You don’t have a thing to worry about. You could show up at the Grange in a burlap bag and you’d have more offers to dance than you’d know what to do with. As for the square-dancing part, put that out of your head. This isn’t a square dance.”

“I’ll think about it,” Taylor promised.

“You’d better do more than that,” Marybeth said. “I personally know of three young men who’ll be mighty disappointed if you aren’t at that dance.”

“I suppose I could sew a dress,” Taylor said, her spirits lifting. She knew the minute she arrived that Russ would believe she was there because of him, but the thought of staying home while everyone else was having fun was fast losing its appeal.

“Listen, Taylor, there aren’t that many social functions in Cougar Point. Take my advice and enjoy yourself while you can, because there probably won’t be another one until Christmas.”

“Christmas?”

“Right,” Marybeth said with a solid nod. “Now, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. My husband and I will pick you up at seven.”

“I know where the Grange Hall is,” Taylor said, brightening. “You don’t need to give me a ride.”

Marybeth laughed. “I just want to see if it’s Russ Palmer, Cody Franklin, or Harry Donovan who takes you home.”

—

True to her word, Marybeth and Charles Morgan came by to pick up Taylor promptly at seven on Saturday night.

“Oh my, we’re in for a fun evening,” Marybeth said as she walked a full circle around Taylor. Slowly she shook her head. “That dress is absolutely gorgeous.”

Taylor had been up until midnight two evenings straight, sewing. There was an old-fashioned dry-goods store in town, where she’d found a respectable—and surprisingly inexpensive—assortment of fabrics and notions. She’d chosen a pattern for a western-style dress with a tight-fitting lace-up bodice and a snug waist. The skirt flared out gently at her hips and fell to mid-calf. An eyelet-ruffled petticoat of white dropped three inches below the lavender dress. Brown boots complemented the outfit.

“Yup, we’re in for a really good time tonight.” Marybeth chuckled as she slipped her arm through Taylor’s and led her out the door.

The music coming from the Grange Hall could be heard even before they parked the car. Bright lights poured out from the large brick structure on the highway outside town. The parking lot was filled with trucks and four-wheel-drive vehicles. Without meaning to, Taylor started looking for Russ’s truck, then quickly chastised herself.

She was hardly in the door when Mandy flew to her side. The girl’s face was glowing with a warm smile.

“I knew you’d come! Russ said you wouldn’t be here, but I was sure you would. Oh Taylor,” she whispered wide-eyed when Taylor removed her coat. “Where did you ever find a dress that pretty?”

Taylor whirled around once to give her the full effect. “You like it? Well, I told you before there are advantages in knowing how to use a sewing machine.”

“You made your dress?”

“Don’t look so shocked.”

“Could I ever sew anything that complicated?”

“With practice.”

“If I took all the money I’ve been saving for a new saddle and bought a sewing machine, would you teach me to sew? I’m not taking home economics until next term, and I don’t want to wait that long to learn. Not when I can make clothes as pretty as yours.”

“I’d be happy to teach you.”

“Howdy, Taylor.” A young man with soft ash-blond hair stepped in front of her, hands tucked into the small front pockets of his jeans.

“Hello,” she said, not recognizing him, although he seemed to know her.

“I was wondering if I could have the next dance?”

“Ah…” Taylor hadn’t even hung up her coat yet, and she would’ve liked to find her way around and talk to a few people before heading for the dance floor.

“For crying out loud,” Mandy muttered. “Give Taylor a minute, will you, Harry? She just got here.”

Harry’s cheeks flushed with instant color. “If I don’t ask her now,” he said, “someone else will and I won’t get a chance the rest of the evening.” He blushed some more. “So, can I have this dance?”

“Ah…sure,” Taylor said, not knowing what else to do. Mandy took her coat and Harry led her to the dance floor, smiling broadly as if he’d pulled off a major coup.

Once they reached the dance floor, Harry slipped his arm around her waist and guided her through a simple two-step. They hadn’t been on the floor more than a few minutes when the music ended. Reluctantly, Harry let his arm drop.

“I don’t suppose you’d consider dancing the next one with me?” he asked hopefully.

Taylor hesitated. The room was growing more crowded, and she still hadn’t talked to anyone.

“I believe the next dance is mine,” a deep, masculine voice sounded from behind her. Taylor didn’t need a detective to know it was Russ. She stiffened instinctively before turning to face him.

Russ stood directly in front of her in a gray western-tailored suit with a suede yoke, his gaze challenging hers. His look alone was enough to silence the denial on her tongue. His eyes moved over her like a warm caress, tiny glints of mischief sparking in their depths.

The music started again, and as Harry stepped away, Russ placed his arms around her. There wasn’t an ounce of protest left in Taylor as he caressed the small of her back. She closed her eyes and pretended to be engrossed in the music, when it was Russ who held her senses captive.

Several minutes passed before he spoke. His mouth was close to her ear. “I knew you’d come.”

Taylor’s eyes shot open, and she jerked away from him, putting several inches between them. “Let me tell you right now that my being here has absolutely nothing to do with you, and—”

He pressed a finger over her lips, stopping her in mid-sentence.

Slowly Taylor lifted her gaze to his. Deeply etched lines from long hours in the sun crinkled around his eyes.

“Thank you for coming,” he whispered, and his warm breath tinged her cheek. Then he removed his finger.

“It wasn’t for you,” she felt obliged to inform him, but the indignation in her voice was gone. “Marybeth Morgan…invited me.”

Russ’s mouth quirked just a fraction. “Remind me to thank her.”

His grip tightened, and although Taylor was determined to keep a safe, respectable distance from this man, she found herself relaxing in his embrace. He slid his hand up and down the length of her back, sending hunger shooting through her. She eased closer, reveling in the strength she sensed in the rugged, hard contours of his body. She didn’t mean to, didn’t even want to, but when he tucked her hand between them and rested his face against her hair, she closed her eyes once again. He smelled of rum and spice, and she breathed in deeply, inhaling his scent.

When the song ended, it was Taylor who swallowed a sigh of regret. Dancing like this was a lost art in the city. The last time she’d danced with a man who’d placed his arms around her so tenderly, she’d been with Mark, early in their relationship. She’d almost forgotten how good it was to feel so cherished.

Russ refused to release her; if anything, he pulled her closer. “Let’s get out of here for a few minutes.”

Taylor groaned inwardly. She couldn’t believe how tempted she was to agree. “I…can’t. I just got here. People will talk.”

“Let them.”

“Russ, no.” Using her hands for leverage, she pushed herself free. He didn’t offer any resistance, but the effort it had cost her to move away left her weak. And furious. How dare he assume she’d go into the parking lot with him—and for what? She’d bet cold, hard cash he wasn’t planning to discuss cattle-breeding techniques with her.

“I want it understood that I’m not going anywhere near that parking lot with you, Russ Palmer.”

“Whatever you say.” But a smile tugged insolently at his mouth.

The music started again, and they stood facing each other in the middle of the dance floor with couples crowding in around them. Russ didn’t take her in his arms, nor did she make a move toward him.

Amusement flickered in his eyes. There was no resisting him, and soon Taylor responded to his smile. He slipped his hands around her waist, drawing her back into the circle of his arms. They made a pretense of dancing but were doing little more than staring at each other and shuffling their feet.

No woman in her right mind would deliberately get involved with an avowed chauvinist like Russ Palmer, yet here she was, a thoroughly modern woman, so attracted to him that she ached to the soles of her feet.

The music came to an end, and his arms relaxed. A careless, handsome grin slashed his mouth. “Enjoy yourself,” he whispered. “Dance with whomever you like, but remember this. I’m the one who’s taking you home tonight. No one else. Me.”

An immediate protest rose in Taylor’s throat, but before she could utter a single word, Russ bent forward and set his mouth over hers. She clenched her fists against his gray suit jacket while his lips caressed hers. Taylor could hear the curious voices murmuring around them, and she gave a small cry.

Russ ended the kiss, smiled down on her, and whispered, “Remember.”

Then he walked off the floor.

Taylor felt like a first-class fool, standing there by herself with half a dozen couples staring at her. When the hushed whispers began, she smiled blandly and all but ran from the dance floor.

Taylor was so mortified that she headed directly for the ladies’ room and stayed there a full five minutes, trying to compose herself. If there’d been a sofa, she would have sat down and wept. Wept because she’d been so tempted to let Russ take her outside. Wept because she felt so right in his arms. Wept because she hadn’t learned a thing from her disastrous affair with Mark Brooks.

Once she reappeared at the dance, she didn’t lack for attention. She waltzed with Cody Franklin, chatted over punch with Les Benjamin, another rancher, and even managed a second two-step with Harry Donovan. She smiled. She laughed. She pretended to be having the time of her life, but underneath everything was a brewing frustration she couldn’t escape. Every now and then she’d catch a glimpse of Russ dancing with someone else. Usually someone young and pretty. Someone far more suited to him than she’d ever be. Yet each time she felt a stab of jealousy unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

By the time the evening started to wind down, Taylor decided the best way to thwart Russ was to accept someone else’s offer to drive her home.

Only no one asked.

Of the dozen or so men she danced with, not a single, solitary one suggested taking her home. Charles and Marybeth Morgan had already left by the time Taylor realized she had no option except to find Russ.

He was waiting for her outside, standing at the bottom of the Grange steps, looking as arrogant and pleased as could be.

“I want to know what you said to everyone,” she demanded, marching down the steps. It was more than a little suspicious that she’d been virtually abandoned without a ride.

Russ’s eyes fairly shone with devilment. “Me? What makes you think I said anything?”

“Because I know you, and I want one thing clear right now. You can take me home, but nothing else. Understand?”

“You insult me, madam!”

“Good. Now, where’s Mandy?” Taylor asked.

“She’s spending the night with Chris,” Russ explained. “However, rest assured, you’re perfectly safe with me.”

“I’d be safer in a pit of rattlesnakes,” she said wryly. “Do you have any idea how humiliating it was when you kissed me on that dance floor and then took off?” Her voice was a low hiss.

“I promise I’ll never do it again,” he vowed, and led her across the parking lot where he held open the truck door.

This was a newer model than the one she’d ridden in earlier. She paused and glanced inside and was relieved to see it had seat belts. However, the truck stood probably three feet off the ground, and there wasn’t any way she’d be able to climb inside without assistance.

“Here,” Russ said, “I’ll help you up.” His hands closed around her waist and he lifted her effortlessly off the ground.

Once she was inside and Russ had joined her, she asked him, “Where do you drive this thing? Through the Rockies?”

Russ chuckled and started the engine. “You’d be surprised the places this truck has been.”

“I’ll bet,” Taylor grumbled.

She didn’t say a word during the short drive to her rented house. Russ didn’t, either.

He pulled up in front, cut the engine, and was out of the cab before she could object. Opening her door, Russ helped her down. But when her feet were firmly planted on the ground, he didn’t release her.

His eyes held hers in the dim light from a nearby streetlamp, and a current of awareness flowed between them. “You were the most beautiful woman there tonight.”

“I’m surprised you even noticed.” The minute the words escaped, Taylor regretted having spoken. In one short sentence she’d revealed what she’d been doing all evening.

Watching him.

She’d counted the number of women he’d danced with and, worse, envied them the time they’d spent in his arms.

Russ didn’t answer her. Not with words, anyway. Without a word he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. His mouth was hard, his kiss thorough. When he lifted his head, their panting breaths echoed each other’s.

“Invite me inside,” he whispered, his voice husky.

Taylor felt powerless to do anything other than what he asked. Her hands were shaking as she drew the keys from her purse. Russ took them from her and unlocked the door, pushing it open for her to precede him.

She walked through the living room and to the kitchen, turning on the lights. “I’ll…make some coffee.”

“No,” Russ said, stopping her. His arms anchored her against the wall. “I don’t want any coffee and neither do you.”

Taylor gazed into his face and recognized his hunger, aware that it was a reflection of her own. Closing her eyes, she leaned against the wall, feeling needy and weak.

“Trust me,” Russ whispered. “I know what you’re thinking. We’re both crazy. I should stay as far away from you as possible. You don’t want to feel these things for me any more than I want to feel them for you. We argue. We fight. But, lady, when we kiss, everything else pales by comparison.”

“What we’re experiencing is just physical attraction,” she whispered as her fingers sank into his thick, dark hair.

“Physical attraction,” he repeated, seconds before his mouth came crashing down on hers. Low animal sounds came from deep within his throat as his mouth twisted and turned over hers.

Braced against the wall, she could feel every hard, rugged inch of him.

Restlessly, she moved against him as her hands clenched fistfuls of his hair.

“Russ,” she panted, lifting her head. “I…I think we should stop now.”

“In a minute.” Grasping her by the waist, he dragged her against him and groaned.

Taylor did, too.

He was so hard. She was so soft.

Man to woman.

Cowboy to lady.

They fit together so perfectly.

Drawing in deep, shuddering breaths, Russ buried his face in the curve of her neck. It took him several seconds to regain control of himself.

It took Taylor even longer.

He raised his head and smoothed the hair from her face. “I’ve changed my mind,” he murmured. “I will take that coffee after all.”

Grateful for something to occupy herself, Taylor moved to the counter where she kept her coffeemaker. While waiting for the aromatic coffee to drip through, she got two mugs and placed them on a tray. She was so absorbed in her task that when she turned around she nearly collided with Russ.

He took the tray from her hands and carried it into the living room. “I think it’s time we cleared the air,” he said, setting their mugs on the oak coffee table.

“In what way?” Taylor asked, perching on the edge of the sofa cushion.

“Above all else, we’ve got to be honest with each other.”

“Right.”

Taylor sipped from her mug, the scalding coffee too hot to savor or appreciate.

“Are you wearing a bra?” he asked unexpectedly.

“What?” She jerked forward, setting her cup back on the tray to avoid spilling hot coffee down her front. It sloshed over the edges of the mug.

Taylor’s mouth gaped as she glared at him. “Is that the kind of honesty you’re interested in?” Unable to sit still, she got up and started pacing, so furious she was tempted to throw him out of her home.

“I’m sorry. Forget I asked. I was holding you and it felt as if you weren’t and the question just…slipped out. You’re right—that was a stupid question.”

He lowered his eyes, and Taylor noted that his ears were red. As red as Harry Donovan’s had been when he’d asked her to dance. Russ Palmer embarrassed? The very thought was inconceivable.

Stepping around the low table, Taylor sat back down and reached for her coffee. “As a matter of fact, no.”

Russ closed his eyes as though in pain. “You shouldn’t have told me.” He took a gulp of coffee, then stood abruptly. “Maybe it’d be best if I left now.”

“I thought you wanted to talk. I refuse to answer personal questions like the last one, but I think you’re right about us being honest with each other.”

Now it was Russ’s turn to do the pacing. He stood and stalked across her living room carpet and then back again, as if he intended to wear a pattern in it.

“Russ?”

He rammed his fingers through his hair and turned to face her. “If you want honesty, I’ll give it to you, Taylor, but I’ll guarantee you aren’t going to like what I have to say.”

She wasn’t sure she was up to this. But, on the other hand, she didn’t want him to leave, either. “Just say it.”

“All right,” he said sharply. “Right now, I want you so damn much I can’t even think straight.” He raked one hand down his face. “Does that shock you?”

“No,” she whispered.

“Well, it should.”

Holding the mug so tightly that it burned her palms, Taylor gathered her courage. “Earlier, I objected when you called me your lady. The lady part wasn’t what offended me. It might be an old-fashioned term, but I am a lady. And I’ll always be a lady.”

Russ frowned. “I know that, Taylor. No one can look at you and not realize the kind of woman you are.”

“I have no intention of falling into bed with you, Russ. I wish I understood why we’re so attracted to each other, but I don’t. I do know we’re playing with fire. Unfortunately, if we continue like this, one of us is going to get burned.”

Russ closed his eyes and nodded. “You’re right, of course.” He inhaled deeply. “Does this mean you want me to leave?”

“No,” she said, smiling at her own lack of willpower. “But I think you should, anyway.”
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    Chapter 5

“Mandy, I’m not going near that horse.”

“Taylor, please. I want to do something to thank you for all the sewing lessons you’ve given me.”

As far as Taylor was concerned, the chestnut gelding looked as huge as the Trojan horse. He didn’t seem all that friendly, either. Her palms were sweating, and her throat felt dry from arguing with the persistent teen.

“Shadow is as gentle as they come,” Mandy assured her, stroking the white markings on the horse’s face. “You don’t have a thing to worry about.”

“That’s what they said to Custer, too,” Taylor muttered under her breath. This whole episode had started out so innocuously. Taylor had spent an hour after school helping Mandy cut out the pattern for a vest. Then, because Russ was busy with an errand in Miles City, Taylor had dropped her off at the ranch. One of the men had been exercising a horse, and Taylor had innocently inquired about the stock. Before she knew how it had happened, Mandy was offering to teach Taylor to ride, claiming she couldn’t accept sewing lessons without giving her something in return.

“Once you climb into the saddle, you’ll feel a whole lot better about it,” Mandy told her.

“I’m not much of a horse person,” Taylor said.

“That doesn’t matter. Shadow’s gentle. I promise you.”

“Another time, perhaps,” Taylor murmured.

“But today’s perfect for riding.”

Before Taylor could answer, she saw Russ’s truck speeding down the driveway, leaving a trail of dust in its wake. Taylor hadn’t seen Russ since the night of the Grange dance, and she hated the way her pulse immediately started to race.

Russ pulled to a stop and leaped out of the truck, but he paused when he saw Taylor’s Ford parked near the barn. Setting his hat farther back on his head, he changed his direction and walked toward them.

“Hello, Taylor,” he said, bowing his head slightly.

“Russ.”

“Maybe you can talk some sense into her.” Mandy gestured toward Taylor, looking wistful. “I think she should learn to ride. Here she is giving me all these sewing lessons, and I want to repay her.”

“You’ve already had me over for dinner,” Taylor reminded the girl. “Really, horses just aren’t my thing. The last time I sat on a horse was on a carousel when I was ten years old.”

“If Taylor’s afraid…”

“What makes you say that?” Taylor demanded. “I’m not afraid of horses. It’s just that I’m unfamiliar with them. I don’t think now is the time for me to do more than gain a nodding acquaintance with Shadow here, but I most certainly am not afraid.”

“Then prove it,” Russ challenged. He patted Shadow on the rump. The gelding returned the greeting with a nicker and a swish of his thick tail.

“I promise you’ll enjoy it,” Mandy said.

Grumbling under her breath, Taylor took the reins from Mandy’s hands. “Why do I have the sinking suspicion I’m going to regret this?”

“You won’t,” Mandy vowed.

“This kid is much too free with her promises,” Taylor told Russ. Lifting her left foot and placing it in the stirrup, Taylor reached for the saddle horn and heaved herself up.

“You might need some help,” Mandy said. “Russ, help her.”

“She seems to be doing fine without me.”

Taylor had hoisted her weight halfway up when she started to lose her grip. Russ was behind her in an instant, supporting her waist. “All right, Annie Oakley, I’ll give you a hand.”

Swinging her leg over the back of the horse, Taylor held on to the saddle horn as if it were a life preserver and she was lost at sea.

“See?” Mandy cried triumphantly. “There isn’t anything to it. Didn’t I tell you?”

Russ adjusted the stirrups for her. “You look a little green around the gills. Are you okay?”

“It’s…a little higher up here than I imagined. Can I get down now?”

Mandy giggled. “But you haven’t gone anyplace yet.”

“Isn’t this enough to prove I’m not afraid? You didn’t say anything about actually moving.”

“Josh, bring me Magic,” Russ instructed the hand who’d saddled Shadow earlier. A large black gelding was led from the barn, and with Josh’s assistance Russ saddled and bridled the horse.

“You go ahead and take Taylor out and I’ll start dinner,” Mandy suggested. “By the time you two get back, everything will be ready.”

“Uh…I’m not so sure this is the best time for me to ride,” Taylor said, struggling to hide the panic in her voice. “I’ve got papers that need to be corrected and a couple loads of wash…and other things.”

“It’s Friday,” Mandy announced over her shoulder as she strolled toward the house. “You can do all that tomorrow.”

“Of course,” Taylor muttered. “I should’ve thought of that.”

“Don’t look so terrified. This is going to be a good experience for you,” Russ told her, his expression far more smug than she liked.

He mounted the black gelding, gave instructions to the hands to unload the pickup, then turned to Taylor. “We’ll take it nice and easy. You haven’t got a thing to worry about.”

“If that’s the case, why do I feel like I’m about a mile off the ground?”

Russ’s returning chuckle warmed her heart. She’d missed him this week—although she’d had to search her soul to even admit that. With Mandy stopping in after school, three days out of five, Taylor had been kept well informed about Russ’s activities. He’d done the ordering on Tuesday and was grumpy most of the night, and Mandy didn’t have a clue why. Thursday he was out on the range, looking for strays, and Friday he’d traveled to Miles City for supplies. Taylor had never openly asked about Russ, but she was always pleased when Mandy slipped her small pieces of information.

Russ, riding Magic, set the pace, and once they were past the barn, he pointed out a trail that led toward rolling hills of fresh green grass. “We’ll head this way.”

“Do you mind if we go a bit slower?” She swayed back and forth, beginning to feel a little seasick with the motion.

“If we went any slower, we’d be standing still.”

“What’s wrong with that?” she muttered. “By the way, if it isn’t too much to ask, where are you taking me?”

Russ waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “Now she asks.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” But his dark eyes were twinkling—a look Taylor had seen before, once too often.

She pulled back on the reins several minutes later, mildly surprised when Shadow slowed to a stop. “I don’t trust you, Russ. Tell me this minute exactly where we’re going.”

Russ leaned back in the saddle, nonchalantly throwing one leg around the saddle horn and clasping his hands behind his head. He was as at ease in a saddle as he was in his own living room. “No place in particular. You want to stop and rest a minute? There’s a valley about a quarter-mile from here.”

Taylor hated to admit how sore her posterior already felt. And they hadn’t gone far. If she squinted, she could just make out the back of the red barn in the distance.

“Yes, let’s stop and rest,” she agreed. “But no funny business.”

Theatrically, Russ removed his hat and pressed it over his heart with a roguish grin. “Once again you insult me, madam.”

Taylor said nothing, unwilling to take part in his performance.

“Mandy says you’re helping her sew a vest,” Russ said conversationally a few minutes later. He slowed Magic and swung down with a grace Taylor could only envy. It had taken all her strength just to raise herself into the saddle. If Russ hadn’t given her a boost, she would’ve been caught with one foot in the stirrup and the other madly waving in midair—until she crashed to the ground.

“Need any help?”

“I can do it myself,” she announced, not the least bit confident. Surely climbing out of the saddle would be less of a strain than getting into it had been. Besides, if Russ lent her a hand, he’d use it as an excuse to kiss her. Not that she’d mind, but for once she’d enjoy having a relaxed conversation without falling into his arms like a love-starved teenager.

Taylor was pleased at how easy dismounting turned out to be. Her legs felt a little shaky, but once her feet were on the ground and she’d walked around a bit, she decided this horseback riding business wasn’t as difficult as she’d assumed.

“I don’t expect many more warm days like this one,” Russ said. He tilted his hat back on his head and stared into the distance. Several cattle were grazing on a hill across from them.

Taylor joined him, and he slipped an arm around her waist as familiarly as if he’d been doing so for years.

“Thank you for everything you’re doing for Mandy.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s a lot. Teaching her to sew. Encouraging her. She comes home high as a kite after she’s been with you, chattering a mile a minute.” A boyish grin lifted his mouth. “For that matter, I come home happy, too.”

Taylor lowered her eyes. “I think her making the drill team is what boosted her spirits more than anything. She could’ve walked on water the day she learned she’d been chosen.”

“Only three freshmen made the squad,” Russ said, smiling proudly.

Linking her hands behind her back, Taylor strolled over to a large tree. Leaning against the trunk, she raised one knee and rested her booted foot behind her. “I’ve enjoyed working with Mandy this week. She reminds me of my sister, Christy, when she was fourteen. Unfortunately, I was sixteen at the time and considered Christy a major pest.”

“Mandy told me you came from a large family.”

“By today’s standards, I guess you could say that. I have three older brothers, Paul, Jason, and Rich. Paul’s the only one who’s married, and believe me, the rest of us are eternally grateful to him because he quickly presented my parents with twin sons. Now that Mom and Dad have grandchildren, the rest of us are off the hook, at least for a while.”

“You’re close to your family, aren’t you?”

Taylor nodded. “I can’t believe how much I miss them. They must be feeling the same way, because I’ve heard from them practically every day.”

Russ lowered himself to the grass, stretching his legs in front of him and crossing his ankles. “Mandy said something about how your father reminds you of me.”

“Is nothing sacred?” she teased. If his sister had been dropping tidbits about him, she’d also done a bang-up job of keeping Russ informed of their conversations. “My dad’s a born chauvinist. I don’t think he’s sure it was a good thing that women were granted the vote.”

Russ didn’t laugh the way most people would. “I don’t mind if women vote. It’s holding public office that concerns me.”

Taylor shoved away from the tree so fast she nearly fell. Her mouth worked for several seconds before any words came out. “You did not just say that. Why shouldn’t a woman hold public office?”

“My, my, you’re always so touchy.”

“Who can blame me when you say something so ludicrous?”

“Think about it, Taylor. A woman is the very heart of a home and family. What kind of wife and mother would she be if she was so deeply involved in politics that she couldn’t tend to her family?”

“I’m not hearing this,” she muttered.

“Don’t you think a woman’s place is with her children?”

“What about a father’s place?”

“The husband’s got to work in order to support the family.”

Taylor covered her face with both hands. Even if his opinion was half meant to be provocative, arguing with him would do no good. She’d tried often enough with her father, but to no avail. The two men were equally out-of-date in their views, equally stubborn and difficult.

Not knowing what possessed her, she leaped forward, jerked Russ’s hat from his head, and took off running.

“Taylor?” Russ vaulted to his feet in one smooth movement and chased after her. “What are you doing with my hat? What’s gotten into you?”

Walking backward, keeping a safe distance from him, Taylor hid the Stetson behind her. “You’re narrow-minded and the second-worst chauvinist I’ve ever known.”

“You stole my hat because of that?”

“Yes. It was the only way I could think to make you suffer.”

Russ advanced toward her, taking small steps. “Give me back the hat, Taylor.”

“Forget it.” For a good part of her life, Taylor had been playing keep-away with her brothers. She might not be as big as Russ and not nearly as agile, but she was quick.

“Taylor, give me the hat,” he said again. His gaze narrowed as he advanced toward her, holding out his hand.

“No way. Women don’t have any business holding public office? I can’t let something that outrageous pass without making you pay.”

Laughter flashed from his eyes as he lunged for her. Taylor let out a playful shriek and darted sharply to the left. Russ missed her by a yard.

Russ turned and was prepared to make another dive toward her when Taylor tossed the black cowboy hat with all her might into the sky. “Catch it if you can!” she shouted, bobbing past him. She was in such a rush that she stumbled and would have crashed face-first onto the grass if Russ hadn’t captured her around the waist and brought her against him. The full force of her weight caught him off balance. He twisted so that he took the brunt of the impact, and they toppled to the ground.

Within a heartbeat, Russ had reversed their positions, pinning her hands above her head. Taylor looked up into the dark warmth of his eyes and smiled. Her breasts were heaving with excitement.

“Who’s making whom pay?” Russ demanded. He pressed his mouth to her neck, running the tip of his tongue over the smooth skin of her throat. Sensation wove its way down her spine, and she moaned softly and bucked. “No…”

“You’re going to be doing a lot more begging before I’m through with you,” Russ whispered. He kissed her then, his lips teasing and taunting hers with soft nibbles, promising but never quite delivering.

Arching her back, she struggled and was immediately released. With her hands free, she buried her fingers in his hair, raised her head, and fused her mouth to his. She could feel herself dissolving, melting against him.

Russ kissed her mouth, her eyes, her throat. Taylor felt as if she were on fire, her whole body aflame with need. His hand found her breast, and Taylor sighed as a fresh wave of fiery sensation engulfed her.

“Oh Russ,” she pleaded, not sure what she was asking of him. The physical urge was strong and compelling, but there had to be so much more before she could freely give herself to him. A merging of their hearts. Commitment. Love.

She had no time to voice her concerns. Russ kissed her, and a swift, acute sensation of hot, urgent desire rose up in her, blocking out everything but her awareness of Russ and her growing need.

She wanted him to continue—and yet…

“Either we stop now or we finish.” His breathing was raspy as he slid his hands from her hips to her shoulders. “The choice is yours.”

Taylor squeezed her eyes shut. Her throat was tight as she slowly shook her head. She didn’t need to think twice; the decision had been made for her the moment she met Russ. He was as much a part of this landscape as the sycamore trees around them. She was as misplaced as a hothouse flower. But beyond that, Russ was a chauvinist. There was no other word for it. After the years of battling with her father, Taylor had no intention of falling in love with a man who shared the same outdated attitudes toward women.

She gave a shake of her head.

Russ exhaled sharply. “That’s what I thought.” His breath left him in a defeated rush and he stroked her hair. “Were you hurt when we hit the ground like that?”

She shook her head a second time, wishing she could hide her face in her hands and never look at him again. She certainly hadn’t intended to let things go this far. One moment she was teasing him, playfully tossing his hat into the air, and the next…

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Of course.” But that was far from the truth. Taking his cue, she moved away from him and sat on the grass.

“Mandy’s probably wondering about us,” she said, doing her best to keep her voice from trembling as badly as her hands did.

“Don’t worry. She won’t send out a search party.”

To Taylor’s way of thinking, it might have been better if Mandy had.

It seemed everyone was looking at Taylor when she rode back into the yard. The ranch hands’ curiosity about her was probably due to her precarious seat atop Shadow more than anything. As soon as she was able to stop the horse, she tossed the reins over his head and slid ingloriously from the saddle. Her feet landed with a jarring thud when she connected with the ground.

Mandy came out of the house, waving. “Gee, what took you guys so long?” she called, walking toward them. “I’ve had dinner ready for ages.”

“We stopped and rested for a bit,” Russ said, sharing a secret smile with Taylor, who was confident the color in her cheeks spelled out exactly what they’d been doing.

“I thought you were going to be back right away, so I fixed soup and sandwiches for dinner. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Actually, I should be getting back to town,” Taylor said, eager to make her escape. Only when she was alone would she be able to analyze what had happened. Of one thing she was sure: There wouldn’t be a repeat of this.

All her good intentions to take the time to heal her broken heart properly were like dust particles caught in the wind, blowing every which way. She had no business getting involved with Russ.

“Oh please, don’t go yet.” Mandy’s face fell at Taylor’s announcement.

“I really have to,” Taylor said. Spending any more of this day with Russ would have been agonizing, reminding her of what she couldn’t allow herself to have.

—

Taylor hadn’t been in her rental house five minutes when she felt the urge to talk to her mother. But it was her father who answered on the third ring.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Taylor, sweetheart, how are you?” No matter what his mood, he always sounded gruff.

“Fine.”

The pause that followed was brief. “What’s wrong?”

Taylor smiled to herself. She’d never been very good at keeping anything from her parents. “What makes you ask?”

“You don’t call home very often.”

“Dad,” she whispered, closing her eyes, “is Mom around? I’m in the mood for a mother-daughter chat.”

“Your mother’s shopping. Just pretend I’m her and talk.”

“I can’t do that.” She loved him dearly, but they were constantly arguing. Of all the Manning children, Taylor was the one who didn’t hesitate to stand up to him. Her bravery had won her the esteem of her siblings. 

“Why can’t you talk to me? I’m your father, aren’t I? You’re the one who’s always throwing equality of the sexes in my face. So talk.”

“But, Dad, this is different.”

“Hogwash. I haven’t been married to your mother for the past thirty-five years without knowing how she thinks. Tell me what you want and I’ll respond just as if I were your mother.”

“It’s nothing really, but, well…” She decided to jump in with both feet. “What would you say if I told you I met a cowboy I think I might be falling in love with? The problem is, I’m not sure I could even get along with this man. From the moment we met he set my teeth on edge.”

“I take it the situation has changed?”

“Not really,” she mumbled, knowing she wasn’t making much sense. “He still says things that make me so mad I could scream, but then at other times he’ll do something so sweet and sincere I want to cry.” Her voice shook. “I realize it probably goes back to Mark, and you’re going to say I’m on the rebound. Russ and I are as incompatible as any two people could be. I can’t even believe I’m so attracted to him.” She pulled in a deep breath once she’d finished. There was silence on the other end. “Dad?”

“I’m here.”

“Well, say something.”

“You want me to say something?” he repeated, but he didn’t sound like himself. He paused and cleared his throat. “In this case I think you might be right—talk this over with your mother. She knows about these things.”

Taylor laughed softly into the phone and shook her head. For the first time in recent history she’d won an argument with her father.

—

On Tuesday afternoon, as Taylor walked home, she stopped at the grocery store, then mailed her electric-bill payment at the pharmacy. She loved going into Cougar Point’s drugstore. Not only could she have a prescription filled, but she could buy just about anything she needed. A tiny branch of the post office operated there, as well as a liquor store. In Seattle one-stop shopping generally referred to a large mall, but in Cougar Point it meant going to the pharmacy.

As she carried her groceries home, she noticed that the leaves were starting to change and wondered how long this pleasant fall weather would continue. Turning off Main Street and onto Oak, she saw Mandy sitting on her front porch.

“Mandy?” The girl’s eyes were red and puffy from crying. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

Russ’s sister leaped to her feet and wiped her eyes. Her chin was tilted at a proud, indignant angle and her mouth trembled. “I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?”

“Running away,” she explained in a tight voice. “But before I go, I thought I should tell someone so Russ won’t send Cody Franklin out looking for me.”
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    Chapter 6

“Come inside,” Taylor urged the girl. “I think we should talk about this.”

Mandy hedged, keeping her eyes downcast. “I don’t really have time.”

“It’ll just take a few minutes. I promise.” Withdrawing the key from her purse, Taylor opened the door, walked inside, and deposited her groceries on the kitchen counter.

Mandy followed, clearly anxious to be on her way.

Pulling out a chair, Taylor indicated she should sit down. Then she grabbed them each a can of cold soda as inducement and took the chair opposite Mandy.

“It’s Russ,” the girl said in a choked whisper. “He’s making me quit the drill team.”

Taylor struggled to hide her dismay. “Is it your grades?”

“No. I’ve always been high honor roll. We got our uniforms this afternoon and I tried mine on and Russ happened to come into the house. He saw me and got all bent out of shape, saying the skirt was too short. I tried to tell him the skirts have been the same length for the past hundred years, and that just made him madder.”

“I don’t think your brother appreciates sarcasm.”

“No kidding. He demanded I drop the hem on the skirt five inches. I know I should’ve been more subtle, but I couldn’t help it. I laughed and told him he was being ridiculous.”

“I can’t imagine that pleased him.”

“No,” Mandy said, shaking her head. She clutched the can with stiff fingers, but as far as Taylor could see, she hadn’t taken a sip. “Then he said this wasn’t an issue we were going to discuss. He was ordering me, as my legal guardian, to lower the hem of the skirt, and he didn’t want any arguments.”

“Naturally, you refused.”

“Naturally. What else could I do?” Mandy yelped. “I’d look totally asinine with a drill team skirt that went to mid-calf. I’d be the laughing stock of the entire school district, and all because my bullheaded brother won’t listen to reason.”

“Is that when he issued the ultimatum?”

“H-How’d you know?”

“I know Russ, or at least someone a whole lot like him. The way I figure it, he suggested that either you lower the hem or you quit the drill team, and then he stalked out of the house.”

Mandy blinked, then took a deep swallow of the soda. “That’s exactly what happened.”

“You’ve gotten into plenty of arguments with your brother before without deciding to run away. Why now?”

Mandy’s green eyes clouded with tears as she lifted one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “Because.”

“That doesn’t tell me much.” Taylor stood and reached for a box of tissues, then set it on the table.

“He doesn’t want me around.”

“That isn’t true,” Taylor said. “We were talking about you making the drill team just the other day, and Russ was so proud. He loves you, Mandy. I’m sure of it.”

“I’m not. At least not anymore. He’s so stubborn.”

“Opinionated?”

“That, too, and…” She hesitated, searching for another word.

“Unreasonable?”

Mandy slowly raised her eyes to Taylor. “I didn’t realize you knew Russ so well.”

“I told you before that my father and I had trouble getting along when I was your age, didn’t I?”

Mandy nodded and jerked a tissue from the box, as though admitting that she needed one was a sign of weakness.

“Sometimes I swear my father and your brother were cut from the same cloth. It would be easier to change the course of the Columbia River than to get them to alter their opinions.” Raising her feet onto the edge of the chair, Taylor looped her arms around her bent knees. “The family money was limited and my parents couldn’t afford to pay for all five of us to go to college. So he decided that educating the boys was more important. He assumed they’d be supporting families, while Christy and I would end up with husbands.”

“But you went to college.”

“Indeed I did, but I paid for every cent of it myself. It took me eight years to complete my education. I worked summers in Alaska when I could, in addition to nights and weekends during the school year. Once I was a senior, I was able to get on as a dorm mother, and that took care of my room and board.”

“But, Taylor, that’s not fair!”

“In my father’s eyes it was. Granted, if Christy and I had been the only two, I’m sure he would have gladly paid for our education, but Dad was financially strapped paying for the boys.”

“Yeah, but your brothers will probably end up getting married, too.”

Mandy’s logic was closely aligned with Taylor’s own. “Yes, but as my father said, they won’t be having babies, and it’s unlikely they’ll have to delay whatever career they choose in order to raise a family.”

“Women are entitled to a career if they want one!”

“Of course. But it wasn’t only college that my father and I argued over. It started with the usual things, like clothes and makeup and friends, but later we found ourselves at odds over just about everything else.”

“W-What about boyfriends? Did your dad find reasons to dislike them all?”

“No. Just one.” Now Taylor lowered her eyes. From the moment her father had met Mark, he hadn’t liked the up-and-coming financial planner. When Taylor had questioned him about his instant dislike, Eric Manning had given her the most nonsensical reply. Her father had claimed Mark was too smooth. Too smooth! He’d made Mark sound like a used car salesman. Her father had refused to look past the friendly smile and the easy laugh to the talented man beneath. Mark had tried hard to win him over; Taylor gave him credit for that. The more effort he’d put forth, the more she’d loved him. Taylor and her father had argued constantly over Mark.

Then one day she’d learned that everything her father had guessed about Mark was true. She’d gone to him and broken into bitter tears. For the first time he hadn’t said I told you so. Instead, he’d held her in his arms and gently patted her head while she wept. She’d heard later from her brothers that their father had wanted to confront Mark and tell him what a bastard he was. It had taken some fast talking on their parts to convince him it was best to leave the situation alone.

“You’ve had arguments with Russ before,” Taylor said again, tearing herself away from the memories of a painful past.

Mandy plucked out another tissue, noisily blew her nose, and nodded. “Lots of times, especially lately. He’s always finding things to gripe at me about.”

“But why run away now?”

“I have my reasons.”

Her words were so low that Taylor had to strain to hear. “Where will you go?”

“I have an aunt in New Jersey…I’m not exactly sure where. She was my mother’s half-sister, and she sent me a birthday present once before my mom died. I think she might let me live with her.”

Taylor didn’t bother to point out the numerous holes in Mandy’s plan. “Wouldn’t it be a good idea to contact her first?” she asked.

“I…was hoping to surprise her.”

“You mean show up on her doorstep so she can’t say no?”

“Something like that,” Mandy admitted.

The landline phone rang, and Taylor stood and walked over to answer it., Mandy got up and went into the bathroom.

“Hello.”

“Taylor, this is Russ. I don’t suppose you’ve heard from Mandy, have you?” He sounded impatient and more than a little worried. “I’m at my wit’s end with that girl. I’ve called practically everyone in town. I’ve got enough to do without playing hide-and-seek with her.”

“She’s here.”

“We had another one of our fights and—” He stopped abruptly. “She’s there? In town? With you?”

“That’s what I just said.”

“How’d she get there?”

“I assume she either walked or hitchhiked.”

“Into town?” He groaned. “Listen, keep her there. I’ll be at your place in ten minutes. You can warn her right now, she may be on restriction for the rest of her natural life.”

“Russ, there seems to be a lack of communication here.”

“You’re damn right there is. She can’t go running to you every time she needs someone to champion her cause. And while I’m on the subject, I refuse to listen to your arguments regarding this skirt issue. I’m not going to have any sister of mine running around half naked.”

“Mandy didn’t ask me to champion her cause,” Taylor said, having trouble holding back her own quick temper. “She came to tell me she was running away.”

Russ’s response was a short, harsh laugh. “We’ll see about that,” he said, and slammed down the receiver.

Stifling a groan herself, Taylor hung up.

“I should be leaving,” Mandy said when she returned to the kitchen.

“What about clothes?”

“I packed a bag and hid it in the bushes outside. I wasn’t going to tell you I was running away at first. I only came to thank you for being my friend. I…I think Russ likes you and I hope that you two…well, you know.” She smiled bravely, but tears rolled down her face and she smeared them across her cheeks with the back of her hand.

“Money?” Taylor tried next, thinking fast. She had to stall Russ’s sister until he arrived, although in his present frame of mind, she wasn’t sure he’d help matters any.

“I have enough.”

“How much is enough?”

“A couple hundred dollars. I was saving it for a new saddle, but after I saw the dress you made for the dance I was going to buy a sewing machine. Now I’ll need it to get to New Jersey.”

“But, Mandy, that won’t even pay for a bus ticket.”

“I’ll…think of something.”

“I’ve got some cash,” Taylor said, reaching for her purse. “It’s a shame you’re leaving. I was asked to be a chaperone when the drill team goes to Reno next month. I was looking forward to seeing you perform.”

“You were?” Mandy brightened somewhat. “It’s going to be fun. We’ve been practicing early every morning for this competition, and by next month we should be really good. The larger high schools almost always win, but all the girls who go have such a good time.” Some of the excitement left her, and her shoulders sagged. She forced a smile. “At least in Reno you’ll be able to use your American Express.”

“And order pizza. I would kill for a good pepperoni pizza on a Friday night.”

“The bowling alley makes a decent one. You should try it sometime.”

“I suppose I will,” Taylor said, rummaging through her wallet. “Are you sure you won’t change your mind? Mandy, sweetheart, it’s a cold, cruel world out there. If you like, you can call your aunt from here and feel her out before you leave Cougar Point.”

“I guess maybe I should,” Mandy murmured, not looking certain about anything. She hesitated, then turned huge, appealing eyes on Taylor. “I was wondering…do you think maybe I could live with you? No, don’t answer that,” she said quickly. Regretfully. “Russ would never allow it, and, well, it wouldn’t work. Forget I asked.”

“I’d love it if you did, but, honey, that isn’t any solution.”

Mandy tucked her chin against her collarbone. “I’ll leave in a few minutes, okay?”

“Mandy.” Taylor stopped her. She couldn’t continue this pretense. “That was Russ on the phone a few minutes ago. He’s on his way to talk to you.”

The pale green eyes widened with offense. “You told him I was here? How could you, Taylor? I thought you were my friend. I trusted you…”

“I am your friend. I care about you and can’t let you ruin your life because you’ve had a spat with your brother.”

“It’s more than that.”

“I know. Trust me, I know,” Taylor said gently, resisting the urge to pull Mandy into her arms. “What I’d like to suggest is that when your brother arrives you stay in the kitchen, and I’ll keep him in the living room and try to talk some sense into him.”

“He won’t listen,” Mandy cried. Tears ran unrestrained down her cheeks, and she clenched her fists at her sides. “It would be best if I just left now.”

The sound of Russ’s truck screeching to a stop outside the house was a welcome relief, at least to Taylor. “Give me ten minutes alone with him,” she said.

“All right,” Mandy reluctantly agreed. “But that’s all the time I’ve got.” She made it sound as if she had a plane to catch.

Taylor was at the front door before Russ could even knock. What she saw didn’t give her any hope that this matter could easily be put to rest. His fury was all too evident; his face was red and his steps were quick and abrupt as he let himself in the house. Taylor practically had to throw herself in front of the kitchen door to keep him in the living room.

“Where is she?”

“Before you talk to Mandy, you and I need to discuss something.”

“Not now,” he said, looking past her. “I’ve never raised a hand to that girl, but I’ll tell you she’s tempting fate. Running away? That’s a laugh. And just where does she intend to go?”

“Russ, would you stop shouting and listen to me?” Taylor used her best schoolteacher voice and placed her hands threateningly on her hips as if to suggest one more cross word and she’d report him to the principal.

“I have somewhere to go, so you needn’t worry,” Mandy yelled from the kitchen.

“Sit down,” Taylor said, pointing at her sofa. “We’ve got a problem here that isn’t going to be settled by you hollering threats at your sister.”

“They’re a lot more than threats.” Russ continued pacing the floor, occasionally removing his hat long enough to angrily plow his fingers through his hair.

“Mandy didn’t come to me about the length of the drill-team uniform—”

“It’s a damn good thing, because I’m not changing my mind. No sister of mine is going to parade around a field in that skimpy little outfit.” His frown informed Taylor that he didn’t appreciate her interference in what he considered a family affair.

“I’m leaving!” Mandy shouted from the other room.

“Over my dead body,” Russ retaliated. “I’ll drag you back to the ranch if I have to.”

“Then I’ll run away tomorrow. You can’t force me to live with you.”

“She’s right, you know,” Taylor whispered. Russ shot her a look hot enough to boil water.

“Listen to what she’s really saying,” Taylor pleaded.

Russ advanced a step toward the other room. Taylor’s hand on his arm stopped him. He glanced down at her and blinked as though he’d almost forgotten that she was there. “This is between me and my sister,” he growled.

“Listen to her,” Taylor repeated, more forcefully this time. “Hear the doubt and pain in her voice. She doesn’t want to leave any more than you want her to go.”

“Then why…?”

“Because she’s convinced you don’t love her and you don’t want her living with you anymore.”

Russ removed his hat and slapped it against the coffee table. “Of all the foolish…” Suddenly he seemed to be at a loss for words. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Mandy,” Taylor called, “come out here and sit down.” She gestured toward Russ, motioning for him to do the same. “The only way I can see that’ll do any good is for the two of you to clear the air. You need to talk face-to-face instead of hurling insults at each other.”

Mandy hesitantly moved into the living room. She sank slowly into a chair and picked up a women’s magazine sitting on the arm, absently flipping through the pages.

Russ sat on the other side of the room, looking nonchalant and relaxed. He propped his ankle on one knee and spread his arms across the back of the sofa as if they were discussing the abrupt change in weather rather than the future of his only sister and their relationship.

“Mandy, why do you want to move in with your aunt?” Taylor asked.

“Because my pigheaded brother is so unreasonable.”

“You’ve gotten along with him up until now.”

“No, I haven’t.” Her voice grew smaller and smaller. “Besides, I’m just in the way.”

“Russ,” Taylor said, twisting around to confront him, “is Mandy in the way?”

“Hell, no. I need her.”

“Sure, to cook your meals and wash your clothes. You can hire someone to do that. I bet Betty Lu Randall would do it for free. She’s had a crush on you forever.”

“You’re all the family I’ve got,” Russ countered gruffly.

“I’m nothing but a problem,” Mandy said, rubbing the tears from her eyes. “You think I don’t notice, but I do. There isn’t a single thing you like about me anymore. You’re always complaining. If it isn’t my hair, it’s my clothes or I’m wearing too much makeup or spending too much time with my friends.”

Russ dropped his leg and leaned forward, hands clasped. He studied Mandy, then started to frown. “I’m just trying to do the best job I can to make sure you turn into a responsible adult.”

Mandy looked away. Unable to stand still, Taylor crossed the room, sat on the arm of the chair, and placed her own on Mandy’s thin shoulders.

“I love you, Amanda,” Russ said starkly. “Maybe sometimes I don’t show it the way I should, but I do. You’re as much a part of my life as the Lazy P. I need you, and not to do the cooking and laundry, either.”

Mandy sniffled in an effort not to cry, and Taylor reached inside her pocket for a fresh tissue, handing it to the girl.

“I…didn’t realize this drill-team thing was so important to you,” Russ went on. “I suppose Taylor’s going to tell me I should’ve been more sensitive.” Russ paused, shaking his head. “When I saw you all dressed up like that, it made me realize how grown-up you’re getting, and I guess I didn’t want to face the fact you’re going to be a beautiful young woman soon. It kind of scares me. Before long, the boys are going to be swarming around the ranch like ants.”

“I-If you really want me to quit the drill team, I will,” Mandy offered in a thin, raspy voice.

“No, you can stay on the team. If the other parents are willing to let their daughters prance around a playing field in those little outfits, then I’ll just have to get used to the idea.” Russ stood up and walked across the room, standing in front of his sister. “Friends?”

Mandy nodded, fresh tears streaking her face. She jumped up and moved into Russ’s arms, hugging him tight. “I didn’t really want to live with Aunt Joyce in New Jersey.”

“That’s good, because the last I heard she retired someplace in Mexico.”

“She did? How come you never told me?”

“Maybe because I was afraid you’d think it was an exotic, fun place to be and decide you’d rather live with her. I meant what I said about loving you, Mandy. You’re going to have to be more patient with me, I guess, but I promise I’ll try harder.”

“I…will, too.”

Russ slowly shut his eyes as he hugged his sister close.

Taylor felt her own eyes fill with tears. She hadn’t expected Russ to be so open about his feelings for Mandy. When he’d first arrived, she’d been convinced everything was going to go from bad to worse. Russ was so proud and so furious, but once he’d stopped to listen to his sister and heard her fears, he’d set the anger aside and revealed a deep, vulnerable part of himself that Taylor had never even suspected was there.

“Say, how about if I treat my two best girls to dinner?” Russ suggested.

“Yeah,” Mandy responded. “Pizza?”

“Anything you want,” he said, smiling down on his sister. He raised his eyes to Taylor, and they softened perceptibly.

“I…can’t,” she said, declining the invitation. “Anyway, this should be a time for the two of you to talk. I’d just be in the way.”

“No, you wouldn’t. We’d never have been able to do this without you,” Mandy said. “I really want you to come.”

“Another time,” Taylor promised. “You two go and have fun.”

Russ squeezed Mandy’s shoulders. “I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. If Taylor wants to turn down an offer of the best pizza in town, there’s only one thing we can do—let her suffer.”

“It’s your loss,” Mandy told Taylor on their way out the door.

“Yes, I know,” she said, standing behind the screen door. Mandy bounded down the front steps and ran around the side of the house, where she’d hidden her bag of clothes.

While Russ was waiting for his sister to reappear, he turned to Taylor and mouthed the words “Thank you.” Then he touched his fingers to his lips and held his hand out to her. She pressed her open palm against the screen door.

—

The following evening Taylor sat at the kitchen table with her feet propped on a chair, stirring a bowl of soup. “You’re in deep trouble here,” she muttered to herself. “If you don’t watch it, you’re going to fall in love with a cowboy. You’re already halfway there. Admit it.”

She vigorously stirred her chicken noodle soup until it sloshed over the rim of the bowl. Setting the spoon aside, Taylor leaned her elbows on the table and buried her face in her hands.

The whole purpose of coming to Montana was to avoid relationships. She hadn’t been in town a week when she’d met Russ. And from there everything had quickly gone downhill. From the first time he’d kissed her she’d known she was headed for disaster. But had that stopped her? Oh no. Not even the cool voice of reason—or the memory of Mark’s betrayal—had given her pause. She’d walked straight into his arms, knowing full well that nothing could ever come of their relationship. She wouldn’t have an affair with him. Marriage was out of the question; Russ would agree with her there. So exactly where was their relationship going?

Nowhere.

“Nowhere,” she repeated out loud. “Save yourself the heartache,” she told herself, then sat back and wondered if she was wise enough to follow her own advice, immediately doubting that she was. The voice in her heart was so much louder than anything her brain was telling her. She’d been a fool once. Hadn’t she learned anything? Apparently not!

The phone rang, startling her. She dropped her legs and stood to answer it, knowing it was Russ.

“Hi,” she said, forcing some enthusiasm into her voice. The man had no idea of the turmoil he was causing her.

“I’m calling to thank you for what you did for Mandy and me yesterday.”

“It wasn’t anything,” she said lightly. Her hand tightened around the telephone receiver as she supported herself against the kitchen wall. She hated the way her pulse reacted to the sound of his voice. If he had a voice like other men, it wouldn’t affect her so strongly. His was deep and so sexy…

“You were right about me not being aware of her doubt and fear,” he went on to say. “I don’t know what I did to make her think I don’t want her around anymore, but she’s totally wrong.”

“You were wonderful with her.” Taylor meant that. She hadn’t expected him to be half as understanding or sensitive to his sister’s needs. Perhaps it would be easier to walk away from him if she could continue to view him as a difficult male, but he’d shown her another side of his personality, one so appealing that she found her heart softening toward him.

“I felt bad because I’d overreacted to the whole issue of her drill-team uniform,” Russ explained. “I’d come into the house, and seeing Mandy dressed in that outfit caught me by surprise. My nerves were on edge, anyway. We’d just found a dead calf, and when I saw Mandy, I took my frustration and anger out on her. She didn’t deserve that.”

“But you apologized. And taking her out to dinner was nice.”

“I wish you’d come along. We both owe you.”

“Nonsense. That was your time with Mandy.”

Taylor could sense Russ’s smile. “I’ll admit we had fun. I’d forgotten what a kick my sister can be. She’s a sweet kid, but she’s growing up too fast.” There was a pause. “Listen, I didn’t call you just to talk about Mandy. How about dinner Friday night?”

Taylor closed her eyes. The lure of the invitation was as strong as the pull of the tide. Squaring her shoulders, she shook her head.

“Taylor?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to see each other again,” she said flatly.
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    Chapter 7

“What the hell do you mean?” Russ demanded. He didn’t know what kind of game Taylor was playing, but he wasn’t about to become a participant. If there was a problem, he wanted it out in the open.

“Exactly what I said,” she returned, sounding shaky and unsure. “I don’t think it’s wise for us to continue seeing each other.”

“Why not?” He tried to keep his voice even, but dammit, Taylor was irritating him, not that this was anything new.

Russ had never met a woman like Taylor Manning before. She could make him madder than anyone he’d ever known, but when he kissed her, the earth moved, angels sang, and whatever else people said about moments of passion. Russ didn’t understand it. No one had ever affected him the way Taylor did.

He’d tried staying away from her. Tried exercising a little more self-control, but five minutes with her and his good intentions went the way of all flesh. He wanted her in his bed, her hair spread out over his pillow. He thought about that a lot, far more than he should. Not for the first time, the image brought with it the stirrings of arousal. How could this teacher—and worse, one from a big city—inspire such hunger in him? It made no sense.

He’d run into a cocktail waitress friend when he’d been in Miles City the week before. It had been an uncomfortable encounter. April had expected him to come home with her for what she called “a little afternoon pleasure.” Russ couldn’t get away from her fast enough. Not that he didn’t crave being with a woman. But deep down he’d known that the only woman he wanted was Taylor.

That afternoon Russ had seen April for what she was, jaded and cold, and he wanted nothing to do with her. He’d escaped and hurried back to the Lazy P, only to discover Taylor there with his sister. He’d wanted her so badly that day. There was no use lying to himself about it. Even now, almost a week later, when he closed his eyes, he could still smell the fragrance of her perfume. Her mouth had parted beneath his, eager for his kisses. Every touch had hurled his senses into chaos.

“I…don’t want there to be any misunderstandings between us,” Taylor said, cutting into his thoughts.

Reluctantly, Russ pulled himself from his musings. “I don’t, either. If you won’t have dinner with me, I’d like to know why. That’s not such an unreasonable request, is it?”

“I…think the reason should be obvious.”

“Tell me, anyway.”

Russ felt her hesitation, and when she spoke again, her voice was a little raspy, as if she found it difficult to share her thoughts. “Our personality differences should be more than adequate reason for us to use caution.”

She sounded exactly like the schoolteacher she was. “That hasn’t stopped us before. Why should it now?” he asked.

“Darn it, Russ Palmer,” she cried. “You aren’t going to make this easy, are you?”

“All I want is the truth.”

Her sigh sang over the wire. “I can’t give you anything less than the truth, can I?”

“No,” he said softly. “I’ll admit we’re different. Anyone looking at us could be able to see that. Our opinions on most subjects are completely opposite, but frankly, I’m willing to work around that. I like you, Taylor.”

“I know,” she whispered dismally. That knowledge seemed to cause her distress rather than celebration.

Russ wasn’t pleased, but he refused to make an issue of it. “There are plenty of girls in Cougar Point who’d be mighty pleased if I invited them out to dinner,” he added, thinking that might set her back some, help her realize she had competition.

“Ask them out, then,” she said tartly.

“I don’t want to. The only woman who interests me is you.”

“That’s the problem,” she mumbled, and it sounded like she was close to tears.

The thought of Taylor crying did something funny to Russ’s stomach. His protective urges ran deep when it came to this woman. “Taylor, maybe I should drive into town and we can talk face-to-face.”

“No,” she returned abruptly. “That would only make this more difficult.” She paused, and Russ had to restrain the yearning to put the phone aside and go to her immediately.

“Is this about what happened the other day?” he asked. “I know our kissing went further than it should have, but that wasn’t intentional. If you want an apology…”

“No, that’s not it. Oh Russ, don’t you see?”

He didn’t. “Tell me.”

“I like you too much. We both know where this is going to lead—one of these days we’re going to end up in love and in bed together.”

That didn’t sound too tragic to Russ. He’d been dreaming about it for weeks. “So?”

“So?” she shouted, and her voice vibrated with anger. “I’m not interested in a permanent relationship with you. You’re a wonderful man—and you’ll make some woman a terrific husband. But not me.”

He let a moment of tense silence pass before he commented. “If you’ll recall, the invitation was for dinner. All I was asking for was a simple meal together. I’m not looking for a lifetime commitment.”

“You’re doing your best to make this difficult, which is all too typical. I will not have an affair with you, and that’s exactly where our relationship is headed. People are already talking, especially after the Grange dance. And then we went horseback riding and…Before I know it, you’re going to be telling me how to vote and that a woman’s place is in the home.” She paused only long enough to inhale a quick breath. “I’m sorry…I really am, but I don’t think we should have anything to do with each other. Please understand.”

Before Russ could say another word, the line was disconnected. He held the receiver in his hand for several minutes in disbelief. His first response was anger. He didn’t know what Taylor was muttering about. Her words about voting and a woman’s place were utterly nonsensical.

He had every right to be upset with her; no one had ever hung up on him before. He felt a tingling satisfaction; slowly, hardly aware that it was happening, Russ felt a smile creep over his face.

Mandy strolled past him just then. “Hey, what’s so funny?”

“Taylor,” he said, grinning hard. “She likes me.”

—

Russ was riding the range, looking for strays, when he saw his lifelong friend come barreling toward him in a battered pickup. Removing his hat, Russ wiped his forearm across his brow. He’d been in the saddle since morning, and he was wearier than he could remember being in a long while. He hadn’t been sleeping well; Taylor was constantly on his mind, and he still hadn’t figured out what to do about her. If anything. He’d delayed confronting her, thinking it was best to give her time. But he was growing anxious. In the past couple days Russ had faced a few truths about the two of them.

“Cody, good to see you,” Russ greeted him, dismounting from Magic. “Problems?”

“None to speak of,” Cody said, opening the cab door and getting out.

“You didn’t come looking for me to discuss the weather.”

Cody wasn’t wearing his sheriff deputy’s uniform, which was unusual. He had on jeans and a thick sweater. He was about the same height as Russ, but he kept his dark hair trimmed short.

“It’s been nice the past week or so, hasn’t it?” Cody said, gesturing toward the cloudless blue sky. He tucked his fingertips into the hip pocket of his Levi’s and walked to the front of the truck. Leaning his back against the grille, he raised one foot and rested it on the bumper.

For early October, the weather had been unseasonably warm. They’d experienced several Indian-summer days, and while Russ appreciated the respite before winter hit, he knew better than to take anything about Montana weather for granted.

“What’s up?” he asked. “It isn’t like you to beat around the bush.”

Cody nodded, looking slightly chagrined. “I came to talk to you about the new schoolteacher.”

“What about her?” Russ asked, tensing. He moved over to the truck and put his foot on the bumper, meeting Cody’s eyes.

The deputy glanced away, but not before Russ saw the troubled look on his face.

“We’ve been friends a lot of years, and the last thing I want is for a woman to come between us.”

“I take it you want to ask Taylor out?”

Cody nodded. “But only if you have no objection. Word is the two of you aren’t seeing each other anymore.”

“Who told you that?” Russ demanded, fighting to repress the surge of instant jealousy that tightened around his chest. He’d resisted the temptation to rush into town and talk some sense into Taylor, assuming she’d have second thoughts by now. That, however, didn’t appear to be the case. Truth be known, Russ had been doing some thinking about their situation. They were both mature adults and they weren’t going to leap into something that would be wrong for them. Okay, so they were strongly attracted—that much was a given—and not seeing each other wasn’t going to change the situation, not one bit.

It came as a shock for Russ to admit he was falling in love with Taylor. There wasn’t any use in fighting it—hell, he didn’t even want to. Nor was he going to pretend he didn’t care about her.

“Marybeth Morgan said something to me this morning,” Cody continued. “Marybeth said she and Taylor were having coffee in the faculty lounge and she inquired about the two of you. Evidently, Taylor told her you’d decided not to see each other again.”

“Taylor came right out and said that?”

“I don’t know her exact words. Hey, I’m repeating what someone else repeated to me. How close it is to the truth, I wouldn’t know. That’s why I’m here.”

The mental image of Cody holding Taylor in his arms brought a sudden flash of rage so strong that for a moment Russ couldn’t breathe. Shoving away from the truck, he returned to Magic, reached for the reins, and leaped onto the gelding’s back.

“Russ?” Cody asked, frowning.

“Go ahead and ask her out.”

—

Taylor couldn’t remember Friday nights being so lonely before moving to Cougar Point. It seemed she’d always had something to do, someplace to go. But that wasn’t the case anymore. Her entertainment options were limited. The town sported one old-time theater. One screen. One movie. The feature film for the week was a comedy Taylor had seen six months earlier in Seattle. By now it was probably available on video in most parts of the country.

There had been an offer for dinner from Cody Franklin, which had been a surprise, but she’d turned him down. In retrospect, she wished she hadn’t been so quick to refuse him. He was certainly pleasant. They’d met at the dance, and she’d found him reserved, and perhaps a little remote.

If she was looking for some way to kill time, she could sew, but Taylor simply wasn’t in the mood. After a long week in the classroom, she was more interested in doing something relaxing.

Well, she could always read, she supposed. Locating a promising romance, she cuddled up in the armchair and wrapped an afghan around her legs. She hadn’t finished the first chapter when her eyes started to drift closed. Struggling to keep them open, she concentrated on the text. After the third yawn, she gave up, set the open book over the arm of the chair, and decided to rest for a few minutes.

The next thing she knew someone was pounding at her front door.

Taylor tossed aside the afghan and stumbled across the room, disoriented and confused. “W-Who is it?” she asked. The door didn’t have a peephole; most folks in town didn’t even bother to lock their front doors.

“Russ Palmer,” came the gruff reply.

Taylor quickly twisted the lock and opened the door. “What are you doing here?” she asked. It took all her willpower not to throw her arms around him.

Now that Russ was standing in the middle of her living room, he didn’t look all that pleased about being there.

The wall clock chimed, and Taylor absently counted ten strikes. It was ten! She’d been “resting” for nearly two hours. Good grief, she’d been reduced to falling asleep at eight o’clock on a Friday night.

“Russ?” she prodded. He was frowning, and she had no idea why. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” He gave her a silly, lopsided grin. “Everything’s wonderful. You’re wonderful. I’m wonderful. The whole world’s wonderful.”

“Russ?” She squinted up at him. “You’ve been drinking.”

He pointed his index finger toward the ceiling. “Only a little.”

She steered him toward the sofa and sat him down. “How much is a little?”

“A couple beers with a bunch of guys.” His brows drew together as he considered his words. “Or was that a couple guys and a bunch of beers? I don’t remember anymore.”

“That’s what I thought,” she murmured. He’d obviously downed more than two beers! “I’ll make you some coffee.”

“Don’t go,” he said, reaching out and clasping her around the waist. “I’m not drunk, just a little tipsy. I had this sudden urge to visit my lady, and now that I’m here, I want to hold you.”

He effortlessly brought her into his lap. Her hands were on his shoulders. “I thought we agreed this sort of thing had to stop,” she whispered.

His mouth found the open V of her shirt, and he kissed her there, gliding his tongue over her warm skin, creating sensations that were even warmer.

“We weren’t going to see each other anymore, remember?” she tried again. Her nails dug into the hard muscles of his shoulders as she exhaled slowly.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Russ said between nibbling kisses that slid along the line of her jaw. “I haven’t thought of anything else all week.”

“Russ, please stop,” she whimpered.

To her surprise, he did as she asked. Her hands were in his hair, and she reluctantly withdrew them. “You shouldn’t be driving.”

“I know. I left the truck at Billy’s and walked over here. Only I didn’t realize where I was headed until I arrived on your doorstep.”

Billy’s was one of the town’s three taverns—the most popular, according to what Taylor had heard. During the summer months, they brought in a band every third Friday, and nearly every adult in town showed up.

“You shouldn’t have come,” she whispered. Then why was she so glad he had? Taylor didn’t want to analyze the answer to that, afraid of what she’d discover.

“You’re positively right,” Russ concurred. “I have no business being here. Go ahead and kick me out. I wouldn’t blame you if you did. Fact is, you probably should.”

“If you promise to behave yourself, I’ll put on a pot of coffee.” She squirmed off his lap and moved into the kitchen. She’d just poured cold water into the automatic drip machine when Russ stole up behind her. He slipped his arms around her waist and buried his face in the curve of her neck.

“Russ…you promised.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Then…you should leave.”

He dropped his arms, walked over to the chair, turned it around, and straddled it. He was grinning, obviously pleased. “Cody told me,” he announced.

Taylor busied herself by bringing down two mugs from the cupboard and setting them on the counter. Apparently, there were no secrets in this town. Taylor regretted not accepting Cody Franklin’s dinner invitation. She certainly wished she had now.

“You turned him down. Why?” His dark eyes held hers with unwavering curiosity, demanding a reply.

“I…don’t think that’s any of your business.”

He shrugged, his look indifferent. “I’d like to think it is my business.”

“You don’t own me.” She pressed her hands onto the counter behind her.

He grinned. “Not for lack of trying.” He held out his arms to her, beseeching her to walk over. “We’ve got a good thing going, and I can’t understand why you want to throw it away.” His eyes continued to hold hers, but he was no longer smiling. “The first time I met you, I recognized trouble. That didn’t stop me, and it didn’t stop you, either, did it?”

She lowered her gaze rather than answer. When she raised her head, she discovered Russ standing directly in front of her.

“Did it?” he repeated. He grabbed her around the waist, and with one swift movement set her on top of the counter.

She stared at him, wondering about his mood. “Russ?”

He slanted his mouth over hers, kissing her long and hard, and when he’d finished, she was panting. “Did it?” he asked a third time.

He reached for her shoulders again, intent on another kiss—and more.

“Russ, you’re drunk.” From somewhere she found the strength to stop him, although it felt like the most difficult task of her life.

Ever so slowly he tilted back his head. His grin was sultry and teasing. “I’m not that drunk.”

“You shouldn’t have come here.”

“Yes, I know.” His hands were in her hair. He couldn’t seem to leave it alone. Every time they were together, he ran his fingers through it. Carefully he removed the combs, then arranged it over her shoulder, smoothing it with his callused fingertips. Then his hands framed her face and he kissed her once more.

Unable to resist him, she parted her lips in welcome, and they clung to each other.

When he finally dragged his mouth from hers, he smiled at her. “Go ahead and give me that coffee, and then you can drive me home.”

Without question, Taylor did as he asked. They drank their coffee in silence, and its sobering effect hit her immediately. After all her intentions to stay away from him, she’d been giddy with happiness when he’d arrived. It hadn’t mattered that he’d been drinking. It hadn’t mattered that he’d kissed her. All that mattered was seeing him again. Taylor had never thought of herself as a weak person, but that was how Russ made her feel. Spineless and indecisive.

Russ fell asleep on the drive out to the ranch. Taylor was glad to see that the back porch light was on when she pulled into the yard. She parked the car and hurried around to the passenger side.

“Russ,” she said, shaking him by the shoulders. “Wake up.”

His eyes opened slowly, and when he recognized her, he grinned, his gaze warm and loving. “Taylor.”

“You’re home.”

His arms circled her waist. “Yes, I know.”

Taylor managed to break free. “Come on, let’s go inside, and for heaven’s sake, could you be a little less noisy? I don’t want anyone to know I brought you here.”

“Why not?” He inclined his head as if the answer demanded serious concentration.

“There’s enough talk about us as it is. The last thing I need is for someone to report seeing my car parked at your house late on a Friday night.”

“Don’t worry. No one can see the house from the road.”

“Just get inside, would you?” She was losing her patience with him. Despite the coffee, his actions were slower than they’d been before. He moved with the deliberateness of inebriation, taking unhurried wobbly steps toward the house.

The back door was unlocked, and Russ slammed it shut with his foot. The sound ricocheted through the kitchen like a blast from a shotgun, startling Taylor.

“Shh,” Russ said loudly, pressing his finger over his lips. “You’ll wake Mandy.”

Taylor wished the teenager would wake up and come to help her. Russ was increasingly difficult to handle.

“You need to go to bed,” she said, and prepared to leave.

“I’ll never make it there without you.” His smile was roguish and naughty, and he staggered a few steps as though that was proof enough. “I need you, Taylor. No telling what might happen to me if I’m left to my own devices.”

“I’m willing to chance that.”

“I’m not.” With his arm around her waist, he led her toward the stairs. He stumbled forward, bringing Taylor with him. She had no choice but to follow. She didn’t know if it was an act or not, but he really did seem to need her assistance.

They were two steps up the stairs when Russ sagged against the wall and sighed heavily. “Have I ever told you I think you’re beautiful?”

“I believe the word was wonderful,” she muttered, using her shoulder to urge him forward.

“You’re both. A man could drown in eyes that blue and not even care.”

“Russ,” she said in a whisper, “let’s get you upstairs.”

“In bed?” He arched his brows suggestively.

“Just get upstairs. Please.”

“You’re so eager for my body, you can hardly wait, can you?” he asked, then chuckled softly, seeming to find himself exceptionally amusing. He leaned forward enough to kiss the side of her neck. “I’ll try to make it worth your while.”

Taylor was breathless by the time they reached the top of the stairs. “Which room is yours?” she asked.

Russ turned all the way around before raising his arm and directing her to the bedroom at the end of the hall. “There,” he said enthusiastically, pointing straight ahead as if he’d discovered uncharted land.

With her arm firmly around his middle, Taylor led him to the room. The hall was dark, lit only by the light of the moon visible through an uncurtained window. She opened the door, and together the two of them staggered forward, landing on the bed with a force that drove the oxygen from her lungs.

Russ released a deep sigh and rolled onto his back, positioning Taylor above him. His unrelenting dark eyes stared up at her.

“I…should be going.”

“Not yet,” he whispered. “Kiss me good night first.”

“Russ, no.” She tried to move, but his hands were on her hips, holding her fast.

“All I’m asking for is one little kiss. So when I wake up in the morning I’ll remember you were here and that’ll make me feel good.”

She rolled her eyes. “The only thing you’re going to feel in the morning is a world-class headache.”

“If you won’t kiss me, then you leave me with no option but to kiss you.”

He began to kiss her lips, tiny nibbling kisses that promised so much more than they delivered. Then he changed tactics, drugging her with prolonged kisses that chased away all grounds for complaint.

For some reason he stopped. Suddenly. He threw back his head and dragged in several deep breaths.

“Does this prove anything?” he asked urgently.

“That…that I should have left you to your own devices. You didn’t need my help.”

“I did. I do. I always will.”

She shook her head, but Russ ignored that.

“In case you haven’t figured it out yet,” he informed her, “you belong in my bed, and that’s exactly where you’re going to end up.”

With what remained of her shredded dignity, Taylor pushed herself free. She bolted off the bed and paced the room. As she did, Russ sat up on the bed, leaning against the bunched pillows, looking smug and arrogant. “You’re so beautiful.”

It was all Taylor could do not to throw her hands in the air and scream. “This doesn’t change a thing.”

“Not a thing.” His answering grin was filled with cocky reassurance. “Wanna bet?”
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    Chapter 8

“Hi, Taylor,” Mandy said as she stepped into Taylor’s classroom early the following week.

“Howdy.”

Mandy grinned. “You’re beginning to sound like a country girl.”

That gave Taylor cause to sit back and take notice. “I am?”

Mandy nodded. “Russ told me just the other day that he’s going to make a country girl out of you yet.” Mandy walked over to the front row of desks and sat on the edge of one as she spoke.

At the mention of Russ, Taylor began to fiddle with the pencils on her desk.

“Do…you remember the day I was thinking about running away?” Mandy asked, and her voice lowered.

“Of course,” Taylor said.

“I asked you what your father thought about the boys you dated, and you told me he’d generally approved of your boyfriends.” She pressed her books close to her chest, and Taylor noted how tense her hands were. “There was…a reason I asked about that. You see, there’s this boy in school—he’s a junior and his name is Eddie and…well, he’s really nice and my family knows his family and we’ve known each other almost all our lives and—”

“You like Eddie?”

Mandy’s responding nod was fervent. “A whole lot, and I think he likes me, too. We’ve only talked in the hall a couple times, but this morning when I was putting my books in my locker, he walked up and we started talking…not about anything in particular, at least not at first, then all of a sudden he asked if I wanted to go to the movies with him Saturday night.”

“I see.” Taylor did understand her dilemma. All too well. Mandy was only fourteen, and Russ would surely consider a high school freshman too young to date. In fact, Taylor agreed with him, but she’d been fourteen once herself and attracted to a boy who’d liked her. He’d been older, too, and had asked her to a party, which her father had adamantly opposed her attending. The memory of the argument that had followed remained painfully vivid in her mind.

“I really, really want to go to the movies with Eddie, but I’m afraid Russ will get upset with me for even asking. I mean, he’s been trying hard to listen to my point of view, but dating is something that’s never come up before and…well, I have a feeling we aren’t going to be able to talk about me having a boyfriend without…an argument.” She sighed heavily. “What should I do, Taylor?”

Taylor wished she had an easy answer. “I really don’t know.”

“Will you talk to him for me?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Oh please! You don’t know how much this would mean to me. Don’t you remember what it’s like to be fourteen and have a boy like you?”

That was the problem: Taylor did remember. “When I was your age, a sixteen-year-old boy invited me to a party. My father made it sound as if he wanted to drag me into an opium den. More than anything in the world, I wanted to go to that party.”

“Did you?”

Taylor shook her head sadly. “I was too young to date.”

Mandy’s shoulders sagged with defeat. “It’s only a movie, and I don’t understand why it would be so bad if Eddie and I went to a show together.”

Crossing her arms, Taylor started to pace her classroom, her thoughts spinning. “What about a compromise?”

“H-How do you mean?”

“What if Russ were to drop you off at the theater, you paid your own way, and then you sat next to Eddie? With Russ’s approval, of course.”

Mandy looked more perplexed than relieved. “Eddie could buy me popcorn, though, couldn’t he?”

“Sure. It wouldn’t be like a real date, but you’d still be at the movies with Eddie.”

Mandy’s hold on her schoolbooks relaxed. “Do you think Russ would go for it?”

“He’s a reasonable man.” Taylor couldn’t believe she was actually saying this, but in some instances it was true, and he was trying hard with his sister. “I’m sure he’d at least take it into consideration.”

Mandy nodded, but her lips were still pinched. “Will you talk to him about it?”

“Me?” Taylor returned spiritedly. “You’ve got to be joking!”

“I’m not. Russ listens to you. You may not think so, but I know he does. It’s because of you that I’m allowed to wear makeup and buy my own clothes. Russ and I are trying hard to get along, but I’m afraid this thing with Eddie will ruin everything. Oh Taylor, please. I’ll do anything you want. Cook your meals, do your laundry…all year, anything. Please.”

“Russ will listen to you.”

“Maybe,” Mandy agreed reluctantly, “but this is too important to mess up. I told Eddie I’d have to talk it over with my brother, and he said I should let him know tomorrow. I’m afraid if I put him off he’ll ask some other girl, and I’d die if he did.”

Against her better judgment, Taylor felt herself weakening. She hadn’t seen Russ since Friday night when she’d dropped him off at the house, taken him up the stairs, and put him to bed. That whole episode was best forgotten as far as Taylor was concerned.

“Please,” Mandy coaxed once more.

“All right,” Taylor muttered. When she was growing up, she’d been able to go to her mother, who’d smooth things over with her father. Mandy didn’t have anyone to run interference for her. Taylor didn’t really mind—although she worried that Russ would use this opportunity to press her with a few arguments of his own, ones that had nothing to do with his sister.

—

Russ had been having a bad day from the time he’d woken up that morning. The minute he’d stepped out of the house he’d encountered one problem after another, the latest being a calf standing two feet deep in mud. After an hour of fruitless effort, Russ had lost his patience and accepted the fact that he was going to need help. He’d contacted a couple of his hands by walkie-talkie and was waiting for them to arrive.

Every calf was valuable, but this one, trapped and growing weaker, had been marked for his breeding herd. Like most of the ranchers in Cougar Point, Russ kept two herds. One for breeding purposes, which he used to produce bulls that he often sold for a handsome profit. Bull calves that didn’t meet his expectations were turned into steers and raised for beef. His second herd was strictly grade cattle, sold off at the end of the season.

This particular calf had been the product of his highest-quality bull and his best cow. Russ had great expectations for him and sure didn’t want to lose him to a mud hole.

Russ checked the sun and wondered how much longer he’d have to wait. He’d sent his two best hands out to mend fences, a tedious but not thankless task.

There was still a lot of work left to complete before winter set in, and he didn’t have time to waste. Miles of fence to inspect and mend, which was no small chore. If the fences weren’t secure, Russ would soon be dealing with the elk that came down from the mountains in winter. If elk could get through his fence, they’d eat his oats and hay. No rancher could afford to feed elk, and a good fence was the best protection he had.

If Russ had to choose his favorite time of year, it would be autumn. The sun was still warm, but the air was crisp and morning frost warned of encroaching winter. When he drove his cattle into the feed ground, it was like a homecoming, a culmination of the year’s efforts.

The calf mewled, reminding Russ of his predicament.

“I know, fellow,” Russ muttered. “I’ve tried everything I can think of. I’m afraid you’re stuck here until one of the other men swings by and lends me a hand.”

No sooner had the words escaped his mouth than he saw a truck heading slowly in his direction. He frowned, wondering who’d be coming out this way, knowing all his men were on horseback. Maybe there’d been trouble at the house.

After the day he’d been having, Russ didn’t look forward to dealing with any more problems. As the blue ranch truck approached, Russ realized it was Taylor at the wheel.

He walked out of the mud and stood with his hands on his hips, waiting for her. He hadn’t seen her since the night she’d driven him home. The truth was, he didn’t feel proud of the way he’d finagled her into his bedroom. Yes, he’d had too much to drink, but he hadn’t been nearly as drunk as he’d led her to believe.

“Hello,” Taylor said as she climbed awkwardly out of the cab. She was dressed in jeans, but they were several inches too short and a tad too small. The sweater looked suspiciously like one of Mandy’s.

Russ pulled off his gloves. “What brings you out here?” He didn’t mean to sound unfriendly, but he was frustrated, tired, and hungry. Despite that, he was damn glad to see her.

She didn’t answer him right away, focusing her attention on the calf, which mewled pitifully. “Mandy suggested I drive out so I could talk to you,” she muttered, then pointed at the mud hole. “That calf’s stuck.”

“No kidding.”

“There’s no need to be sarcastic,” she announced primly. As she stood there, he couldn’t help noticing just how tight those jeans were.

“Aren’t you going to do something?” she demanded.

Undressing her occurred to him…Russ brought his musings to an abrupt halt. “Do something about what?” he asked.

“That cow. She needs help.”

“She’s a he, and I’m well aware of the fact.”

“Then help him,” Taylor ordered, gesturing toward the calf as though she suspected Russ was simply ignoring the problem.

“I’ve spent the past hour helping him.”

“Well, you certainly didn’t do a very good job of it.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Do you think you can do any better?”

She looked startled for a moment, then said, “I bet I could.”

“Here we go again.” He took off his hat long enough to slap it against his thigh and remove the dust. “Because you’re a woman, an independent, competent woman, you’re convinced you can handle this problem, while I, a chauvinist and a drunk, am incapable of even assessing the situation.”

“I…I didn’t exactly say that.”

“But it’s what you implied.”

“Fine,” she agreed. “I’ll admit I can’t see why you aren’t helping that poor animal.”

“I guess I just needed you. Go to it, lady.”

“All right, I will.” Cautiously she approached the edge of the mud hole. She planted her boots just outside the dark slime and leaned forward slightly. In a low voice she started carrying on a soothing, one-sided conversation with the calf as if she could reason him out of his plight.

“You’re going to have to do a lot more than talk to him,” Russ couldn’t resist telling her. He walked over to the truck, crossed his arms, and leaned against the side. Already he could feel his sour mood lifting. Just watching Taylor deal with this would be more entertainment than he’d enjoyed in a long while.

“I’m taking a few minutes to reassure him,” Taylor returned from between clenched teeth. “The poor thing’s frightened half out of his wits.”

“Sweet-talkin’ him is bound to help.”

“I’m sure it will,” she said, giving him a surly look.

“Works wonders with me, too,” Russ had to tell her, although he couldn’t keep the humor out of his voice. “However, it’s my belief that actions speak louder than words. When you’re finished with the calf, would you care to demonstrate your concern for me?”

“No.”

Russ chuckled softly. “That’s what I thought.”

Taylor cast him a furious glance before walking around the edges of the mud-caked hole. The calf continued to mewl, not that Russ could blame him. The fellow had gotten himself into one heck of a quandary.

“It appears he’s completely trapped,” Taylor announced in formal tones.

It had taken Russ all of three seconds to come to that conclusion.

“Can’t you put a rope around his neck and pull him out?” She motioned toward Russ’s gelding. “You could loop one end around the calf and the other around the saddle horn and have Magic walk backward. I saw it done that way in a TV rerun. Trigger, I think it was Trigger, saved Roy Rogers from certain death in quicksand doing exactly that.”

“It won’t work.”

Taylor gave an indignant shrug of her shoulders. “Why won’t it? If it worked for Roy Rogers, it should work for this poor little guy.”

“With a rope around his neck, he’d probably strangle before we budged him more than a few inches.”

“Oh.” She gnawed on her lower lip. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Russ hated to admit how much he was enjoying this. She’d outsmarted him once before with that flat-tire business, but Taylor was on his turf now, and Russ was in control. “I don’t suppose you’d care to make a wager on this?”

“No more bets.”

“What’s the matter? Are you afraid you’ll lose?”

Taylor firmly shook her head. “I’m just not interested, thanks.”

“How about this? If you get the calf out, I’ll come willingly to your bed. If you don’t, then you’ll come willingly to mine.”

“Does everything boil down to that with you?”

“That, my sweet lady, is exactly what we both want.”

“You’re impossible.”

“If you were honest with yourself, you’d admit I’m right.”

Her mouth was pinched so tightly that her lips were pale. “You’re disgusting.”

“That isn’t what you said the other night,” Russ murmured.

“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer it if we didn’t talk about Friday night.”

“As you wish,” he said with a grin.

Taylor frowned, studying the calf. “Couldn’t we prod him out?”

“We? It was my understanding that you could do this all on your own.”

“All right,” she flared, “if you won’t help me, then I’ll do it myself.” She took two tentative steps into the thick, sticky mud and wrinkled her nose as she moved warily toward the distressed calf. “For being such a great rancher, you certainly seem to be taking this rather casually,” she accused him, glancing over her shoulder. Her arms were stretched out at her sides as though she was balancing on a tightrope.

Russ shrugged. “Why should I be concerned when you’re doing such a bang-up job?”

Taylor took two more small steps, her face wrinkled with displeasure.

“You’re doing just great,” Russ called out to her. “In another week or so you’ll have reached the calf.”

“I never realized how sarcastic you were before now,” she muttered.

“Just trying to be of service. Are you sure you’re not willing to stake something on the outcome of this?”

“I’m more than sure,” she said. “I’m absolutely, totally positive.”

“That’s a shame.”

She glared at him. “It seems you’ve forgotten that this calf belongs to you. The only reason I’m doing anything is because I find your attitude extremely callous.”

“Extremely,” Russ echoed, and laughed outright. He tried to disguise it behind a cough, but the irate look she shot him told him he hadn’t succeeded.

The sound of pounding hooves caught his attention, and Russ turned to see two of his men galloping toward him.

“Who’s coming?” Taylor demanded. She twisted around to glance over her shoulder and somehow lost her balance. Her arms flailed as a look of terror came over her. “Russ…”

Russ leaped forward, but it was too late. He heard her shriek just as she tumbled, hands first, into the thick slime. For a shocked second he did nothing. Then, God forgive him, he couldn’t help it, he started laughing. He laughed so hard his stomach hurt and he clutched it with both arms.

A long string of unladylike words blistered the afternoon air when he waded into the mud. Taylor was sitting upright, her knees raised, holding out her hands while the gunk oozed slowly between her fingers. At least the upper portion of her body had been spared.

“Get away from me, you…you—” It seemed she couldn’t think of anything nasty enough to call him. “This is all your fault.” Taking a fistful of black mud, she hurled it at him with all her strength, using such force that she nearly toppled backward with the effort.

The mud flew past Russ, missing him by several feet. “Here, let me help you,” he said, wiping tears of mirth from the corners of his eyes.

“Stop laughing,” she shouted. “Stop right this second! Do you understand me?”

Russ couldn’t do it. He’d never seen anything funnier in his life. He honestly tried to stop, but he simply couldn’t.

Taylor was so furious that despite several attempts she couldn’t pull herself upright. Finally, Russ moved behind her and, gripping her under the arms, heaved her upward.

The second they were out of the mud, Taylor whirled around, talking so fast and so furiously that he couldn’t make out more than a few words. From those he recognized, he figured he was better off not knowing what she had to say.

Russ’s two hands, Slim and Roy, stood by, and when Russ met their eyes, he saw that they were doing an admirable job of containing their own amusement. Unfortunately, Russ wasn’t nearly as diplomatic.

“You two can handle this?” he said, nodding toward the calf.

“No problem,” Slim said.

“Taylor didn’t think she’d have a problem, either,” Russ said, and started laughing all over again.

Both Slim and Roy were chuckling despite their best efforts not to. They climbed down from their horses and leaned against the side of the truck, turning away so Taylor couldn’t see them. It wasn’t until then that Russ noticed she was missing. He discovered her walking in the direction of the house, which by his best estimate was a good three miles north. Her backside was caked with mud, and her arms were swinging at her sides.

“Looks like you got woman problems,” Roy said, glancing at Taylor.

“Looks that way to me, too,” Slim said, reaching for his kerchief and wiping his eyes. “I’d be thinking about what Abe Lincoln said if I were you.”

“And what’s that?” Russ wanted to know.

“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

“That wasn’t Abe Lincoln,” Roy muttered. “That was Brad Pitt.”

Whoever said it obviously knew women a whole lot better than Russ did. The way he figured it, if he ever wanted Taylor to speak to him again, he was going to have to do some fast talking of his own.

—

Taylor had never been angrier in her life. That mud was the most disgusting thing she’d ever seen, and having it on her clothes and skin was more horrible than she even wanted to contemplate. She was cold and wet, and all Russ had done was laugh.

He’d laughed as if she was some slapstick comedian sent to amuse him with her antics. To add to her humiliation, she couldn’t find the key to the stupid truck. She’d thought she’d left it in the ignition. One thing she did know: She wasn’t going to stand around and listen to those men make fun of her.

The least Russ could’ve done was tell her he was sorry! But he hadn’t. Oh no! He’d roared so loud she swore she’d hear the echo for all eternity.

The sound of the pickup coming toward her did nothing to quell her fury. She didn’t so much as turn and look at him when Russ slowed the truck to a crawl beside her.

“Want a ride?”

“No.” She continued, increasing her pace. She was already winded, but she’d keel over and die before she’d let Russ know that.

“In case you’re wondering, we’re about three miles from the ranch house.”

She whirled around. “What makes you think I’m going there?”

He shrugged. “Would it help if I said I was sorry?”

“No.” Her voice cracked, and her shoulders started to shake while she tried to suppress the tears. Her effort was for naught, and they ran down her face, hot against her skin. Forgetting about the thick mud caked on her hands, she tried to wipe off the tears and in the process nearly blinded herself. The sobs came in earnest then, and her whole body shook with them.

She heard Russ leap out of the pickup, and before she could protest, he was wiping the mud from her face, using a handkerchief. She only hoped it was clean, and once she realized how preposterous that was, she cried harder.

“I hate you,” she sobbed, and her shoulders heaved with her vehemence. “I hate Montana. I hate everything about this horrible place. I want to go home.”

Russ’s arms came around her, but before she could push him away, he’d picked her up and carried her to the truck.

“I…can’t sit in there,” she wailed. “I’ll ruin the upholstery.”

Russ proceeded to inform her how little he cared about the interior of his truck. He set her inside the cab, with her feet hanging out the door, then reached into the back and grabbed a blanket and placed that around her shoulders.

“You’re cold,” was all he said.

“I’m not cold. I’m perfectly—” She would’ve finished what she was going to say, but her teeth had started to chatter.

Russ brushed the hair from her face, his fingers lingering at her temple. “I am sorry.”

“Just be quiet. I’m in no mood for an apology.”

Russ moved her legs inside, then closed the door. The blast of heat coming from the heater felt like a warm breeze straight from paradise, and tucking the blanket more securely around her, Taylor hunched forward. She didn’t want to know where this tattered old blanket had been.

Russ hurried around the front of the truck and climbed in beside her. “Hold on,” he said. “I’ll have you at the house in two minutes flat.”

“Where did you find the truck key?” she asked grudgingly.

“I always carry one on my key chain.”

“What about the poor little calf?”

“Don’t worry. The guys’ll get him out. And they’ll bring Magic back for me.”

If Taylor had thought the ride from town the day they’d met had been rough, it was a Sunday School picnic compared to the crazy way Russ drove across the pasture.

Mandy must have heard them coming, because she was standing on the back porch steps when Russ pulled into the yard and screeched to a halt. He turned off the engine and vaulted out of the cab.

Taylor couldn’t seem to get her body to move. Russ opened the door and effortlessly lifted her into his arms.

“What happened?” Mandy cried, racing toward them.

“Taylor fell in the mud. She’s about to freeze to death.”

“I…I most certainly am not going to freeze,” she countered. “All I need is a warm bath and my own clothes.”

“Right on both counts,” Russ said, bounding up the back steps with her in his arms. He paused at the top and drew in a deep breath. “How much do you weigh, anyhow?”

“Oh,” Taylor cried, squirming in his arms, struggling to make him release her.

Her efforts were in vain as Mandy held open the door and Russ carried her through the kitchen and down a narrow hallway to the bathroom.

“How’d it happen?” Mandy asked, running after them.

Russ’s eyes met Taylor’s. “You don’t want to know,” Taylor informed the teenager.

“I’ll tell you later,” Russ mouthed. When they reached the bathroom, Mandy opened the door wider so Russ could haul Taylor inside.

“Boil some water and get the whiskey bottle from the top cupboard,” he instructed.

Mandy nodded and dashed back to the kitchen.

“Put me down,” Taylor cried. If it wasn’t for this egotistical, stubborn, perverse man, she wouldn’t be in this humiliating position in the first place.

—

Russ surprised her by doing as she asked. Gently he set her feet on the tile floor, then leaned over the tub to adjust the knobs, starting the flow of warm water before turning on the shower.

For the first time Taylor had an opportunity to survey the damage. She looked down at her legs and gasped at the thick, black coating. A glance in the mirror was her second mistake.

Her lower lip trembled and she sniffled, attempting to hold back the tears.

“You’re going to be just fine in a few minutes,” Russ said in an apparent effort to comfort her.

“I’m not fine,” Taylor moaned, catching her reflection in the mirror again. “I look like the Creature from the Black Lagoon!”
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    Chapter 9

“Taylor!” Russ shouted from the other side of the bathroom door. “Close the shower curtain. I’m coming in.”

Resting her head against the back of the tub until the warm, soothing water covered her shoulders, Taylor turned a disinterested glance toward the door. She felt sleepy and lethargic. “Go away,” she called lazily, then proceeded to yawn, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

“If you don’t want to close the curtain, it’s fine with me. Actually, I’d be grateful if you didn’t.”

The doorknob started to turn and, muttering at the intrusion, Taylor reached for the plastic curtain and jerked it closed.

“Damn,” Russ said from the other side, not bothering to hide his disappointment. “I was hoping you’d be more stubborn than this.”

“Why are you here?” she demanded.

“I live here, remember?”

“I mean in the bathroom! You have no business walking in on me like this.” Actually, Taylor should have been out of the shower long ago, but the water was so warm and relaxing, and it felt so good.

“I’m taking these clothes out so Mandy can put them in the washing machine,” he said, and his voice faded as he went down the hall.

All too soon he was back. “Stick out your arm.”

“Why?”

“You’ll find out.”

Taylor exhaled sharply, her hold on her temper precarious. “May I remind you that I’m stark naked behind this curtain.”

“Trust me, lady, I know that. It’s playing hell with my imagination. Now stick out your arm before I’m forced to pull back this shower curtain.”

Grinding her teeth, Taylor did as he asked, knowing full well he’d follow through with his threat given the least provocation. Almost immediately a hot mug was pressed into her palm. She brought it behind the curtain and was immediately struck by the scent of whiskey and honey mixed with hot water. “What’s this for?”

“It’ll help warm you.”

“I wasn’t really that chilled.” Actually, she’d been far too angry to experience anything more than minimal discomfort.

“If you want the truth,” Russ said in low, seductive tones, “I was hoping the drink would help take the edge off your anger.”

“It’s going to take a whole lot more than whiskey to do that.”

“That’s what I thought,” he muttered. “I’ve left a couple of Mandy’s things here for you to change into when you’ve finished. There’s no hurry, so take all the time you want.”

“Are you leaving now?” she asked impatiently.

“Yes, but I’ll be waiting for you.”

“I figured you would be,” she grumbled. 

A thick pale blue flannel robe that zipped up the front was draped over the edge of the sink, along with a pair of fuzzy pink slippers. After Taylor had finished drying, she slipped into those, conscious that she wore nothing underneath.

Russ was sitting at the kitchen table. “Where’s Mandy?” she asked, doing her best to sound casual and composed, as if she often walked around a man’s home in nothing more than a borrowed robe.

“She’s on the phone, talking to Travis Wells’s boy.”

This must be the famous Eddie who’d caused Taylor so much grief. Not knowing what she should say or do, she walked over to the counter and filled her empty mug with coffee. She’d just replaced the pot when Russ’s hands settled on her shoulders. He turned her around and gazed into her eyes.

“I shouldn’t have laughed.” His voice was husky, his expression regretful.

She lifted one shoulder in a delicate shrug. “I don’t think you could’ve helped it—laughing was a natural reaction. I must have looked ridiculous.”

“Do you forgive me?”

She nodded. Her sojourn in the shower had washed away more than the mud; it had obliterated her anger. She acknowledged that she hadn’t been completely guiltless in this fiasco, either. “You weren’t really to blame. I did it to myself with my stubborn pride. You’re the rancher here, not me. I was a fool to think I could free that poor calf when you couldn’t. I brought the whole thing on myself, but you were handy and I lashed out at you.”

Russ lifted her chin with his index finger. “Did you mean what you said about hating Montana?”

Taylor didn’t remember saying that, although she’d muttered plenty about Russ and his stupid cows and everything else she could think of.

“Not any more than I meant what I said about everything else.”

“Good.” Russ obviously took that as a positive answer. He raised his finger and traced it slowly over her cheek to her lips. His touch was unhurried and tender, as if he longed to ease every moment of distress he’d caused her, intentionally or otherwise. His eyes didn’t waver from hers, and when he leaned forward to kiss her, there wasn’t a single doubt in Taylor’s mind that this was exactly what she wanted.

His mouth settled over hers, and she sighed softly in hopeless welcome. His kisses, as always, were devastatingly sensual. Taylor felt so mellow, so warm.

“I could get drunk on you,” Russ murmured in awe.

“It must be the whiskey,” she whispered back.

He shook his head. “I didn’t have any.” His hands were in her hair, his lips at her throat, and the delicious, delirious feelings flooded her.

Sliding her hands over the open V of his shirt, she wound her arms around his strong neck. He leaned her against the counter and pressed himself against her, creating a whole new kaleidoscope of delectable sensations. Taylor let her head fall back as he continued to kiss her. He was so close she could feel the snap of his jeans. He was power. Masculine strength. Heat. She sensed in him a hunger she’d never known in any man. A hunger and need. One only she could fill.

Then, when she least expected it, Russ stilled his body and his hands and roughly dragged his mouth from hers. Not more than a second had passed when…

“Oops…oh, sorry,” Mandy said as she walked into the kitchen. “I bet you guys want me to come back later. Right? Hey, no problem.” She backed out of the kitchen, hands raised.

Russ’s arms closed protectively around Taylor, but she broke free and managed a smile, then deftly turned toward the teenager. “There’s no reason for you to leave.”

“Yes, there is,” Russ said. “Taylor and I have to talk.”

“No, we don’t,” she countered sharply. “We’ve finished…talking.”

Russ threw her a challenging glance that suggested otherwise, and Taylor, who rarely blushed, did so profusely.

“We haven’t even started talking,” Russ whispered, for her ears alone. Taylor wasn’t going to argue with him, at least not in front of his sister.

Mandy stared down at the linoleum floor and traced the octagonal pattern with the toe of her tennis shoe. “You’ve already talked to Russ?” she asked, darting a quick glance at Taylor. Her soft green eyes were imploring.

“Not yet,” Taylor said pointedly.

“Disappear for a while, Mandy,” Russ urged, turning back to Taylor.

“No,” Taylor said forcefully. The minute the girl was out of the room, the same thing would happen that always did whenever they were alone together. One kiss and they’d burst spontaneously into a passion hot enough to sear Taylor’s senses for days afterward.

“No?” Mandy echoed, clearly confused.

“I haven’t talked to Russ yet, but I will now.”

The fourteen-year-old brightened and nodded eagerly. She pointed toward the living room. “I’ll just wait in there.”

“What’s going on here?” Russ demanded, once Mandy was out of the room.

“Nothing.”

“And pigs fly.”

“Sit down,” she coaxed, offering him a shy smile. She got a second mug and filled it with coffee, then carried it to the round oak table, where Russ was waiting for her. His arm slipped around her waist, and she braced her hands against his shoulders.

“You’re supposed to talk to me?” he asked.

She nodded.

“This has to do with Mandy?”

Once more Taylor nodded.

Russ frowned. “That was why you drove out to see me earlier, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” she answered honestly. He kept his arms securely around her waist, but he didn’t look pleased. Taylor felt the least she could do was explain. “Mandy came to talk to me after school, and she asked me to approach you about…something.”

“She isn’t comfortable coming to me herself?” Russ muttered, looking offended. “I’ve been trying as hard as I can to listen to her. I can’t be any fairer than I’ve already been. What does she want now? To get an apartment in town on her own?”

“Don’t be silly,” Taylor answered, riffling his hair, seeking some way to reassure him. “Mandy knows you’re trying to be patient with her, and she’s trying, too. Only this was something special, something she felt awkward talking to you about, so she came to me. Don’t be offended, Russ. That wasn’t her intention, and it isn’t mine.”

He nodded, but his frown remained. From the first, Taylor hadn’t been sure she was doing the right thing by approaching Russ on Mandy’s behalf. She’d only wanted to help, but regretted her part in this now. Look where it had led her! Two feet deep in mud.

Positioning herself on his lap, she rested her arms over his shoulders, her wrists dangling. “You’re right,” she said, and kissed him long and leisurely by way of apology.

His eyes were still closed when she’d finished, his breathing labored.

“Mandy,” Taylor called, embarrassed by how noticeably her voice trembled.

The teenager raced into the kitchen so fast she nearly skidded across the polished floor. “Well?” she asked expectantly. “What did he say?” She seemed a little startled to see Taylor sitting on her brother’s lap, but didn’t mention it at all.

“I haven’t said anything yet,” Russ growled. “I want to know what’s going on here. First of all, Taylor drives out to talk to me, and from what I can tell she’s wearing your clothes.”

“I couldn’t very well send her out there in the dress she was wearing at school. I’m certainly glad she put on something of mine, otherwise look what would’ve happened!” Mandy declared.

“What’s that got to do with this?”

“You were supposed to be back early today, remember?” Mandy reminded him pointedly. “You said something about driving over to Bill Shepherd’s this afternoon—”

“Oh damn,” Russ muttered. “I forgot.”

“Don’t worry. He phoned while you were out with Taylor, and I said you’d probably run into some trouble. He’s going to call you back tonight.”

Russ nodded. “Go on.”

“Well, anyway, I thought it might even be better if Taylor talked to you when I wasn’t around, so I suggested she take the truck and—”

“How’d you know where I was?” Russ asked his sister, clearly confused.

“I heard you speaking to Slim this morning about checking the south fence lines. I just headed Taylor in that direction. I knew she’d find you sooner or later.”

Russ’s gaze shot to Taylor. “She found me, all right. Now tell me what you were going to talk to me about.” The tone of Russ’s voice suggested he was fast losing patience.

“Mandy, I’m holding him down, so you do the talking,” Taylor said, smiling at Russ.

“You ask him, Taylor. Oh please…” the girl begged.

“Nope, you’re on your own, kiddo.”

“Will the two of you stop playing games and tell me what’s going on here?”

“Okay,” Mandy said, elevating her shoulders as she released a deep breath. She pushed up the sleeves of her sweater, not looking at her brother, and launched into her request. “You know Travis Wells, don’t you?” She didn’t give Russ time to respond. “His son Eddie goes to school with me.”

“Eddie’s older than you.”

“He’s sixteen,” Mandy returned quickly. “Actually, he’s only twenty-two months and five days older than I am. If he’d been born in October and I’d been born in August we might even have been in the same class together, so there’s really not that big a difference in our ages.” She paused, as though waiting for Russ to comment or agree.

“All right,” he said after an uncomfortable moment.

Mandy looked at Taylor pleadingly, silently asking her to explain the rest. Taylor shook her head.

“Eddie’s been talking to me lately…in the halls and sometimes at lunch. Yesterday he sat with me on the bus.” This was clearly of monumental significance. “Eddie was the one who encouraged me to try out for the drill team, and when I made it, he said he knew I would.”

“That was him on the phone earlier, wasn’t it?”

A happy grin touched the girl’s mouth. “Yes—he wanted to know if I’d talked to you yet.”

“About what?” Russ asked, then stiffened. His eyes narrowed. “You’re not going out with that young man, Amanda, and that’s the end of it. Fourteen is too young to date, and I don’t care what Taylor says!”

If she hadn’t been sitting on his lap, Taylor was sure Russ would have jumped to his feet. Framing his face with her hands, she stroked the rigid muscles of his jaw. “There’s no need to yell. As it happens, I agree with you.”

“You do?”

“Don’t look so shocked.”

“Then why were you coming to talk to me about it? Because I’ll tell you right now, I’m not changing my mind.”

“I’m not, either,” she said softly, “so relax.”

“Mandy?” Russ turned to his sister, his frown threatening.

“Well…as you’ve already guessed, Eddie asked me out on a date. Actually, he just wanted me to go to the movies with him.”

“No way,” Russ said without so much as a pause.

Mandy’s teeth bit her trembling bottom lip. “I thought you’d feel that way. That’s the reason I went to Taylor, but she said she agreed with you that fourteen’s too young to date. But while we were talking she came up with a…compromise. That is, if you’ll agree.”

“I said no,” Russ returned resolutely.

Taylor felt she should explain. “When I was fourteen, my father—”

“You’re from the city,” he said, in a way that denigrated anyone who lived in a town with a population of more than five hundred. “Folks from the country think differently. I don’t expect you to understand.”

His harsh words were like a slap in the face to Taylor. She blinked back the sharp pain, astonished that he would offend her so easily.

“Russ,” Mandy whispered, “that was a terrible thing to say.”

“What? That Taylor’s from the city? It’s true.”

“You’re right, of course.” She slipped off his lap and looked at Mandy. “Are my clothes in your room?”

The girl nodded. “I hung them in my closet.”

Drawing in a deep breath, Taylor looked at Russ. “I apologize. I should never have involved myself in something that wasn’t my affair. I went against my better judgment and I was wrong. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll change clothes and get out of here.” The way she felt at the moment, she never intended to come back. What Russ had said was true; he was only repeating what she’d been saying to him from the first. They were fooling themselves if they believed there was any future in their relationship.

Mandy’s bedroom was on the main floor, next to the bathroom. Taylor shut the door and walked over to sit on the bed. Her hands were trembling. Raised voices came from the kitchen, but Taylor couldn’t make out the words and had no intention of even trying. If anything, she was regretful that she’d become yet another source of discord between brother and sister.

Taylor was dressing when someone tapped politely on the door. “I’ll just be a minute,” she said, forcing a cheerful note into her voice.

Slipping the dress over her head, Taylor walked barefoot across the room and opened the door. Mandy came inside, her face red and stained with tears. Sobbing, she threw both arms around Taylor’s waist.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m really sorry…it was so selfish of me to involve you in this. Look what happened. First you fell in that terrible mud—”

“But, remember, I was wearing your clothes.”

“I don’t care about that.” She lifted her head to wipe the tears from her face. “You could take all my clothes and put them in a mud hole if you wanted.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to avoid any and all mud holes from now on.”

Mandy’s responding chuckle sounded more like another sob. “Russ should never have said what he did.”

“But it’s true,” Taylor said lightly, pretending to dismiss the entire incident.

“Maybe so, but it was the way he said it—as if you’re not to be trusted or something. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to my brother—and to me. All the kids in school are crazy about you and…and for Russ to say what he did was an insult.”

“Don’t be so hard on him. You can take the girl out of the city, but you can’t take the city out of the girl,” she joked.

“He’ll be sorry in a little bit,” Mandy assured her. “He always is. He’s the only man I know who slits his own throat with his tongue.”

“There’s no need for him to apologize,” Taylor said, hugging the teenager close. She broke away, slipped on her shoes, and reached for her jacket. She draped her purse over her shoulder. “Chin up, kiddo. Everything’s going to work out for the best.”

Mandy bobbed her head several times.

Russ wasn’t around when Taylor walked through the kitchen and out the back door. For that she was grateful. She opened her car door but didn’t get inside. She paused, studying the house and the outbuildings that comprised the Lazy P, giving it a final look. Sadness settled over her and she exhaled slowly.

This was her farewell to Russ and to his ranch.

—

If the day Taylor fell in the mud hole had been full of problems, Russ decided, the ensuing ones were just as impossible. Only now the difficulties he faced were of his own making.

Taylor had been on his mind for the past three days. Not that thinking about her constantly was anything new, but now, every time he did, all he could see were her big blue eyes meeting his, trying so hard to disguise the pain his words had inflicted. He’d been angry with Mandy for going to Taylor, and angry with Taylor for listening.

Unfortunately, Russ didn’t have time to make the necessary amends. Not yet, anyway. Slim and Roy had set up cow camp in the foothills, and Russ and two of his other hands were joining them. They were running cattle, branding the calves born on the range, vaccinating and dehorning them. It would be necessary to trim hoofs, too; otherwise the snow, which was sure to arrive sometime soon, would clump in their feet.

There’d been snow in the mountains overnight, and there was nothing to say the first snowfall of the season couldn’t happen any day. With so much to do, he didn’t have time for anything but work. The cattle buyers would show up right after that, and Russ would be occupied with them, wheeling and dealing to get the best price he could for his beef.

He’d contact Taylor later and apologize.

When Russ returned to the house, it was after seven and he was exhausted. Mandy was sitting at the kitchen table, doing her homework.

“Any calls?” he asked hopefully. Maybe Taylor had finally decided to forgive him, although he doubted it.

“None.”

Russ frowned. That woman was too stubborn for her own good—or his.

“Dinner’s in the oven,” Mandy said, not looking at him. She closed her book and inserted pages into her binder.

Russ took the plate from the oven with a pot holder, then set it on the table. “I’ve been thinking over what you suggested about this thing with Eddie,” he said while he took a glass from the cupboard and poured himself some milk.

Mandy’s eyes rose to search his. “It wouldn’t be like a real date. I’d be paying for my own ticket and all Eddie and I would be doing is sitting together. It’d be just as if we’d accidentally met there. If Eddie wants, I’d let him buy me some popcorn—but only if you think it would be all right.”

“I’d drop you off and pick you up at the theater?”

“Right.”

Russ pulled out a chair and sat down. “This is a sensible compromise,” he said as he spread the paper napkin across his lap. “This idea shows maturity and insight on your part, and I’m proud of you for coming up with it.”

“I didn’t.”

Russ finished his first bite and studied his sister, who was standing across the table, her hand resting on the back of the chair. “Taylor’s the one who suggested it first. She tried to explain it to you…Actually, we both did, but you wouldn’t listen.”

The bite of chicken-fried steak stuck halfway down Russ’s throat, and he had to swallow hard before he could speak normally. “Taylor came up with the idea?”

“I think her parents were the ones who thought of it, because she was telling me that’s what they did with her and her sister when they were fourteen and boys began asking them out.”

“I see.”

“Just think, Russ,” Mandy murmured sarcastically. “Taylor’s parents are from the big city, and they managed to come up with this all on their own. Naw, on second thought, I bet someone from the country suggested it.”

Normally Russ wouldn’t have tolerated his sister talking to him in that tone of voice. The kid sure knew all the right buttons to push. But this time Russ didn’t react as he usually did. The pressure that settled on his chest made it difficult to concentrate on anything else.

His appetite gone, Russ pushed his plate away, propped his elbows on the table, and stared straight ahead.

He’d done it now. Taylor would never speak to him again. Unless…

—

Another lonely Friday night, Taylor mused, as she sat at the kitchen table with her laptop. She owed everyone emails, and it wasn’t as though she had anything pressing to do.

She leaned back in the chair and reread the long email from Christy, chuckling over her youngest sibling’s warmth and wit.

Someone knocked at the door and Taylor went to answer it. A smiling Mandy stood on the other side.

“Mandy? Is everything all right?”

“It’s perfect. Well, almost…” she said, beaming. She seemed in a hurry and glanced over her shoulder.

Taylor’s gaze followed hers, and she noticed Russ’s truck parked alongside the curb. He was sitting in the cab.

“Russ said I could meet Eddie at the movies and sit with him under one condition, and I’m afraid that involves you.”

Taylor couldn’t have heard Mandy correctly. “I beg your pardon?”

“Russ seems to feel that Eddie and I are going to need a couple chaperones.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No, it isn’t,” Mandy said, much too cheerfully to suit Taylor. “At least I don’t mind if you guys sit on the other side of the theater from Eddie and me.”

“You guys?”

“You and Russ. He said I can only do this if you agree to sit with him during the movie so he doesn’t look like a jerk being there all by himself.”

“You can tell your brother for me—”

“Taylor,” Mandy cut in, leaning forward to whisper, as if there was a chance Russ might overhear. “This is the only way Russ could think of to get you to talk to him again. He’s really sorry for how he acted and the things he said.”

“Sending you to do his apologizing for him isn’t going to work,” Taylor said matter-of-factly. “Neither is this little game of blackmail.”

Mandy thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “You know what? You’re absolutely right!” Placing her hands on her hips, she whirled around to face the street. “Russ!” she yelled at the top of her lungs.

Russ leaned across the cab of the pickup and rolled down the window.

“If you want to apologize to Taylor, you’re going to have to do it yourself!” Mandy shouted. Taylor was certain half the neighbors could hear. Her worst fears were confirmed when she saw the lady across the street pulling aside her draperies and peeking out.

“And Taylor says she refuses to be blackmailed.”

Taylor was mortified when the doors to several more homes opened and a couple men stepped onto their porches to investigate the source of all the shouting.

“What are you going to do about it?” Mandy yelled.

By this time Russ had climbed out of the truck. He was wearing the same gray suit jacket with the suede yoke he’d had on the night of the Grange dance.

“Hey, Palmer, what’s going on with the schoolteacher?” one of Taylor’s neighbors heckled.

Two or three others came off their porches and onto the sidewalk. A low murmur followed Russ’s progress toward Taylor.

“Hey, Russ, apologize, would you?”

“Yeah,” another chimed in. “Then we can have some peace and quiet around here.”

Russ paid no attention. When he reached the end of the walk, he looked straight at Taylor, then leaped up the steps. “You want a formal apology?” he asked. “Fine, I’ll give you one, but after that we’re going to the movies.”
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    Chapter 10

“I’m not going to the movies with you, Russ Palmer. That’s all there is to it,” Taylor said, and gently closed the door. She turned the lock just to be on the safe side and went back to the kitchen, where she’d started an email to her sister.

A few minutes later, she heard the faint strains of a guitar and someone singing, badly off key. Good grief, it sounded like…Russ. Russ singing?

Deciding the only thing she could do was ignore him, Taylor returned her attention to her laptop.

Apparently, Russ wasn’t going to be easily foiled, and when she didn’t immediately appear, he countered by singing and playing louder. His determination was evident in each word of his ridiculously maudlin song. He was completely untalented as a singer, and his guitar-playing abilities weren’t anything to brag about, either.

Covering her ears, Taylor slid as low as she could in her chair. The man’s nerve was colossal. If she’d learned anything during her time in Cougar Point, it was that cowboys didn’t lack arrogance. To assume that she’d be willing to forget everything simply because he serenaded her was downright comical.

It was then that the phone rang. Taylor answered it on the second ring, grinning at Russ’s impertinence, despite her irritation.

“For heaven’s sake,” her neighbor shouted over the line, “do something, will you? His singing is making my dog howl.”

No sooner had Taylor replaced the phone than it rang again. “My china’s starting to rattle. Would you please kiss and make up before my crystal cracks?” Taylor recognized the voice of Mrs. Fergason, the lady from across the street.

Grinding her teeth with frustration, Taylor tore across the living room and yanked open the door. “Stop!”

Russ took one look at her and grinned broadly. He lowered the guitar, obviously delighted with himself. “I see you’ve come to your senses.”

“Either stop singing or I’m calling the police. You’re disturbing my peace and that of my neighbors. Now leave.”

Russ blinked. “I wish I could, but I owe you an apology and I won’t feel right until I clear the air.”

“Okay, you’ve apologized. Now will you kindly go?”

He rubbed his hand down his jaw. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Taylor jerked her head back hard enough to give herself whiplash. “I don’t believe it. Why are you doing this?”

“Because I’m falling in love with you.”

A lump immediately formed in Taylor’s throat. This was the last thing she wanted. Living in Cougar Point was supposed to give her a chance to heal from one disastrous relationship, not involve her in another.

“Russ,” Mandy called, leaning out the window of the truck, “hurry or we’ll be late for the movie.”

“Are you going or not?” Mrs. Fergason shouted. “Decide, will you? Jeopardy!’s about to start, and I don’t want to miss Alex Trebek.”

Taylor was still too stunned to react. “Don’t love me, Russ. Please don’t love me.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s too late. I knew the minute you went headfirst into that mud hole that we were meant for each other. Now, are you going to ruin Mandy’s big night with your stubbornness, or are you going to the movie with me?”

—

If she’d had her wits about her, Taylor would never have agreed to this blatant form of blackmail, but Russ had taken all the wind from her sails. Before she realized exactly how she’d gotten there, she was inside the Cougar Point Theater, sitting in the back row with Russ, munching on hot buttered popcorn.

“We’ve got to talk,” she whispered, as the opening credits started. She’d seen the movie months earlier, and although she’d enjoyed it, she wasn’t eager to see it a second time—especially now, after Russ’s shocking declaration.

His large callused hand reached for hers, closing around her fingers. “We can talk later.”

How she managed to sit through the entire film, Taylor didn’t know. Her mind was in a chaotic whirl. All too soon the closing credits were rolling and the house lights came up. The theater began to empty.

Mandy dashed down the aisle, the famous Eddie at her side. “Would it be all right if we went over to the bowling alley? Chris’s mom and dad offered to buy everyone nachos. Lots of other kids are going.”

“How long will you be?” Russ asked.

Mandy looked at Eddie. “An hour,” the boy said firmly, perhaps expecting Russ to argue with him. He was over six feet tall and as lean as a telephone pole, yet Mandy gazed at him as if he were a Hollywood heartthrob.

“All right,” Russ said, surprising them both. “I’ll pick you up in exactly one hour.”

“Thanks,” Mandy said, and impulsively kissed his cheek.

“That gives us forty-five minutes to settle our differences,” Russ said, smiling over at Taylor, his eyes filled with silent messages.

By now Taylor felt more than a little disoriented. It was as if her entire world resembled the flickering frames in a silent movie. Everything had a strange, staccato feeling, and nothing seemed real.

“Where are we going?” she asked, when Russ opened the truck door for her.

“Back to your place. Unless you object.”

Russ had ignored every one of her objections from the moment they’d met, and there was no reason to assume he was going to change at this stage.

When Russ parked his truck, Taylor half expected her neighbors to file out of their homes and line the sidewalk, offering advice. But all the excitement earlier in the evening had tired everyone out. It was only nine, and already most of the houses were completely dark.

“I’ll make us some coffee,” Taylor said, finding her voice. She unlocked the door, but before she could flip on the living-room lights, Russ gently turned her around and pulled her into his arms.

He closed the front door with his foot and pressed her against the wall. Their eyes adjusted to the dark and met. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered reverently. He lifted his hands to her hair, weaving the thick strands through his fingers. Taylor felt powerless to stop him. She closed her eyes and savored the moment. Savored the exquisite sensations Russ evoked within her.

“Please don’t fall in love with me,” she pleaded, remembering the reason for this discussion. “Don’t love me.”

“I can’t help myself,” he whispered, kissing the taut line of her jaw. “Trust me, Taylor, I wasn’t all that happy about it myself. You belong in the city.”

“Exactly,” she said, breathing deeply. It never seemed to fail: Russ would hold her and she’d dissolve in his arms. Her breathing became labored, and her heart went on a rampage. She tried to convince herself that they were simply dealing with an abundance of hormones, but no matter how many times she told herself that, it didn’t matter.

Russ couldn’t love her. He just couldn’t. Because then Taylor would be forced to examine her own feelings for him. She’d be compelled to face what she intuitively knew would be better left unnamed.

“You’re a West Coast liberal feminist.”

“You’re a small-town Montana redneck.”

“I know,” he agreed, continuing to kiss her jaw, his mouth wandering down the side of her neck.

Listing their differences didn’t seem to affect their reactions to each other. Russ raised his head and traced his thumb across her lower lip. It was all Taylor could do not to moan. No man had ever incited such burning need.

Taylor took Russ’s finger between her teeth and slowly drew it into her mouth, sucking lightly. He closed his eyes and smiled, then sighed from deep within his chest.

With his hands cupping her face, he kissed her, and it was incredibly sweet, incredibly sexy. Every time Russ took her into his arms, he eliminated all the disparities between them, took everything in their lives and reduced it to the simple fact that they were man and woman.

She gripped his wrists and held on tightly. “Russ, no more…please.” With a strength she didn’t realize she had, Taylor broke off the kiss.

“I’ve just begun,” he warned.

His lips remained so close to hers that she inhaled his moist, warm breath.

“Why does everything come down to this?” she murmured. Her knees were slightly bent as she struggled to hold on to what little strength she still possessed.

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I can’t seem to keep my hands off you.” As though to prove his point, he trailed a row of kisses across the curve of her shoulder.

“Russ…”

“Not here…I know.” His voice was so husky Taylor barely recognized it. Without any difficulty, he lifted her into his arms.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Carrying you into the bedroom.”

“No,” she whispered, close to tears.

“Rhett Butler carried Scarlett—I can’t do any less for you. I thought all women, even you feminist types, went for this romantic stuff.”

“We can’t do this…Russ, listen to me. If we make love, we’re both going to regret it later.” She was nearly frantic, desperate to talk some sense into him. Talk some sense into herself. All the while, Russ was walking along the hallway to her bedroom.

Her weight must have gotten to be too much for him, because he paused and leaned heavily against the wall. Before she could argue, he put her down and his mouth sought hers, his lips sliding back and forth over hers with mute urgency. Whatever objection Taylor was about to raise died the instant his mouth took hers. She entwined her arms around his neck and boldly kissed him back.

“I thought that would shut you up,” he murmured triumphantly as he shifted her weight in his arms and carried her directly into the bedroom.

There was ample time to protest, ample time to demand that he stop, but the words, so perfectly formed in her mind, were never spoken. Instead she leaned her head against his shoulder and sighed heavily. She couldn’t fight them both.

Russ placed her on the bed. Taylor closed her eyes, hating this weakness in her. At the same moment, savoring it. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“I can,” he said. “I haven’t stopped thinking about it since the day we met. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,” Russ murmured, “day and night, night and day.”

She smiled softly up at him and slipped her arms around his neck. “You’ve been on my mind, too.”

“I’m glad to hear it. But it’s more than that,” he continued between kisses. “I can’t seem to rid myself of this need for you. I want to make love to you more than I’ve wanted anything in my life.”

Taylor felt his moist breath against her cheek and sighed audibly as he began kissing her again, creating magical sensations. Scorching need.

Her arms and legs felt as if they were liquid, without strength. Russ continued to hold her, to rain kisses over her face. Then he nuzzled her neck. Taylor tried to immerse herself in his tenderness, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t seem to block out the fact that their lovemaking would only lead to pain. It had been months since she’d seen Mark, and she was still suffering. How could she do this to herself a second time when she was all too aware of the emotional aftermath?

She’d tried so hard to fight her attraction to Russ. Yet here she was, inviting even more pain, more doubts, more questions. She wasn’t the type of woman who leaped into bed with a man just because it felt good.

“Russ…no more,” she pleaded, pushing with all her strength against the very shoulders she’d been caressing only moments earlier. “Stop…oh please, we have to stop.”

He went still, and slowly raised his eyes. They were darker than she’d ever seen them. Hotter than she’d ever seen them, but not with anger.

“You don’t mean that.” Lovingly, tenderly, he ran his hands over her face and paused when he discovered the moisture on her cheeks.

“You’re crying.”

Taylor hadn’t realized it herself until he’d caressed her face. His eyes questioned hers, filled with apprehension, misgivings. “What’s wrong?”

She placed the tips of her fingers on his cheek. “I can’t make love with you…I can’t.”

“Why not?” His voice was little more than a whisper, and gruff with anxiety. “I love you, Taylor.” As if to prove it, he kissed her again, but even more gently this time.

Twisting her head away, Taylor buried her face in the curve of his neck, dragging in deep gulps of air as Russ held her close.

“I don’t want you to love me,” she sobbed. “If we continue like this, it’ll only cause problems—not just for me, but for you, too.”

“Not necessarily.”

How confident he sounded, how secure, when she was neither.

“I’ve been in love before…and it hurts too much.” She raised her head and swallowed a sob, then wiped the tears from her face. “His name was Mark—and he’s the reason I moved to Montana. I had to get away…and heal…And now…I’ve met you.”

The sobs came in earnest then. Huge, heaving sobs that humiliated and humbled her. She wasn’t crying for Mark; she was over him. Yet the tears fell and the pain gushed forth in an absolution she hadn’t expected. Pain she’d incarcerated behind a wall of smiles and then lugged across three states.

Russ obviously didn’t know what to think. He stroked her hair, but he didn’t say anything, and she knew her timing couldn’t have been worse. Bringing up the subject of Mark now, tonight, was insane, but she’d had to stop Russ. Stop them both. She’d had to do something.

Still sobbing, she rolled off the bed. Finding her footing, she gestured in his direction, miming an apology and at the same time pleading with him to go. She needed to be alone.

“I’m not leaving you.”

Unable to find the strength to go on standing, Taylor lowered herself to the edge of the bed. “Do you always have to argue with me? Just for once couldn’t you do what I want?”

“No.” He eased himself behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, holding her carefully. “I love you,” he told her again.

“Please, don’t.”

“The choice was taken from me long ago.”

“No…don’t even say it. I can’t bear it if you love me—I can’t deal with it now. Please, try to understand.”

His arms tightened slightly, pulling her back against him. “I wish it wasn’t so, for your sake, but my heart decided otherwise. I can’t change the way I feel.”

“I refuse to love you! Do you understand?” Taylor cried. “Look at us! We’re a pair of fools. It won’t work, so why should we put each other through this? It doesn’t make sense! Oh Russ, please, won’t you just leave me alone?”

“Loving you makes sense. We make sense. I love you, Taylor. Nothing will change that.”

“Don’t tell me that. I refuse to love you,” she repeated. “Do you understand? Nothing has changed. Nothing!”

“It doesn’t matter.”

If Russ had been angry or unreasonable, it would’ve helped her. He was gentle. Loving. Concerned.

While she was angry. Angrier than she’d ever been.

“Leave me alone. Go!” She pointed to the door in case he wasn’t convinced that she meant what she said. “Stay away from me. I don’t want to get involved with you.”

Russ studied her for several nerve-racking minutes, then sighed and stalked out of the room.

The whole house went quiet, and it reminded her of the hush before a storm. Russ had left; he’d done exactly what she’d asked. She should be glad. But the ache inside her increased a hundredfold and the emptiness widened.

Clutching her stomach, Taylor sobbed while she sat on the bed and rocked. Back and forth. Side to side. She wept because of one man she no longer loved. She wept for another she was afraid of loving too much.

She lost track of time. Five minutes could have been fifty-five; she had no way of telling.

A noise in her kitchen alerted her to the fact that she wasn’t alone. Curious, she righted her clothes, wiped her face with a corner of the sheet, and walked out of the bedroom.

Russ was sitting in the kitchen, his feet balanced on a chair, ankles crossed. He was drinking a cup of coffee. Apparently, he’d made it himself.

“You didn’t leave?”

“Not yet.”

“What about Mandy?”

“I called the bowling alley and told her to kill another hour.” Dropping his legs, he stood and poured Taylor a mug, then set it down for her. “Feeling any better?”

Embarrassed, she looked away and nodded. She would rather he’d left when she’d asked him to, but that would have created other problems. Eventually she’d need to explain, and the sooner the better. “I’m…sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really, but…” She shrugged, then pulled out a chair, sat down, and reached for the coffee. Cradling the mug, she warmed her hands with it.

“I suppose I should’ve suspected something,” Russ said after a moment. “Someone like you wouldn’t accept a teaching position in this part of the country without a reason. You didn’t come to Montana out of a burning desire to learn about life in the backwoods of America.”

Her gaze continued to avoid his, but she did manage a weak smile.

“So you were in love with Mark. Tell me what happened.”

She sighed. “How much do you want to know?”

“Everything. Start at the beginning, the day you met him, and work through to the day you moved to Cougar Point. Tell me everything—don’t hold back a single detail.”

Taylor closed her eyes. He wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less than the truth, the whole truth. He wanted names, places, dates, details. Gory, painful details. The man was wasted on a cattle ranch, she thought wryly; he should’ve been working for the Internal Revenue Service. Or the FBI.

“I can’t,” she whispered, as the ache in her heart increased with the memories. “I’m sorry, Russ. If I talked to anyone about Mark, it would be you, but he’s behind me now and I’m not about to dredge up all that pain.”

“You wouldn’t be dredging it up,” he told her. “You’ve been carrying it with you like a heavy suitcase all the way to Cougar Point. Get rid of it, Taylor.”

“You think it’s that easy?” she responded tartly. “You’re suggesting I casually take what little remains of my pride and my dignity and lay it out on the table for you to examine. I can’t do it.”

The heat in the kitchen felt stifling all of a sudden. Taylor stood abruptly and started pacing. “I wanted to get away—that’s understandable, isn’t it? I read everything I could find about Montana, and the idea of living here for a year or so appealed to me. I thought…I hoped I could use these months to recharge my emotions, to mend.”

“It hasn’t worked, has it?”

She hung her head. “No.”

“Do you know why?”

“Of course I know why!” she cried. “Meeting you has messed up everything. I wasn’t in town a week and you were harassing me. Goading me. I’d be a thousand times better off if we’d never met. Now here you are, talking about loving me, and I’m so afraid I can’t think straight anymore.”

“Are you looking for an apology?”

“Yes,” she cried, then reconsidered and slowly shook her head. “No.”

“That’s what I thought.”

She reached for her coffee, downed a sip, and set the mug back on the table. The hot liquid burned her lips and seared its way down the back of her throat. “I met Mark while I was student-teaching.” She folded her arms around her waist and resumed pacing. “Between working and school I didn’t have a lot of time for relationships. For the first four years of my college education, I might as well have been living in a convent.”

“Why was Mark different?”

“I…don’t know. I’ve asked myself the same question a hundred times. He was incredibly good-looking.”

“Better-looking than me?” Russ challenged.

“Oh Russ, honestly, I don’t know. It isn’t as if I have a barometer to gauge the level of cute.”

“Okay, go on.”

“There isn’t much more to tell you,” she said, gesturing with her hands. “We became…involved, and after a couple months Mark brought up the idea of us living together.”

Russ frowned. “I see.”

Taylor was sure he didn’t; nevertheless, she continued. “I loved him. I truly loved him, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to move in with him. My parents are very traditional, and I’d never come face-to-face with something that contradicted my upbringing to such an extent.”

“Mark wanted you to be his ‘significant other’?”

“Yes. He wasn’t ruling out the idea of marriage, but he wasn’t willing to make a commitment to me, either, at least not then.”

“Did you agree to this?”

It took Taylor a long moment to answer, and when she did, her voice was low and husky. “No. I needed time to think over the decision, and Mark agreed it was a good idea. He suggested we not see each other for a week.”

“So what did you decide?”

Russ’s question seemed to echo through the room. “Yes…I reached an intelligent, well-thought-out decision, but it didn’t take me a week. In fact, five days was all the time I required. Having made my choice, I planned to contact Mark. I’d missed him so much that I went over to his apartment the following evening after work…” The floor seemed to buckle, and she reached out and grabbed the back of a chair. “Except that Mark wasn’t alone—he was making love with a girl from the office.” The pain, the humiliation of that moment, was as sharp now as it had been several months earlier. “Correction,” she said in a breathy whisper. “In his words, he was ‘screwing’ the girl from the office. But when he was with me, he was making love.”

Russ stood and walked over to her side, then drew her into his arms.

Clenching her hands in tight fists, Taylor resisted his comfort. The burning tears returned. Her breath seemed to catch in her throat and released itself with a moan. “You don’t understand,” she sobbed. “You don’t know…no one does. No one ever asked.”

“I do,” Russ whispered, brushing the tendrils from her face. “You’d decided to move in with him, hadn’t you?”

Sobbing and nearly hysterical, Taylor nodded.
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    Chapter 11

Every part of Russ longed to comfort Taylor. He wasn’t immune to pain himself. His mother had run off and abandoned him when he was still a child. He’d been unable to understand what had driven her away, unable to understand why she hadn’t taken him with her. Then, several years later, his father met and married Betty. Mandy was born and Russ was just beginning to feel secure and happy when Betty had died. His father had buried himself in his grief and followed not long afterward. Russ had been left to deal with his own anguish, plus that of his young sister, who was equally lost and miserable.

Emotional pain, Russ had learned during the next few years, was a school of higher learning, a place beyond the instruction of ordinary teachers. It was where heaven sagged and earth reached up, leaving a man to find meaning, reconciliation, and peace all on his own.

Taylor sobbed softly, holding him close. Russ shut his eyes. The ache he felt for this woman cut clear through his heart. Taylor had loved another man, loved him still. Someone who didn’t deserve her, someone who didn’t appreciate the kind of woman she was. The overwhelming need to protect her consumed him.

Lifting her head, Taylor brushed the confusion of hair from her face. “I think you should go now,” she said in a voice thick with tears.

“No,” he answered, his hands busy stroking her back. He couldn’t leave her. Not now. Not like this.

“Please, Russ, I want to be alone. I need to be alone.”

“You’ll never be alone again,” he promised her.

Her head drooped and her long hair fell forward. “You don’t understand, do you? I can’t…I won’t become involved with you. I’m here to teach, and at the end of my contract I’m leaving. And when I do, I don’t want there to be any regrets.”

“There won’t be. I promise you.” Russ tried to reassure her, but when he bent to kiss her, she broke away from him and skittered over to the other side of the kitchen, as if that distance would keep her safe.

“It would be so easy to let myself fall in love with you,” she whispered. “So easy…”

Witnessing her pain was nearly Russ’s undoing. He moved toward her, but for every step he advanced, she retreated two. He hesitated. “All I want to do is love you.”

“No,” she said firmly, holding out her arm, as if that should stop him. Russ found little humor in her pathetic attempt. He wasn’t the one who’d cheated on her. He wasn’t the one who’d abused her love and her trust. And he damn well refused to be punished for the sins of another.

“Taylor, listen to me.”

“No,” she said with surprising strength. “There isn’t anyone to blame but me. From the moment you and I met I realized we were in trouble, and we’ve both behaved like fools ever since. Me more than you. I’ve said it once, and apparently you didn’t believe me, so I’m saying it again. I don’t want to become involved with you.”

“You’re already involved.”

“I’m not—not yet, anyway. Please, don’t make this any more difficult than it already is. I’m not asking you this time. I’m telling you. If you care about me, if you have any feelings toward me whatsoever, you’ll forget you ever knew me, forget we ever met.”

Her words seemed to encircle his heart and then tighten like barbed wire. If he cared for her? He was crazy in love with her! His breath felt frozen in his chest.

“Am I supposed to forget I held you and kissed you, too?”

She nodded wildly. “Yes!”

Russ rubbed the back of his neck while he contemplated her words. “I don’t think I can.”

“You’ve got to,” she said, and her shoulders heaved with each pleading syllable. “You have to.”

Walking out on her then would have been like taking a branding iron and burning his own flesh. Despite everything she’d claimed, and asked for, Russ walked to her side, took her by the shoulders, and pulled her against him. She fought him as though he was the one responsible for hurting her so terribly. As if he was the one who’d betrayed her.

Her fists beat against him, but he felt no pain. None. Nothing could hurt him as much as her words.

Gripping her by the wrists, he pinned her hands behind her back. She glared up at him, her eyes spitting fire. “Why do you have to make this so difficult? Why?”

“Because I don’t give up easily. I never have.” He raised his hand and glided his fingertips over the soft contours of her face. He traced her stern, unyielding mouth, and with his hand at the small of her back, he pressed her forward until her body was perfectly molded to his. Then he buried his face in her sweet-smelling hair and inhaled deeply.

“Russ,” she pleaded, bending her head to one side, “don’t do this.”

He answered by sliding his mouth over hers. His hand freed her wrists as he held her against him. The fight had gone out of her, and her arms crept up his chest, pausing at his shoulders, her nails digging hard into his muscles. But Russ still felt no pain.

A moment later, she pulled away from him, looking into his eyes. “Do I have to walk out on my contract, pack my bags, and leave town to convince you I mean it?” she asked. “Is that what it’s going to take?”

“If you want me out of your life, just say so,” Russ said, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the past weeks? Stay away from me, Russ! I’ve got to get my head straightened out. I’m not ready to fall in love again, not with you, not with anyone. I can’t deal with this—with you—right now. I may not be able to for a long time.”

“All right,” he said gruffly. “I get the message. Loud and clear.” He stalked out of the kitchen, paused long enough in the living room to reach for his hat, and then he was gone.

But as he closed the door, he heard Taylor’s sobs. He forced himself to walk away from her, but he hesitated on the porch and sagged against the pillar. Regret and pain worked through him before he was able to move.

Once more he had to find meaning, reconciliation, and peace in the aftermath of pain.

—

“Cody Franklin just pulled into the yard,” Mandy told Russ, as though that was earth-shattering news.

Russ grumbled something in reply, and his muscles tensed involuntarily. If Cody was stopping by to talk, Russ knew what—who—the subject was bound to be.

Taylor.

“I don’t understand you,” Mandy said, clearly at the end of her wits. “Why don’t you just call Taylor and put an end to this nonsense? You’ve been walking around like a wounded bear all week.”

“When I need your advice, I’ll ask for it,” Russ bit out, and stood up so fast he nearly toppled the kitchen chair. “Stay out of it, Amanda. This is between me and Taylor.”

“She obviously isn’t doing any better. She called in sick twice this week.”

“How many times are you going to tell me that?” Russ muttered. “It doesn’t change the situation. She doesn’t want anything to do with me. If and when she does, she’ll contact me. Until then, it’s as if we never met.”

“Oh, that’s real smart,” Mandy said, her fists digging into her hips. “You’re so miserable, it’s like having a thundercloud hanging over our lives. You love Taylor and she loves you, so what’s the problem?”

“If Taylor feels anything for me, which I sincerely doubt, she’ll let me know. Until then, I have nothing to say to her.” It gnawed at him to admit it, but the truth was the truth, no matter how many different ways he chose to examine it. Taylor had claimed she wanted nothing to do with him often enough for him to believe her. He had no other choice.

“Save me from stubborn men,” Mandy said and groaned as she headed for the door, pulling it open for Russ’s friend.

“Howdy, Amanda,” Cody Franklin said as he walked into the kitchen. He removed his cap and tucked it under his arm. He was dressed in his uniform—green shirt and coat and tan slacks. His gunbelt rode low on his hips.

“Hello, Cody.” Mandy craned her neck toward Russ. “I hope you’ve come to talk some sense into my bullheaded brother.”

Cody seemed uneasy. “I’ll try.”

Mandy left the two of them alone, a fact for which Russ was grateful. He didn’t need a letter of introduction to deduce the reason for his friend’s latest visit. One look at Cody confirmed what Russ had already guessed. The deputy had stopped by as a courtesy before going out with Taylor himself.

“So you intend to ask her for a date?” Russ forestalled the exchange of chitchat that would eventually lead to the subject of Taylor.

Cody’s eyes just managed to avoid Russ’s.

“Frankly, Cody, you don’t need my permission. Taylor is her own woman, and if she wants to date you that’s her business, not mine.”

Having said as much, Russ should have felt relieved, but he didn’t. He’d been in a rotten mood from the moment he’d left Taylor’s nearly a week before, and Cody’s coming by unannounced hadn’t improved his disposition any.

Cody must have sensed his mood, because he gave Russ a wide berth. He walked over to the cupboard, brought down a mug, and poured himself coffee before he turned to face Russ.

“Sit down,” Russ snarled. “I’m not going to bite your head off.”

Cody grinned at that, and it occurred to Russ that Cougar Point’s deputy sheriff wasn’t bad-looking. Handsome enough to stir any woman’s fickle heart. Plenty of women were interested in him, but he took his duties so seriously that no romantic relationship lasted more than a couple months. Cody Franklin didn’t smile very often, and Russ thought he knew why.

The two men went back a long way, and Russ didn’t want their friendship to end because of one stubborn woman. “You’re planning on asking Taylor out, aren’t you?” he demanded, when Cody didn’t immediately respond.

Cody joined Russ at the table. “Actually, I wasn’t going to do anything of the kind. I asked her once already, and she turned me down. I figured she wasn’t interested, so I was willing to leave it at that.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because she phoned the other day and asked me to dinner Friday night.” He paused to rub the side of his jaw. “I don’t mind telling you, I was taken aback by that. I’ve never had a woman ask me for a date.”

“What did you tell her?”

Cody looked uncomfortable. “I said I needed some time to think it over.”

“So Taylor’s the one who called you?” Russ was surprised his voice sounded so normal.

“I’ve never had a woman approach me like this,” Cody went on to say a second time. “I’m not sure I like it, either. It puts me in one hell of a position.” He twisted the mug around in his hands, as though he couldn’t locate the handle. “From what she said, I assume she intends to pay, too. I’ve never had a woman pay for my meal yet, and I’m not about to start now.”

“Don’t blame you for that,” Russ felt obliged to say, although he couldn’t help being slightly amused. He didn’t need a script to realize what Taylor was doing. She’d asked Cody Franklin to dinner to prove something to herself and possibly to him.

“You’ve got feelings for her, don’t you?” Cody asked, eyeing him suspiciously.

“You could say that,” Russ confirmed, understating his emotions by a country mile. He had feelings, all right, but he wasn’t willing to discuss them with his friend.

Cody grinned, revealing even white teeth. Crow’s-feet crinkled at the corners of his eyes. “So, what do you want me to say to her?”

“That you’ll be happy to let her buy you dinner.”

Cody hesitated before taking a sip of his coffee. “You don’t mean that,” he finally said.

“Yes, I do. In fact, I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

“But—”

“Taylor Manning doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

“And you believe her?”

Russ shrugged. “The way I see it, I don’t have any choice. If she wants to go out with you, fine. That’s her decision.”

Cody shook his head. “I can’t believe I heard you right.”

“You did. Trust me, dealing with this woman isn’t easy.”

Cody set his half-finished coffee on the table and stood. “Okay, but I have the feeling you’re going to regret this.”

—

Cody Franklin was as nice a man as Taylor had ever met. And a gentleman to boot. He arrived promptly at seven, dressed in a suit and tie. He really was handsome. Considerate. And Taylor was badly in need of some tender loving care. She’d just spent the most miserable week of her life, and an evening with a man who didn’t pose the slightest emotional threat was exactly what she needed to pull herself out of this slump. At least that was what she kept telling herself.

“I hope I’m not too early,” Cody said, stepping inside and glancing around. From his look of admiration, he approved of what he saw, because he gave her a smile.

“No, this is perfect.” She reached for her coat, but Cody took it from her hands and held it for her so she could slip it on. With a murmured thanks, she picked up her purse.

“Before we leave,” he began, then cleared his throat, “there’s something I’d like understood. If we go to dinner, I pay the tab.”

“But I invited you,” Taylor reminded him, somewhat surprised at the vehemence with which he spoke.

“I pay or we don’t go.”

Taylor couldn’t see any point in arguing. She’d encountered enough stubborn male pride with Russ to know it wasn’t going to do her any good. “If you insist.”

“I do.”

Once that was resolved, they managed to carry on a pleasant conversation while Cody drove to the restaurant. He’d chosen Larry’s Place, the one halfway decent eating establishment in town. Taylor hadn’t eaten there before, but she’d heard the food was good—and the company was exemplary. For the first time in a week she found herself smiling and talkative.

The hostess escorted them to a table, and they were handed menus. It took Taylor only a moment to decide. Her appetite had been nonexistent for days, but she was determined to enjoy this evening no matter what.

“Hello, Cody. Taylor.”

Russ’s voice came at her like a blast of cold air. She drew in a deep breath before turning toward the man who’d dominated her thoughts all week. “Hello, Russ,” she said coolly.

“Russ,” Cody said, standing. The two exchanged handshakes. “Good to see you again, Betty Lu.”

“Have you met Taylor Manning?” Russ asked his date. His hand was casually draped over the other woman’s shoulder as he smiled down on her. “Taylor’s the new schoolteacher.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Betty Lu said, and she actually sounded as if she was.

Taylor smiled and nodded. The woman didn’t reveal a single shred of jealousy, she mused darkly. Surely by now everyone in town knew there was something going on between her and Russ. The least the other woman could do was look a little anxious. But then, why should she? Betty Lu was the one with Russ. Taylor was with Cody Franklin.

Cody reclaimed his seat. “Would you two care to join us?”

Taylor’s heart shot upward and seemed to lodge in her throat. Seeing Russ accompanied by another woman was painful enough without having to make polite conversation with them for the rest of the evening.

“Another time,” Russ said. Taylor was so grateful, she nearly leaped from her chair to thank him with a kiss. It wasn’t until he’d left the table that she realized how tense she was. Smiling in Cody’s direction, she forced herself to relax. Elbows on the table, she leaned toward her date. “So how long have you been in law enforcement?”

“Since I graduated from college,” he answered, but his concentration wasn’t on her. His gaze followed Russ and Betty Lu to the other side of the restaurant.

His frown disturbed her. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

Taylor sighed. This whole evening was a mistake. She’d phoned and asked Cody to dinner for two reasons. The first and foremost was simply because she was lonely, and the thought of spending another weekend alone was more than she could bear. The second was to prove that…She was no longer sure what she’d hoped to accomplish.

Cody sipped his water. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”

This man certainly didn’t pull any punches. The least he could’ve done was lead in to the subject of Russ Palmer with a little more tact. Taylor considered pretending she didn’t know what he was talking about, but that would’ve been ridiculous.

She lowered her gaze to the tablecloth. “I don’t know if I love him or not.”

“What’s there to know? I saw the look in your eyes just now. Russ walked in with Betty Lu, and I swear you nearly keeled over.”

“You’re wrong. I was mildly surprised, that’s all.”

“It doesn’t bother you that he’s with Betty Lu?”

She managed a casual shrug. “Not really. I wasn’t expecting to see him. If I reacted, which I don’t think I did, it was due to that and that alone.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“Do about what?”

“The way you feel for Russ.”

“I’m not going to do anything.” She didn’t need time to make that decision; it had been made weeks earlier. All the arguments she’d put forth, time and again, crowded her mind. All the reasons a relationship with him couldn’t work…Yet she couldn’t turn her eyes away from Russ, couldn’t stop gazing at him with an emotional hunger that left her trembling.

“He loves you, too,” Cody whispered. He reached across the table and took hold of her hand. “I don’t know what drove you two apart, but I’m here to tell you right now, it’s eating him alive.” His smile was gentle, concerned. “It seems to be having the same effect on you.”

“It’s not that simple,” she whispered.

A long moment passed before Cody spoke again. “Nothing worthwhile ever is.”

—

“Taylor, do you realize what time it is?” her sister, Christy, said and groaned after she answered the phone on the fifth ring.

“I’m sorry…I should’ve checked,” Taylor said, feeling utterly foolish and completely miserable.

Christy yawned loudly. “It’s three in the morning! Why are you phoning at this hour? Are you all right? You’re not in trouble, are you?”

If only Christy knew! “I…was calling to see if you were going to be free next weekend.”

“Are you flying home? Oh Taylor, it would be so good to see you. I can’t believe how much I miss you. Paul, Jason, and Rich, too. Mom and Dad don’t say much, but I know they feel the same way.”

“No, but I’ll be in Reno, and I thought that, well…I was hoping I could talk you into joining me. There are a bunch of cheap flights out of Sea-Tac, and I thought maybe you could meet me in Nevada.”

Christy slowly released her breath. “I can’t. I’m really sorry, but I can’t possibly swing it at this late date. What will you be doing in Reno?”

“Nothing much. The drill team is competing there, and I volunteered to be a chaperone. The team will be busy for two days and I’m going to have a lot of time to kill. I thought it would be fun if we got together.”

“All right, Taylor,” Christy said after a moment. “What’s wrong? And don’t try to tell me ‘nothing.’ The last time you called me at three in the morning was when…I’m sure you remember.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with Mark.”

“Thank God for that.” Her voice lowered slightly with concern. “What’s wrong, then?”

Taylor reached for a tissue and blew her nose loudly. “I…think I’m in love.”

Christy groaned again. “You’ve got to be kidding. Who?”

“His name is Russ Palmer and he owns a cattle ranch.”

“I was afraid of that. I read your last email to Mom and Dad and it was full of that cowboy! It was Russ this and Mandy that. Taylor, get control of yourself. You don’t want to spend the rest of your life on a ranch out in the wilds of Montana, do you?”

“Of course not!” Taylor said. “The last thing I intended to do was fall in love—especially with someone who thinks just like Dad.”

“Your cowboy believes women shouldn’t have the right to vote?” Christy asked, aghast.

Taylor started to laugh. “He said he doesn’t care if we vote. It’s females holding public office that bothers him.” She paused. “He knows how much I hate it when he says stuff like that. He does it to get a rise out of me and it works every time.”

She could hear Christy taking a deep breath and imagined her mentally counting to ten. “Listen, Taylor, you’re my sister and my dearest friend. What you feel isn’t love. It’s a natural and common emotion following the breakup of any romance.”

“That’s what I thought…at first.”

“You were right. For most of your life your judgment was totally sound. Nothing’s changed all that much. So you made a mistake with Mark. So what? But when you come out of a long-term relationship, there’s an emptiness, and the normal reaction is to immediately find someone to fill it.”

“I don’t think that applies in this case,” Taylor argued. In the beginning she’d assumed the same thing, but not anymore. This ache she felt went deeper than anything she’d ever experienced.

“You’ve spent the past six weeks in a town where no one even accepts American Express,” Christy reminded her. “Taylor, this thing with the cowboy is all due to what happened with Mark. You’re away from your family. You’re lonely and vulnerable, and it’s only natural to find yourself attracted to another man. I know I would be if the situations were reversed.”

“You would?”

“Of course,” Christy said smoothly and with conviction. “Just hold on for another week, and once you’re in Reno, where there are real stores and real people, you can reevaluate your feelings. I’m sure being there will help clear your mind.”

“Do you honestly think so?”

“I know so,” Christy said without the least qualm. “Now take two aspirin, go to bed, and call me next week when you get back from Reno. Ten to one, you’re going to feel a lot different than you do tonight.”

“Okay,” Taylor said. After a few more minutes she replaced the receiver, convinced her sister was right.

—

The next week flew past, the days blending as Taylor threw herself into her job. Friday afternoon, her suitcase packed, she headed for the school bus and the twenty girls who made up the Cougar Point High School Drill Team.

The first girl she saw was Mandy, who flew across the yard and hugged Taylor close. “I’m so glad you’re going with us.”

“Me, too,” Taylor said, meaning it.

Mandy reached for Taylor’s suitcase, setting it beside the others. “Everyone’s here except the driver.” She paused and rolled her eyes. “But then he’s always late.”

The girls gathered around Taylor, and soon they were chatting away like old friends. Taylor knew many of the team members as well as their coach.

“Everyone ready?” a male voice called out.

Taylor recognized it immediately as Russ’s. She swallowed and turned toward him, frowning. “What are you doing here?” she demanded.

He tossed one suitcase into the compartment on the side of the bus and then another. “The same thing as you,” he said without the least bit of animosity. “You’re a chaperone, and I happen to be driving the bus.”
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    Chapter 12

It wasn’t the twenty boisterous, exuberant high school girls who were driving Russ crazy. They sang, they cheered, and they shouted as he drove the school bus through three states.

No, it wasn’t the girls—it was Taylor. Taylor, who laughed and sang. Taylor, who joked and teased as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

Each and every one of those girls adored her. The problem was, so did Russ.

Other than their brief exchange before they’d boarded the bus, she hadn’t said more than a handful of words to him. True, there hadn’t been a lot of opportunity. They’d stopped in Billings for something to eat and she’d sat in a booth surrounded by teenagers. Russ had eaten with Carol Fischer, the drill team coach, and another of the chaperones. Carol and he had exchanged a few pleasantries, but the entire time they were eating, Russ had found his gaze drawn again and again to the table next to his where Taylor was seated.

He would’ve liked nothing better than to get Taylor alone for a few hours. Then, and only then, would he have the chance to talk some sense into that stubborn head of hers.

Okay, she’d gone and fallen in love with the wrong man. Everyone made an error in judgment at some point, but that was in the past and Russ was very much part of the present. Although he told himself this a hundred different times and in as many different ways, the thought of Taylor aching, wanting, crying over another man felt like a knife slicing deep into his heart. It hurt so much that for a moment he couldn’t breathe normally. Hell, he hadn’t been breathing normally from the second he’d stumbled upon Taylor in the five-and-dime in September.

The long, lonely miles sped past. The girls gave up singing even before they left Montana. Around midnight the only one on the bus who wasn’t sleeping was Russ.

“Do you want some coffee?”

Taylor’s soft voice behind him sounded like an angel’s, Russ thought gratefully.

“Russ?”

“Please.” He waited to speak until she’d poured him some from the thermos she carried and he’d sipped it, appreciating the way it revived him. “I figured everyone was asleep.”

“They are.”

—

“What’s keeping you awake?” He’d love it if she admitted he’d been in her thoughts for two desolate weeks and that she couldn’t let another hour pass, or even another second, without telling him how she felt.

“I never could sleep in a moving vehicle.”

“Oh,” he said, trying to disguise his disappointment. He should know by now that Taylor wasn’t going to fulfill his fantasies by saying all the things he longed to hear.

“How have you been?”

They’d barely said a word to each other in two weeks, he mused darkly, frowning, and she was asking about his health!

Briefly he wondered what she’d say if he told her he wasn’t sleeping well, his mood was sour, and he couldn’t sit down to a single meal without suffering indigestion afterward. All these ailments he attributed entirely to her stubbornness.

“I’m fine,” he said. “How about you?”

“Fine, just fine.”

“Now we’ve got that settled, what else would you like to talk about? The weather seems a safe enough subject, doesn’t it?”

“I…I think I’ll go back and check on the girls.”

“You do that,” he muttered, then immediately wanted to kick himself for being such an idiot. At least Taylor had been willing to talk to him, which was a lot better than the strained silence that had existed between them up to this point.

It wasn’t until midafternoon the following day that they reached the congested streets of Reno. The girls were leaning out of the windows, shouting at tourists, while Carol and the other adults attempted to calm their rampant enthusiasm.

Carol and Russ had traded off driving, but like Taylor, Russ didn’t sleep well in a moving vehicle. He leaned back, shoved his hat low over his face, and did a fair job of pretending, but he hadn’t slept a wink in more than twenty-four hours.

When Russ pulled into the parking garage at Circus Circus, the hotel where they were booked, he heaved a giant sigh of relief. He was exhausted, mentally and physically. With the help of two bellboys, he unloaded the ton of luggage the girls had found indispensable for this short trip. While he was busy with that, Carol and the other chaperones, accompanied by the entire drill team, checked in. As soon as he was finished, Carol handed him his room key and suggested he get some sleep.

Russ didn’t need to be told twice. He practically fell asleep in the elevator on the way up to his floor. Taylor and several of the girls rode with him, and just before he entered his room, Russ saw that she’d been assigned one on the same floor.

Some of his tiredness vanished when he discovered that Taylor would be sleeping down the hall from him. Not bothering to unpack his bag, he tossed his hat onto the small table and collapsed on top of the bed. Bunching up the pillow, he closed his eyes and savored the quiet, the peace. It wasn’t until sleep began to overtake his mind that he realized he had two whole days in which to convince Taylor that she loved him.

—

Taylor couldn’t remember a time when she’d been more exhausted. Other than brief stops, the bus had spent nearly twenty hours on the road, and she hadn’t gotten more than a catnap for the entire distance. Carol, bless her heart, told Taylor to go to bed while she and the assistant coach managed the girls. Taylor didn’t offer a single argument.

From the moment they pulled in to the hotel, the girls’ schedule was packed. In less than two hours they would be meeting several other out-of-state teams, who would also be competing the following day, for a social. Then, first thing the next morning, Carol would be driving the drill team to a local high school and they’d be there the entire day until their performance, which was scheduled for late that evening. After a good night’s sleep, they’d be back on the road again, heading home to Montana.

Yawning, Taylor ran a tub of hot bathwater and soaked in it, struggling to stay awake. When she got out, she crawled between clean, crisp sheets, already half asleep.

There was noise and confusion around her for part of the time, since her room adjoined one with teenagers, but she hardly noticed. She woke at eight the next morning, just in time to see the team off and wish them well.

“You’re coming to watch us, aren’t you?” Mandy pleaded.

“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” Taylor promised.

“Do you think Russ will want to come?”

Taylor nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

Beaming, Mandy hugged Taylor and then rushed to join her teammates.

Once the Cougar Point High School Drill Team had departed the hotel, Taylor wandered downstairs to the casino, where most of the gambling took place. Bells jingled incessantly and smoke rose like a sacrificial offering to the unpredictable gods of chance and good fortune. Row upon row of slot machines lined the brightest, reddest carpeting Taylor had ever seen.

She’d never gambled much, but the excitement that crackled through the room lured her toward the slot machines.

“A fool and her money are soon parted,” she muttered, seating herself on a stool.

She inserted cash and gingerly pushed the button. Oranges, plums, and cherries whirled past in a blur, then came to an abrupt halt.

Nothing.

She tried again and again and was rewarded by several minor wins. Two nickels here, ten there.

Someone slid onto the stool next to hers, and when she glanced over, a ready smile on her lips, her eyes clashed with Russ’s. He looked well rested and so devastatingly handsome that her breath jammed in her throat. The lazy grin he gave her was more potent than any of the free drinks she could have ordered.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“Fine…good, really good.” 

“How much have you won?”

She looked down at the small pile of nickels.

“Actually, I think I’m out a couple bucks.”

He grinned. “I’m down about the same. I don’t suppose I could talk you into having some breakfast with me? You wouldn’t consider that a breach of protocol, would you?”

“I…that would be fine.” Taylor didn’t know how a grown woman, a college graduate and teaching professional, could be so flustered around one man. The way her heart was jitterbugging inside her chest, anyone might assume Russ had asked her to join him in bed instead of at a restaurant.

Neither of them appeared to have much to say until they’d been seated by the hostess and handed menus.

Russ chose quickly and set his aside. “So how did your dinner with Cody Franklin go last weekend?”

“Cody’s a wonderful man,” she answered, glancing over her menu. Their eyes met briefly and she quickly switched her gaze back to the list of breakfast entrées.

“So you plan on seeing him again?” Russ demanded. Then he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have any right to ask you that. Whom you choose to date is your business.”

Actually, she’d decided against dating Cody again, but not because she hadn’t enjoyed his company. He’d been polite and gentlemanly all evening. After they’d left the restaurant, she’d invited him in for coffee and he’d accepted, but to her dismay their entire conversation then, as it had through most of dinner, centered on Russ. Cody hadn’t kissed her good-night, nor had he asked her out again. Why should he? Taylor mused. She’d spent the evening with one man while longing to be with another.

The waitress came by for their order and filled their coffee cups. Taylor took a sip of hers, and decided if Russ could question her, she should feel free to inquire about his own evening out. She carefully returned her cup to the saucer. “How was your dinner with Betty Lu Randall?”

“Great,” Russ answered. “She’s a lovely woman. Interesting, fun to be with, thoughtful…”

Taylor’s throat constricted painfully as she nodded. Everything Russ said was true. Betty Lu Randall was known as a generous, unassuming woman.

“I won’t be seeing her again, though,” Russ muttered, drinking his coffee.

Despite everything she’d hoped to prove to this man, Taylor sighed with relief. “You won’t? Why not?”

Russ set his coffee cup down hard enough to attract attention, and several heads turned in their direction. Russ glanced apologetically at those around him.

“Why?” he asked in a heated whisper. “Do you honestly need me to explain the reason I won’t be dating Betty Lu again?” He threw his head back and glared at the ceiling. “Because I’m in love with you is why. In addition, you’ve ruined me for just about any other woman I might happen to meet.”

“I’ve ruined you?” she echoed vehemently. She leaned toward him, managing to keep her voice low enough not to attract further attention.

The waitress delivered their meals, and Russ dug into his fried eggs as though he hadn’t eaten in a week. He’d eaten both eggs before Taylor had finished spreading jelly across her toast, which she did with jagged, awkward movements.

“I would’ve thought Betty Lu was perfect for you,” she said, unwilling to let the subject drop. “She’s sweet and gentle and deferential, and we both know how important that is to a man of your persuasion.”

“I used to think that was what I wanted until I met you.” He stabbed his fork into his fried potatoes. “I’ll be damned if you didn’t ruin me for decent women.”

“Ruined you for decent women?” Taylor cried, not caring whose attention she drew.

“That’s right. You. This is all your fault. No woman ever challenged me and dared me the way you do, and I’m having one heck of a hard time adjusting. Compared to you, every other woman has the appeal of watered-down soup.” He jammed his index finger against the top of the table before continuing. “Betty Lu’s one of the nicest women in Cougar Point, and any man she married would consider himself lucky.”

“But it won’t be you,” Taylor stated, hating the way her heart gladdened at that.

“How can it be when I’m crazy about you?”

The irritation drained out of Taylor as quickly as it had risen. She set her slice of toast aside and dropped her eyes, suddenly close to tears. “I wish you wouldn’t say that.”

“Why? Because you don’t like hearing it? Fine, I won’t say it again, but that isn’t going to change a thing. If you want to put us both through this hell, then go ahead. There’s nothing I can do to stop you. But I love you, Taylor, and like I said, that’s not going to change.”

“But I don’t want you to love me.”

“Don’t you think I know that? Trust me, lady, if I had any choice in the matter, you’d be the last woman I’d fall in love with. Do you honestly believe I need this aggravation in my life? If so, guess again.”

“There’s no need to be angry.”

Russ pushed his near-empty plate aside and downed the last of his coffee in a single gulp, looking like he was doing his best to ignore her.

“Thank you for breakfast,” Taylor said, pushing her own plate aside after a moment. She’d managed only a few bites of egg. The toast she’d so carefully spread with jelly remained uneaten.

“You’re welcome.” Leaning back in his chair, Russ rubbed a hand over his eyes. When he dropped his hand, it was clear that he was forcing himself to put their disagreement behind him. He smiled. “What are your plans for today?”

“The first thing I’m going to do is shop. There’s a fingernail hardener with epoxy that I need to find,” she said, glancing down at her carefully groomed nails. “Not a single store in Cougar Point carries it.”

“Don’t they use epoxy in glue?” Russ frowned as he stared down at her hands. “If you want to go putting that stuff on your pretty nails, far be it from me to stop you.”

“Thank you,” she said graciously, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. “After that, I thought, since I was in town, I’d pick up a few other things for the sheer joy of using my American Express card.”

Russ chuckled. “Would you mind if I tagged along?”

“Of course not,” she said promptly. She didn’t mind. In fact—perversely—the prospect delighted her.

Over the past few weeks and all the disagreements, Taylor had forgotten what pleasant company Russ could be. He was good-natured and patient to a fault as she dragged him from one store to the next. He was more than tolerant while she tried on a series of dresses, and after she chose one, he went with her to the shoe department and helped her pick out a comfortable pair of heels.

Taylor tried to return the favor and help him choose new work shirts. Russ seemed to be of the opinion that if he found one shirt that suited him, he might as well buy five exactly like it. Taylor made a concerted effort to convince him otherwise.

“Where would you like to go for lunch?” Russ asked four hours later. His arms were loaded with a large number of bags and packages as he led the way down the street.

“Since you asked,” Taylor said, smiling up at him, “I’m dying for a good pepperoni pizza, only—”

“Only what?”

“Only my favorite pizza chain doesn’t have inside seating.”

Russ looked at her as if she were deranged. “How do they do business, then?”

“It’s takeout and delivery only.”

“All right,” he said, mulling over this information. “Then I suggest we go back to the hotel. You can drop off the packages in your room while I phone and order a large pepperoni pizza.”

Taylor agreed without realizing what she’d done until it was too late. After returning to her room, she piled her shopping on the double bed, then sat on the edge while she considered this latest development. She’d agreed to join Russ in his room. In the middle of the day. With no one else around.

Walking into the bathroom, she ran a brush through her hair. She toyed with the idea of finding an excuse, phoning Russ’s room, and canceling the whole thing. The hotel was filled with restaurants. The food was good and so reasonably priced it was a shame to order out.

Taylor slumped against the bathroom sink and closed her eyes dejectedly. Who was she kidding? Certainly not herself. She was in love with Russ and had been for weeks. They had no business falling in love, but it had happened. She shouldn’t be fighting it; she should be grateful. Her attitude should be one of thanksgiving that she’d come across a man as fundamentally honest as Russ. There was no comparison to Mark, none whatsoever.

Five minutes later, she knocked on Russ’s door. He let her in but had obviously been having second thoughts of his own. He marched to the other side of the room as though he feared she was carrying some dangerous virus.

“I phoned that pizza place and ordered,” he said. He tucked his hands into his pockets as if he suddenly didn’t know what to do with them. “They said they’d be here in thirty minutes or less.” He checked his watch. “That gives them nearly twenty-five minutes.”

“Good,” Taylor said, walking farther into the room. His was almost identical to her own. One queen-size bed, a dresser, one small table, and two chairs.

“Make yourself at home,” he said, pulling over a chair. Then he walked around the bed, averting his eyes.

“That was quite a morning we had, wasn’t it?” he asked, rubbing his palms together. Heaving a sigh, he whirled around and faced her. “Listen, Taylor, this isn’t going to work. If you want to have your pizza, fine, but I’ve got to get out of here.”

“You don’t have to leave,” she said as she sauntered across the room, making sure her hips swayed just a fraction more than normal. When she turned to look at Russ, she was well rewarded for the little extra she’d put into her walk. His jaw was tight, and the edges of his mouth had whitened. His hands were knotted into fists at his sides.

“I…don’t think you understand,” Russ said faintly.

She moved close so that she was almost directly in front of him. Standing on her toes, she raised her arms and slid them around his neck, then molded her body against his.

Russ held himself completely rigid. Then he brought up his hands and closed them around her wrists, ready to pull her away from him. For some reason he hesitated. His gaze was hot and questioning when it locked with hers. “Just what kind of game are you playing?”

“The seductress. How am I doing?”

His gaze narrowed, and she noted that his breathing had become ragged. “Good. Too good.”

He gazed down on her, his look a mixture of doubt and wonder. “Do you love me?” he asked.

She found herself lost, the words confusing her before they even reached her lips. Before she could tell him everything, before she could explain what was in her heart, Russ sighed and hauled her back in his arms.

His hands were in her hair, and his mouth was seeking hers. “It doesn’t matter,” he whispered brokenly. “I love you enough for both of us. It doesn’t matter,” he said again, just before his hungry lips claimed hers.

The passion between them was explosive. “I love you, I love you,” she chanted silently, as she felt the tremors that went through Russ. He pulled her against him and held on as if he’d jerked her from the jaws of death and feared losing her a second time.

For the longest moment he didn’t move.

“Russ?” she whispered. “What’s wrong?”

The merest hint of a smile turned up the corners of his mouth. He leaned forward and with infinite care he brushed the hair from her brow. His callused, work-roughened hands had begun to shake.

“Russ?” she repeated, growing alarmed. Her hands framed his face, and he dragged one palm across his cheek to his lips and kissed the inside of her hand.

“I need to explain something first,” he whispered, and the words seemed to be pulled from the farthest reaches of his soul. “If we make love now, there’ll be no turning back.”

Taylor blinked. She heard the desperation in his voice and read the havoc in his handsome face.

Her own mind was reeling, her thoughts jumbled. Had she been able to speak, her words would have made no sense.

Russ lowered his mouth to hers, but his kiss was featherlight. “Look at me,” he whispered. “I want you so much I’m shaking like a newborn calf. All these weeks I’ve dreamed of this moment, of making you mine, and when the time arrives, I discover…I can’t.”

Not according to the evidence pressing against her thigh. Taylor didn’t know a delicate, or even indelicate, way of mentioning that fact.

“I know your career is important to you, and it should be. You worked too hard for your education to give it up now,” he said.

“That’s r-right,” Taylor returned, puzzled. Holding her hand in his own, Russ whispered, “And another thing…”

“There’s more?”

“Lots more,” he said, grinning down at her. His mouth brushed hers in a lazy, affectionate kiss. “I know you haven’t come to appreciate Cougar Point yet, but that’s all right. I promise you will in time. There’s something about standing outside on a crisp autumn night and seeing the moonlight through the branches. Or hearing the crunch of snow under your boots in winter. In spring it’s newborn animals, the smell of the earth, and the rush of wind as it blows over the treetops. Those are the things I love most.”

Taylor frowned in confusion. Her hands went back to his face and she studied him, seeking some meaning to his words. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because I want you to love my home as much as I do. I want you to love the country. Cougar Point will never rival Seattle. It won’t even rival Reno, but it’s a good place to live, a good place to raise a family.”

Taylor had no argument with that. None. From the first, she’d seen how strong the sense of family was in this small community. “In the beginning I was so lost. Moving to Montana was like visiting a foreign country. Time seemed to have been turned back thirty years.”

“What about ranch life?”

Again, she wasn’t sure what he was asking. “In many ways it’s beautiful. I never thought I could say that and mean it. At first all I saw was the harshness of the land, and how unforgiving it could be. I saw how hard you and the others work. How busy you are. I learned a little about the problems and wondered why anyone would bother when ranching’s such a demanding way of life.”

“And now?”

“Now…there’s still a great deal I don’t understand about your kind of life, and I probably never will, but I see the contentment of knowing you’ve worked hard.” She hesitated, surprised at how well formed her thoughts actually were, since she’d never voiced them before. “I moved to Cougar Point looking for one thing and found something else entirely. In the past few weeks I’ve learned what’s important in life and what isn’t.”

Russ smiled and rewarded her with a lengthy kiss. “Now that we’ve got that subject all cleared up, I want you to know that I consider babies a woman’s business…”

Bracing her hands against his chest, Taylor lifted her head. “What are you talking about? Honestly, Russ, I have no idea where this conversation is going.”

His mouth dropped open. “You don’t?”

She shook her head.

“Good grief, I thought you knew all along. I’m asking you to marry me.”
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    Chapter 13

“Marriage!” Taylor said, stunned. “You’re joking.”

“Trust me, a man doesn’t joke about something like this.”

All at once Taylor’s knees didn’t feel as if they would support her anymore, and she slumped onto the bed. Breathless and light-headed, she held her hand over her heart in an effort to calm its erratic beating, but that didn’t seem to help.

“Taylor, what’s wrong?” Russ knelt in front of her and took both her hands in his own. “You look like you’re about to faint.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“What’s wrong?”

She pointed at his door. “When I walked into this room, I wasn’t thinking about getting married. Not for a second.”

“Do you mean to say you came here after my body? Well, and the pizza, of course,” he added with a laugh.

“Your body? Don’t go all righteous on me,” she muttered. “You’ve been after mine for weeks.”

“I’ve reconsidered,” Russ said with infuriating calm. “I want more than an occasional tumble with you. A whole lot more.”

“Isn’t marriage carrying this a little too far?”

“No. Is it so wrong to want to wake up with you at my side?”

“You shouldn’t hit a woman with this kind of talk. I’m not prepared for it.” She pulled her hands from his and waved them dramatically. “Out of the blue he starts talking about marriage.”

Russ ignored her outburst and sat beside her on the bed. “When I come into the house after a hard day’s work, it’s you I want to find.”

Taylor’s gaze narrowed. “I suppose it’s me you want cooking your dinner and laundering your clothes!”

“Yes,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Because I’ll have spent the past twelve or more hours building a good life for us. But if washing a load of clothes bothers you so much, I’ll bring someone in. I’m not marrying you for your domestic talents.”

He was serious. “Russ,” she whispered, running her hands down his face, “marriage isn’t something we should discuss now. Let’s talk about it later…much, much later.” Leaning forward, she slanted her mouth over his. Russ resisted her at first, but quickly surrendered. His response was gratifying.

He wrapped his arms around her, and his returning kiss was urgent, charged with unleashed passion. As their kissing intensified, Russ eased her onto the bed and positioned himself above her.

“Taylor…” He lifted his head and groaned. He looked like a man who didn’t know what to do, a man trapped in one world, seeking entrance to another. His eyes were shut.

Taylor had no answers to give him. All she knew was that she was tired of fighting this feeling, tired of living a life filled with denial. She hadn’t meant to fall in love with Russ Palmer, but she had. Her fingers tangled in his hair as she directed his lips back to hers.

She yearned for more of him. He kissed her again, and she felt it in every part of her body, from the crown of her head to the soles of her feet.

When she least expected it, he started kissing her in a fierce and raging storm of his own, and then without warning, he moved away from her.

With shaking hands, Taylor said, “Russ?” She kissed him lightly. “Why did you stop?”

“I already told you. If we’re going to make love, even once, there’s no turning back. I’ve got to have more from you than your body…I want you for my wife.”

“Does it have to be all or nothing?”

“Yes,” he said forcefully.

“But why talk about marriage now?” she asked gently. “Isn’t that something we could consider later?”

“No…it’ll be too late to think about it afterward,” he said fervently. “If we’re going to make love, there’s got to be a commitment between us.”

“But, Russ…” She wasn’t sure why she was fighting him so hard; the reasons had escaped her. She’d already admitted she loved him, and if she’d gone that far, then accepting responsibility for their feelings was the next logical step. Only she felt as if she’d just learned to walk and Russ was signing her up for a marathon.

Russ took her by the shoulders. “I realize things are done differently in the city. Men and women change partners as often as they do their sheets. I’ve read about ‘swinging singles’ and ‘hooking up.’ ”

“That’s not true,” Taylor argued. “At least not for me. There’s only been one other man in my life, and it was the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.”

“Then don’t repeat it. I’m offering you what Mark never would have, because I don’t want anything less. When we make love, there won’t be any doubt in your mind about my commitment to you. It’s complete and total. When I told you I loved you, that wasn’t a momentary thing based on physical attraction or a case of overactive hormones. It’s something that’s been growing from the first moment we met. It’s not going to change or go away. I love you, and it’s the first time I’ve ever said that to a woman and truly meant it.”

A lump formed in Taylor’s throat, and tears brimmed in her eyes. “But we’re so different…”

“Of course we are,” Russ said, tucking both her hands between his. “That’s the crazy part in all this. At first I thought those differences would doom any chance of a lasting relationship between us. I figured we didn’t have any business joining our lives together when our views are so far apart. Then I realized that being with you, fighting with you, has brought balance into my life. You’ve shown me and taught me things I needed to know. There’s a lot I still disagree with, but we can face those issues when they arise. Basically, I’m coming around to your way of thinking.”

That was news to Taylor. He still seemed as obstinate as ever in several areas. But then again, he’d allowed Mandy to wear makeup and he’d changed his opinion about the drill team uniform and even agreed to her compromise on the dating issue. There’d been other changes, too. Subtle ones. When she argued with him now, Russ listened and weighed her argument, which was something she’d never gotten her father to do. Her mother had always lent a willing ear, but never her father.

“I can see the changes in you, too,” Russ continued. “Remember how you felt when you first moved to Cougar Point? As I recall, you said it was the farthest corner of the known world. Yet just a moment ago you were telling me you’ve come to appreciate some of the qualities of small-town living. True, no merchant in town accepts American Express, but who knows? And if you really get a craving to use that card, Billings isn’t all that far.”

“It’s three and a half hours,” she muttered, resisting the urge to laugh. She was actually considering this crazy proposal of his! What he said about Mark had hit home. The months apart had given her perspective. Russ was right; Mark would never have married her.

“Billings is only three hours, and that isn’t far,” he explained eagerly. “If you like, we’ll make a regular weekend trip of it and spend our days shopping and our nights making love. I’m willing to compromise. If doing housework offends you—”

“That’s not it!”

“Then what is?”

For the life of her, Taylor couldn’t think of a single argument that made sense. She stuck with one that was tried and true. “It’s the idea of a woman working for a wage and then being expected to do everything else at home, too. If a wife works outside the home, her husband should do his share of the housework and rearing the children.”

“I agree,” Russ murmured, although it looked as if he’d had to swallow a watermelon to say so. “But that’s also why I feel a mother’s place is in the home.”

“Oh please, let’s not get into that again.”

“Right,” Russ said emphatically. “We could inadvertently start another war, and the last thing I want to do is fight with you. I love you, Taylor. Heaven help me, but it’s true.”

She raised her hand and caressed the side of his face. “I love you, too.”

Russ pressed his own hand over hers and sighed deeply. “I knew you did. I couldn’t believe anything else because it hurt too damn much. I swear to you, Taylor, I’ve never been a jealous man, but when you were having dinner with Cody Franklin last weekend, it took every ounce of restraint I possess not to march across that restaurant, pick you up, and carry you out of there.”

Taylor smiled and leaned forward until their foreheads touched. Her lips brushed his. “I’m not much for the green-eyed monster myself, but Betty Lu Randall should consider herself a lucky woman. I felt like tearing her hair out.”

“Does this mean you’ll marry me?”

Taylor closed her eyes and waited for a list of sound, rational arguments to convince her otherwise. To her surprise, there were none. “Yes…”

With a triumphant shout loud enough to crack the windows, Russ bolted to his feet, taking her with him. With his arm at her waist, he whirled her around until Taylor, laughing, begged him to stop.

He lifted her higher and higher until she supported her hands on his shoulders and threw back her head.

The knock on the door caught them both by surprise. Taylor’s eyes found Russ’s. She didn’t even want to imagine who was on the other side.

“Who is it?” Russ demanded, carefully lowering her to the floor.

“Pizza delivery.”

Taylor hurriedly arranged her clothes and paused to smile when she heard that. She’d completely forgotten about the pizza.

Russ paid for their meal and brought the cardboard box and a stack of napkins inside. The scent of pepperoni and melting cheese filled the room.

Taking the box from Russ, Taylor placed it on the table and immediately opened it, inhaling deeply. She was grateful for the napkins the delivery boy had included, and pulled a slice free for Russ. Next she helped herself, savoring the first delicious bite.

“Taylor,” Russ groaned, sitting in the chair across from her, “we’re having the most important discussion of our lives. How can you eat at a time like this?”

“The pizza is hot now,” she said, and gobbled down two extra bites, in case he convinced her to put it aside.

“I suppose we’re going to have to figure out how to get your pizza fix, too, aren’t we?”

She nodded. “At least once a month, please.” She closed her eyes. “Oh my goodness, I’d forgotten how wonderful a pizza can taste. Russ, I’m sorry, but I can’t marry you unless we arrange to have a decent pepperoni pizza every few weeks.”

“The bowling alley—”

“Makes a great breakfast, but someone has to let those people know that good pizza is made fresh and doesn’t come out of the freezer.”

Russ jammed his fingers through his hair. “I’ll do what I can. Anything else?”

“When are we going to announce the engagement? Christmastime?”

Russ stood abruptly and started pacing. He didn’t look at her and seemed to be composing his thoughts.

“Russ?”

He turned to face her. “Taylor, I want us to get married this afternoon. I know you’re entitled to a big wedding with the fancy dress and the dinner and dancing and everything else, but dammit all, we could be married within the hour if you’d agree.”

The pizza that had seemed so important a few minutes before was forgotten. “You want us to get married now? Today?”

“We’re in Reno, aren’t we? What else do folks do in this town?”

She shrugged, and when she started to speak, her voice sounded as though she’d suddenly been struck with laryngitis. “I understand gambling is a big interest.”

“Okay,” Russ said, rubbing the side of his jaw, clearly calling upon all his powers of self-control. “Rushing you wouldn’t be fair. I’ve been thinking for weeks about us getting married, but for you it’s coming out of the blue. If you want to wait until Christmas, then fine. I can accept that. I don’t like it, and I don’t know how I’m going to keep my hands off you till then, but I’ll try.”

“You know what they say: marry in haste, repent at leisure,” she felt obliged to remind him.

“Right,” he returned with a complete and total lack of conviction. “When we look back on our wedding day, I don’t want there to be any regrets. None.”

“I certainly wouldn’t want you to have any, either.”

“The best thing to do is take this nice and slow,” he said, raising both hands. “You’re a teacher, so you tend to be methodical, and although you’ve seen evidence to the contrary, I’m not normally one to act on impulse, either.”

“I don’t think you heard me correctly,” Taylor murmured, because he really had misunderstood her. “I thought we’d announce our engagement this Christmas.”

Russ whirled around and stared at her, looking even more disgruntled. “Are you saying you’d like to be a traditional June bride?”

“School will be out, and it makes sense, doesn’t it? But then, I’m not really much of a traditionalist.”

He grinned at that and bent to kiss her. “You’re more of one than you realize, otherwise you wouldn’t have had any qualms about moving in with Mark.” Once more he knelt in front of her. “I plan to do everything right for you, Taylor. Set whatever date you want for the wedding.”

His eyes were filled with such intensity that Taylor saw herself mesmerized by the love she saw there. “I don’t know…” she whispered, feeling overwhelmed by his willingness to commit his life to her. “We’re both in Reno now. We’re in love, but there are problems…”

“Nothing we can’t settle,” he suggested, with an eagerness that brought a smile to her lips.

Closing her eyes, Taylor leaned forward and slipped her arms around Russ’s neck. “Are you sure you want to marry me? You haven’t met a single member of my family, and my father’s opinionated enough to test the patience of a saint.”

“It’s not your family I’m marrying—it’s you.” He drew her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “As for whether I’m sure about marrying you, I’ve never felt more confident of anything in my life.”

Despite everything, Taylor felt equally certain. “Now that you mention it, today does have appeal, doesn’t it?”

“Yesterday had appeal, too, as does tomorrow and all the rest of my tomorrows.”

“Oh Russ, sometimes you say the most beautiful things.”

“I do?” He seemed completely surprised by that. “I wasn’t trying.” With his hands at the small of her back, he drew her forward until she was perched on the very edge of the chair. “I love you, Taylor, and I’m going to love you all the days of my life.” His mouth captured hers, and he worshipped her with a single kiss.

When he pulled away, Taylor felt like clay in his arms, her will shaped and molded by his. “I’ll wear my new dress.”

“One more question,” he whispered close to her ear. “Are you on birth control?”

Her eyes flew open. “No. Are you?”

He jerked his head back and stared at her, openmouthed. Then his face relaxed into a lazy smile. “I’m beginning to know you, Taylor Manning, soon to be Taylor Palmer. You’re telling me birth control isn’t just a woman’s responsibility.”

She rewarded him with a long, slow, leisurely kiss.

“I’ll stop at the drugstore,” he murmured when she’d finished.

“No,” she whispered between nibbling kisses. “I don’t want you to.”

“But you might get pregnant.”

“Yes, I know.” She found his earlobe and sucked it gently. “I’d like it if I did. What about you?”

“I’d like it, too…Taylor,” he said and moaned, “stop now while I’ve still got my sanity.”

She pressed her breasts against him, loving the feel, savoring the sensations the action aroused.

“Taylor,” Russ groaned once more. “Stop…please.”

“In a moment.”

“Now.” He clasped her around the waist and stepped back.

He stood, clutching the back of the chair. “I’ll go find us a preacher,” he said, and his voice was shaking. “Can you be ready in an hour?”

—

Taylor stood in the foyer of the wedding chapel, holding a bouquet of small pink rosebuds. The minister who’d married her pointed out the line on the wedding certificate where she was supposed to sign. Taylor did so with a flair, then smiled at her husband and handed him the pen. Russ signed it in turn and gave the pen to the receptionist and clerk who’d served as their witnesses.

Russ hurriedly signed the document, and when he’d finished, he shook the minister’s hand and guided Taylor out of the chapel.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you more beautiful,” he said, sliding his hand around her waist and drawing her close. His eyes shone with a light that had been transmitted straight from his heart, a message of joy.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you more handsome,” Taylor told him.

His eyes didn’t stray from her. “What would you like to do next? Have dinner? See a show?”

Taylor chuckled. “You’ve got to be kidding. You know what I want because it’s the same thing you want. Besides, we’ve only got a few hours.”

“A few hours. Why?”

“Because,” she said, leaning forward to press her mouth over his, “the drill team is scheduled to perform at eight, and Mandy would never forgive us if we weren’t there for her big moment.”

Russ grumbled something under his breath and quickened his pace, leading her back to the hotel.

“You seem to be mighty eager, Mr. Palmer,” she said as they entered into the hotel elevator.

“Move your hips like that one more time and I’ll show you how eager I can be.”

“And I’d let you.”

Russ reached for her then, dragging her against him. His mouth took hers, and he gave her a glimpse of the pleasure that awaited her. The elevator had stopped at their floor, and the doors had glided open before either of them was aware of it.

As soon as they stepped into the long, carpeted hallway, Russ lifted her in his arms. “You didn’t get the big fancy wedding, with the bridesmaids and orange blossoms and the organ music, but there are some traditions I can and will provide.”

However, opening the door with Taylor in his arms proved to be awkward, and after a frustrating moment, Russ tossed her over his shoulder like a bag of grain.

“Russ,” Taylor cried, “put me down this minute.”

“Be patient,” he said, crouching down in an effort to insert the key into the lock. Apparently, he was having trouble, because it was taking him forever.

A middle-aged couple strolled past and Taylor, mortified, covered her face with both hands.

“Dear,” the woman whispered to Taylor, “do you need help?”

“Not really,” she answered. “Just don’t ever let your daughters grow up to marry cowboys.”

“You’re recently married?” the woman asked, as if that was the most romantic thing she’d ever heard. “Did you hear that, John? They just got married.”

The door finally opened, and Russ walked inside with Taylor still dangling over his shoulder. “We’ve been married for all of about fifteen minutes,” Russ told the couple. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we’re going to have our honeymoon.” With that he shut the door.

“Russ Palmer, put me down,” she ordered him again.

“With pleasure.”

He walked to the bed and released her. Taylor went flying backward, a cry hovering on her lips. Chuckling, Russ lowered himself over her.

“Was that really necessary?” she asked, feigning indignation.

“If I wanted to get you inside this room, it was. And trust me, I wanted you in this room.”

A smile twitched at the edges of Taylor’s mouth.

“Oh Taylor,” Russ said and groaned, “I’m so crazy about you.” He set his long fingers in her hair and pulled up her head to receive his kiss. His mouth was hard over her own, hard with passion and with need.

“Oh, sweet Taylor,” he murmured as he tore his mouth free and nestled his face in the delicate curve of her neck. He kissed her there, his lips hot and moist. His hands were gentle as he helped her stand and slip out of her dress. It fell to the floor in a pool of silk and lace. He picked it up and set it aside.

Their mouths met once more in another kiss, a kiss that promised passion about to be assuaged—and a love that would last through all the seasons of their lives.

—

An hour later, just before they left for the drill team performance, Taylor used the phone in Russ’s room to call her family.

Russ stood behind her, his hands caressing her shoulders. Without her ever having said a word, Russ seemed to know how difficult this discussion would be for her.

“Mom?” she said excitedly when her mother answered. “If Dad’s home, get him on the other phone. I’ve got some important news.”

Taylor heard her mother’s hurried call. Within a minute, Eric Manning was on an extension.

“Taylor,” her father’s voice boomed over the long-distance line, “what is it? Is anything wrong? Listen, I’ve been reading between the lines in your emails, and I’m worried about you and this cowpoke. Christy said you called and talked to her, but she never told us exactly why. Just said you were having trouble with that cowboy.”

“Dad…stop a minute, will you?”

“Now, you listen to me. If he gives you any more problems, I want you to let me know because your brothers and I will deal with him—”

“Eric,” her mother interrupted, “Taylor called because she has some news.”

It took Taylor a tense moment to compose herself.

“Mom and Dad,” she said after swallowing hard, “congratulations are in order…I was married today.” A second of stunned silence followed her announcement. “I’m afraid I married that cowboy.” She handed the receiver to Russ.
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    Chapter 14

Russ took the telephone receiver, worried about the way she was frowning, wondering what her parents had said. It looked as if she wanted to advise him, but there wasn’t time.

“Hello,” Russ said. “I’m Russ Palmer.”

“What the hell have you done?” a loud male voice shouted at him.

Russ moved the phone away from his ear. “I married your daughter,” Russ explained, doing his best to keep his tone even and controlled. He didn’t much take to being yelled at, but he could understand Eric Manning’s feelings.

“Taylor’s just broken off one relationship, and the last thing she should do is get involved in another, especially with—”

“A cowboy,” Russ finished for him. Taylor was sitting on the edge of the bed, her hands clasped tightly in her lap, her blue eyes staring up at him.

“That girl of mine should have her head examined. She doesn’t understand what she’s done and—”

A soft, feminine voice interrupted the tirade. “Eric, dear, all this shouting isn’t going to settle anything. They’re already married. Didn’t you hear Taylor tell you that?”

“And we intend to stay married,” Russ added, in case there was any doubt in the older man’s mind.

“It’s too soon,” Taylor’s father continued, his voice less menacing. “Surely you realize she married you on the rebound. You may be a perfectly fine young man, but my daughter—”

“Is twenty-six and old enough to know her own mind.”

“She’s always been a hothead. No doubt her sister told her I was dead set against her having anything to do with you.”

“I can understand your concern,” Russ said, now that his anger had worn off. “You don’t know me from Adam.”

“What about your family?” Eric thundered anew. “What do they have to say about this?”

“The only family I have is a younger half-sister. We haven’t told her yet, but Mandy will be delighted.”

“You don’t have any family?” Eric shouted. “How are you supposed to know what’s right? By the way, how old are you?”

“Thirty-four.”

“Thirty-four! You’re eight years older than Taylor—that’s too much.”

“Now, Eric,” Elizabeth Manning broke in. “You’re being ridiculous. If you recall, you’re seven years older than I am. Russ, you’ll have to excuse my husband’s temper. It’s just that he loves Taylor and is terribly proud of her, except he has trouble letting her know that.”

“You don’t need to go telling him that.”

“Russ is family, dear.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“Frankly, Mr. Manning,” Russ said firmly, “you don’t. The deed is done. Signed, sealed, and delivered.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Stop it now, the pair of you. Eric, either you be civil to Taylor’s husband or you can get off the phone. I won’t have you speaking to him that way.” Her words were followed by the click of a telephone receiver.

Russ took a moment to compose himself. Taylor had mentioned the type of man her father was more than once, but butting heads with him had been even more of a challenge than Russ had anticipated.

“Mrs. Manning, believe me, I can understand your concern, and I can’t say I blame you. But I want you to know I love Taylor, and I have every intention of being a good husband.”

“I’m sure you do. Please forgive my husband. Personally, I think he was disappointed that he didn’t get to walk Taylor down the aisle. Only one of our sons is married, and I think Eric was looking forward to taking part in a wedding for one of his daughters.”

“I’m sorry to have cheated him out of that.”

“Don’t worry about it. There’s always Christy, and we expect she’ll be engaged to an attorney friend of hers soon. Now, before you think the worst of us, I want to offer you a hearty welcome to the family, such as it is.”

“Thank you,” Russ said, and smiled reassuringly at Taylor, who was looking more anxious by the minute.

“Would you mind putting Taylor back on the line?”

“Of course not.” Russ’s eyes found Taylor’s as he held the receiver out to her. “Your mother wants to talk to you.”

“Was it bad?” she whispered, sounding guilty when there was no reason for it.

“No, I think your father and I will get along just fine.”

“The two of you are quite a bit alike.”

Russ figured it was probably a good thing that he’d first been introduced to Taylor’s father over the phone. Had they met in person, it was entirely possible that they would have swung at each other.

Taylor took the phone and relaxed visibly as she started talking to her mother. Russ was relieved to see her good spirits return. This was their day, the one he’d been thinking about for weeks, and he didn’t want anything or anyone to ruin it.

—

The problem, Russ decided an hour later, was that he’d reckoned without Mandy, his cantankerous younger sister.

“You did what?” the teenager shrieked in outrage.

“We got married,” Taylor explained softly, holding out her ring finger, adorned with a simple gold band, as proof. He could tell that she was equally surprised by his sister’s response. “I thought you’d be pleased.”

“You did it without even talking to me?” Mandy cried. She stood with her hands on her hips as though she was the adult and they were recalcitrant children. “I can’t believe the two of you.” She whirled around and confronted Carol Fischer. “Did you hear what they just did?” Mandy demanded.

Carol had trouble containing a grin. “Yes, I did,” she said, and stepped forward to hug Taylor. “Congratulations.”

“You didn’t so much as consult me,” Mandy reminded him, her eyes narrowing. “Can you imagine how I feel? I’m your sister, and I should’ve been in on this! Good grief, you wouldn’t have even met Taylor if it hadn’t been for me!”

“Do you mind our getting married so terribly much?” Taylor asked softly.

“Of course I don’t mind. Marrying you is the smartest thing Russ has done in his whole sorry life. It’s just that…” She paused, and tears clouded her pretty green eyes. “I would like to have been there. You couldn’t have waited until after the drill team performance?”

“Yes, we could have. We should have,” Russ agreed, stepping closer to his sister. “I’m sorry if we offended you. That wasn’t our intention.”

“We were so lost in each other that we forgot everyone else,” Taylor said.

“I can’t believe it. When we left this morning, you were barely talking to each other, and the next thing I know, you’re married. I just don’t understand it.”

Taylor placed her arm around Mandy’s shoulders. “I’ve been in love with your brother from the first, but I was fighting it because…well, because I didn’t think I’d fit into his life. Then we started talking and I realized I couldn’t even remember why I was fighting him so hard when I love him so much. This probably doesn’t make a lot of sense to you, and I’m sorry.”

Mandy lifted one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “In a way it does make sense. I just wish you’d waited a little longer. I would’ve liked to throw rice or birdseed or something.”

“We were just thinking about going out for a wedding dinner. We’d like it if you came.”

With her arms folded, Mandy cocked her head to one side. “Are you sure I wouldn’t be intruding?”

“More than sure,” Russ told her. “I’m going to order a bottle of champagne and you can have a virgin daiquiri if you want. It isn’t every day a brother can share his wedding dinner with his sister, and we have a lot to celebrate, don’t we? In fact, Taylor’s and my wedding day wouldn’t be complete if you weren’t here to share part of it with us.”

“You’re just saying that,” Mandy said with a regal tilt to her chin. “However, I’m going to let you get away with it because I really am pleased.” She dropped her arms and threw herself against Russ with such force that he nearly toppled backward. “Hey,” she cried, wiping tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand, “did you see how great the team did? Aren’t we fabulous?” She didn’t wait for a response but reached for Taylor, slipping an arm around her waist and the other around Russ. “Now, listen,” she said, serious once more. “A wedding is one thing, but if you’re going to start having babies, I want to be consulted. Understand?”

—

Three weeks later, early on a Saturday morning, Taylor nestled close to her husband under a layer of quilts, seeking his warmth. When she’d first arrived in Montana, Russ had warned her about the winters, but nothing could have prepared her for the bitter cold that had descended on them in the past ten days.

Russ stirred, rolled over, and pulled her into his arms. Taylor smiled contentedly as she repositioned herself so that her head rested on his shoulder. She settled her hands over his chest. Married life certainly seemed to agree with him—and she knew it agreed with her. From the moment they’d said their vows in Reno, Russ had been a devoted and loving husband, with the emphasis on the word loving. He couldn’t seem to get enough of her, which was fine with Taylor, since she couldn’t get enough of him, either.

With Mandy living with them, it sometimes became embarrassing. More than once after their wedding, Russ had claimed he was exhausted and dragged Taylor upstairs practically before they’d finished clearing the dinner dishes. Mandy loved to tease Russ about his sudden need for extra sleep since he’d returned from Reno.

At one point Taylor had felt it was necessary to talk to Russ’s sister. Her fear was that Mandy would feel excluded, and that was the last thing Taylor wanted.

“Are you kidding?” Mandy had said, exchanging a smile with Taylor. “I think getting married is the best thing that’s happened to Russ. He should’ve done it years ago. He’s too mellow to fight with me anymore. Keep him happy, okay? Because when he’s happy, I’m happy.”

Keeping Russ happy made Taylor feel delirious with satisfaction herself. Every now and then they clashed over some issue, but that was to be expected. Both seemed willing, however, to listen to the other’s point of view.

“Good morning,” Russ whispered. His hand found her breast, and she sighed at the instant surge of pleasure.

“They seem fuller,” he whispered.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said, snuggling closer. “But it’s much too soon to make that kind of assumption.”

“Taylor,” Russ groaned, kissing her hungrily. “We haven’t used any kind of protection. Not once. Have you…you know, started yet?”

“Not yet, but I’m often a few days late.”

Russ smoothed the hair about her face. “You know the problem, don’t you?”

“The problem is you and your sexy ways,” she muttered.

“You’ve never complained before.”

“I’m not complaining now. I’m just telling you.”

“Actually, the problem I’m talking about is your parents. They’ll be here next week for Thanksgiving, and you don’t want to have to tell them you’re pregnant.”

“My father will assume the worst.”

“Let him. We know the truth.”

“My father’s always been ridiculously protective of us girls, and if he even suspects I was pregnant before we were married, he’s going to raise the roof.”

“Do you think I care?” Tenderly he rested his hand on her abdomen, and the smile that came to his face was filled with an abundance of pride. “I bet this baby’s a boy.”

“What a terrible, chauvinistic thing to say.”

“I can’t help it. Every time I think about you having my son I get all warm. I still have trouble believing we’re really married. It seems like a dream.”

“We could very well have a girl. In fact, I’d be pleased if we did.”

“So you’re willing to admit you might be expecting.”

Taylor was expecting, all right, but not the way Russ meant. She was waiting for trouble, and the minute her parents arrived there was bound to be plenty of it. Not once since she’d phoned to tell her mom and dad that she and Russ were married had Taylor spoken to her father. Her mother had phoned about the possibility of visiting for Thanksgiving, and Taylor had readily agreed. But she knew the real reason for this visit, and that was so her father could confront Russ about their rushed marriage. Several times in the past three weeks Taylor had tried to prepare Russ for the meeting, but he seemed to let everything she said roll off him. Either he really wasn’t concerned or he was living in a world of his own. After doing battle with her father for most of her life, Taylor was nervous. Seldom did she back down from Eric Manning, but this was different. She wanted her family to love and appreciate Russ the way she did.

It wasn’t that her father was such a monster, but he tended to be opinionated and hotheaded, especially when it came to his daughters. After Taylor had broken up with Mark, her father had taken pains to introduce her to a handful of eligible young men. All of them were professionals. Taylor didn’t doubt for a moment that her father would consider Russ an inappropriate husband for her.

“And for another thing,” she said stiffly, reminding him of the ridiculous statement he’d made when they were discussing marriage, “babies are not just a woman’s business.”

“Oh? And what am I supposed to do?”

“Plenty!”

“Come on, Taylor, be sensible. There’s not a lot I can do with a baby. They’re too…tiny.”

“You can change a diaper.”

“You’ve got to be joking.”

She rolled away from him and buried her face in the pillow, embarrassed by the tears that sprang to her eyes. Even if she was pregnant, it would be months before the baby was born, and there was plenty of time to deal with the issue of Russ’s role as a parent.

“Taylor?” Russ asked softly, his hand on her shoulder. “Are you crying?”

She refused to admit it. “Of course not.”

“I’ve been doing a little reading on pregnancy and birth, and I understand that tears are perfectly normal. Women become highly emotional during this time.”

“I suppose you’re going to be quoting facts and statistics to me for the next eight months,” she said, then immediately regretted her waspish tone. Turning back to Russ, she sobbed and threw her arms around his neck. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean that. It’s just that I’m worried about you meeting Dad.”

Russ gently kissed the tip of her nose. “There isn’t going to be a problem, sweetheart. I promise you.”

“You can’t say that—you don’t know my dad.”

“I won’t let there be a problem. We have one very important thing in common. We both love you. Two men of similar persuasion are going to get along famously. So stop borrowing trouble, all right?”

She nodded. “Okay, but I don’t think we should say anything about the possibility of me being pregnant until after Christmas. Agreed?”

“If that’s the way you want to handle it.” He eased her more fully into his arms. “But I’m afraid I might inadvertently give it away. I’m so happy about it I have trouble not shouting every time I think about us having a son.”

“Or daughter.”

“I still think it’s a boy.”

“Whichever it is, I’d better tell Mandy. Otherwise we’ll be subjected to her wrath—just like after the wedding. Weren’t we given specific instructions to clear the idea of having kids with her first?”

“I already told her.”

“Russ?” Taylor levered herself up on one elbow.

“I hadn’t intended to, but we were sitting at the table one afternoon, and I was wearing a silly grin and—”

“It was probably more of a satisfied smirk,” Taylor interrupted. Then she said, “Go on.”

“Anyway, I was sitting there minding my own business and she wanted to know what I found so funny. Of course, I said I didn’t find anything funny, and before I knew it, I was telling her about the book I’d picked up at the library about pregnancy and birth and how I thought you were going to have a baby. She was delighted. By the way, I told her the baby’s probably a boy.”

“Russ, you don’t know that!”

“Somehow I do. Deep in my heart I feel he’s a boy. Do you think your father will settle down if we promise to give the baby some family name of yours?”

“We’ve got to get him accustomed to the fact that we’re married first. That might take some time.” She made a wry face. “You know, like approaching a wild animal slowly…”

“Right,” Russ grumbled. “I forgot.” He reached for her and pulled her close. “If you’re looking for ways to tame this wild beast, I might be able to offer a few suggestions.” He wiggled his eyebrows provocatively.

Giggling, Taylor encircled his neck with her arms. “I tamed you a long time ago.”

“That you did,” he whispered as his mouth sought hers. “That you did.”

—

The Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Eric and Elizabeth Manning pulled their thirty-foot RV into the yard of the Lazy P.

Since school had been dismissed at noon, Taylor was home. The instant she recognized the vehicle, she called out to Russ, threw open the back door, and flew down the steps, hardly taking time to button her coat. Russ followed directly behind her.

Standing by the door, Russ felt Eric Manning’s eyes on him. The two men quickly sized each other up, and Russ descended the steps. He waited until Taylor had welcomed each of her parents before he placed his arm protectively around her shoulders.

If her parents didn’t immediately guess she was pregnant, he’d be surprised. Taylor positively glowed—just like they said in the books. And he felt no less happy himself. Only rarely had he been this content. This complete. Taylor had filled all the dark, lonely corners of his life.

He hadn’t been joking when he told her he felt all warm whenever he thought about the child growing inside her. At odd moments of the day he’d think about his wife and how much he loved her, and he’d actually feel weak with emotion. Some nights he’d lie awake and cherish these peaceful moments with Taylor sleeping at his side. She’d been sleeping a lot more lately. The books had told him she’d be extra-tired. He would prefer it if she’d quit work, but the one time he’d suggested it, she’d almost bitten his head off. Moodiness. That was something else the books had addressed. Russ decided he’d let Taylor decide when and if she should stop teaching. She knew her own limits.

“Mom and Dad,” Taylor said, slipping her arm around Russ’s waist, “this is my husband, Russ Palmer. You’ll meet his sister, Mandy, this evening.”

Russ stepped forward and extended his hand to Taylor’s father. The older man muttered something unintelligible, and the two exchanged hearty handshakes.

“Come inside,” Russ invited, ushering everyone into the warmth of the kitchen. He took their coats and hung them in the hall closet while Taylor settled her parents in the living room.

There had been lots of small changes in the house since she’d moved in. She had a natural flair for decorating and had rearranged the furniture and done other things that gave the living room a fresh, comfortable feel.

“Would you like some coffee?” she asked.

“No thanks. We just had some, honey,” her mother said.

Elizabeth Manning was an older version of her daughter. They both had the same intense blue eyes and long, thick dark hair. Eric Manning was as big as a lumberjack, tall and muscular, intimidating in appearance. It was important to Russ to win over this man. Important for Taylor. She’d fought with her father for most of her life. She’d often gone against his will, but she loved him, and his approval meant a great deal to her.

“Eric,” Elizabeth Manning said softly, looking at her husband.

The older man cleared his throat. “Before I say anything more to get myself in hot water, I want to apologize for the way I behaved when we last spoke. It’s just that finding out my daughter had married without a word to either of her parents came as a surprise.”

“I understand,” Russ said, “and I don’t blame you. If my daughter had done that, I don’t think I would’ve behaved any differently.”

The two men shared a meaningful look.

“There’s something you should both know,” Taylor said, sitting on the arm of Russ’s chair. She gave him a small smile, her eyes wide. “I’m pregnant. Now, Daddy, before you assume the worst,” she added in a rush, “this baby was conceived in love with a wedding band on my finger. I swear to you it’s the truth.”

Russ stared up at his wife in shock. For days she’d been schooling him on the importance of keeping their secret until the Christmas holidays. Again and again she’d said the worst thing they could do was announce her pregnancy the moment her parents rolled into the Lazy P. Then, with barely a second’s notice, Taylor had spilled it all.

“Oh Taylor, that’s absolutely wonderful.” Her mother was clearly delighted. One look told Russ that wasn’t the case with her father.

“Daddy?” Taylor turned expectantly to her father. She took Russ’s hand and held it tightly. “I love him, Dad, more than I ever dreamed it was possible to love a man.”

“He’s good to you?”

“Damn right I’m good to her,” Russ muttered. He wasn’t sure what was going on between father and daughter, but he resented being left out of the conversation.

“That true?” Eric asked, tilting his head toward Russ.

“Yes, Dad.”

Eric opened his arms to her, and Taylor flew across the room, to be wrapped in a bear hug by her robust father. The older man’s gaze found Russ’s. “She’s more trouble than a barrel of monkeys. Opinionated and strong-willed, and has been from the day she was born. I suggest you keep her barefoot and pregnant.”

“Daddy!” Taylor tore herself away from her father, hands on her hips. “What century are you living in?”

“The same one I am,” Russ said, and chuckled boisterously when Taylor whirled around to glare at him.

The two men smiled at each other. Taylor understood what Russ was doing but couldn’t help reacting anyway.

“If the two of you think you can run my life, I want you to know right now that—”

She wasn’t allowed to finish. Russ gently turned her around, draped her over his arm, and kissed her soundly.

    “I can see our daughter married the right man,” Russ heard Eric Manning inform his wife. “The right man indeed.”
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Chapter 1

Nichole

The first step in our Guide to Moving On was also the most enjoyable. Every other Saturday I spent the entire day at Dress for Success, a gently-used-clothing boutique. I loved dressing these ladies, whose courage inspired and stirred me. Many had come out of abusive relationships or were looking to get off welfare and find their place in the workforce. It was a joy to fit them with a wardrobe that gave them confidence and the hope that they could succeed.

“Would you look at me?” Shawntelle Maynor said, as she studied her reflection in the mirror. She turned around and glanced over her shoulder, nodding, apparently liking what she saw. “This hides my butt good.”

Shawntelle was a good five inches taller than my own five-foot-three frame. Her hair was an untamed mass of tight black curls raining down upon her shoulders. She critically studied herself in the outfit I’d put together for her first job interview.

I found it hard to believe the difference clothes made. Shawntelle had arrived in baggy sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt. Now, dressed in black slacks and a pink Misook jacket, she looked like a million bucks.

“Wowsa.” I stepped back and reviewed my handiwork. The transformation was stunning.

“I need help with this hair,” she said, frowning as she shoved it away from her face. “I should have known better than to let Charise cut it. She was all confident she could do it after watching a YouTube video. I was crazy to let her anywhere close to my hair with a pair of scissors.” Her fingers reached up and touched the uneven ends of her bangs, or what I assumed must be her bangs. “I thought it’d grow out, and it did, but now it looks even worse.”

“I’ve already made you an appointment next door.” The hairstylist in the shop next to Dress for Success volunteered to give each woman at the boutique a wash and cut before her job interview.

Shawntelle’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Get out of here. Really?”

“Really. When’s your interview?”

“Monday afternoon.”

“Your hair appointment is set for ten. Does that time work for you?”

Her smile was answer enough. Shawntelle had recently graduated from an accounting class and was looking for her first job. She had five children and her husband had deserted the family. The agency had gotten her an interview with a local car dealership. She’d gone through several practice interviews, which had given her a boost of confidence. Now, with the proper outfit, she beamed with self-assurance.

“I never thought I’d make it without LeRoy,” she whispered. “But I am and I refuse to let that cheatin’ scumbag back. He’s screwed me over for the last time.”

I smiled at the vehemence in her voice. I was walking this same rock-strewn path. In addition to my volunteer work, I was a substitute teacher for the Portland School District. My degree was in French literature with a minor in education, which qualified me for a teaching position. Unfortunately, no full-time positions were available, so I filled in as needed.

Thankfully, Leanne was available to watch Owen for me and as a backup there was a drop-in daycare center down the street from our apartment building. I eked by financially, in stark contrast to the lavish lifestyle I’d become accustomed to while married.

I had to remind myself I was still technically married. The final papers had yet to be drawn up to Jake’s satisfaction. My husband had made this divorce as difficult as possible, thinking he could change my mind. He’d been persistently begging me to reconsider. When he finally realized my determination to see this through, he’d set up every roadblock he could, dragging out the settlement hearings, arguing each point. Our attorney fees have skyrocketed.

Divorce is hard—so much harder than I’d ever imagined it would be.

“You’ll call after the interview?” I asked Shawntelle, determinedly pushing thoughts of Jake out of my mind.

“You got it.”

“You’re going to do so well.” I gave her arm a gentle squeeze.

Shawntelle turned and wrapped me in a hug. “Them Kardashian chicks ain’t got nothin’ on me.”

“You’re beautiful.” And I meant it.

—

By five I’d finished for the day and I was eager to get back to my son. Leanne had taken Owen to the park. At nearly four my little man was a ball of explosive energy. I imagined my mother-in-law was more than ready for a break.

I got in my car and started the engine when my phone rang. I drove a ten-year-old Toyota while my soon-to-be ex-husband was in a nearly new BMW, a car I’d bought him with the inheritance I’d gotten after my parents died. That was another story entirely, and one I had to repeatedly push out of my mind. Rule number three: Let go in order to receive.

I frantically searched through my purse until I located my phone. Checking caller ID, I saw that it was Jake. No surprise. It seemed he found an excuse to call me just about every day. I was able to remain civil, but I resented his efforts to keep me tied to him. Friends had been all too eager to tell me he hadn’t changed his womanizing ways. Now that I was out of the house my husband didn’t bother to hide the fact he was a player.

This was supposed to have been his weekend with Owen, but he had a business trip. Or so he claimed. Because of what I knew, I’d become suspicious of everything he said.

“Yes,” I said, making sure I didn’t sound overly friendly. It was difficult to maintain an emotional distance from him, especially when he worked overtime to make it hard. Jake knew all the right buttons to push with me. Through the negotiations for the divorce he’d played me like a grand piano.

“Hi, sweetheart.”

“You have the wrong number,” I said forcefully. Every time he used an endearment I wondered how many other women he called “sweetheart.”

“Come on, honey, there’s no need to be bitter. I’m calling with good news.”

Sure he was. “Which is?”

He hesitated and his voice sank lower, laced with regret. “I’ve signed off on the final negotiations. You want a share in the house, then fine, it’s yours, but only when I choose to sell it. That’s what you asked for, right?”

“Right.” Which meant this bitter struggle was over and the divorce could go through. Twenty-five months after I’d filed we could sign the final papers.

“You signed off?” If that was the case I’d be hearing from my attorney shortly, probably Monday morning.

“It’s killing us both to drag this out any longer than it already has.”

From the minute I’d moved out of the house Jake had believed he could change my mind. I’d gladly given up living in the house despite the fact that my attorney had advised me to stay put. All I asked for was my fair share of the proceeds when he chose to sell it.

I wasn’t interested in living in that plush home any longer. My life there with all the expensive furnishings and designer details had been a sham. The memories were too much for me. Sleeping in our bed was torture, knowing Jake had defiled it. For all I knew he may even have made love to another woman in that very bed. Besides, holding on to the house would be a financial struggle. I needed to break away completely and start over. Jake had been surprised when I agreed to move out. I’d used the house along with the country-club membership as bargaining chips in the settlement agreement.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” Jake asked.

I wasn’t sure what to say. “I guess this is it, then,” I whispered, staggering against a wall of emotion. My attorney assured me that eventually Jake would cave. It was either that or we would be headed to a meeting with a court-appointed negotiator. I was willing, but Jake had balked. Neither one of us wanted this to go to trial. The attorneys and the divorce proceedings were expensive enough.

“Yeah. It’ll be final soon,” Jake said, his voice so low it was almost a whisper. His words were filled with regret.

“Final,” I repeated, and bit into my lower lip.

“You okay?” Jake asked.

“Yeah, of course.” But I wasn’t. After all this time one would think I’d be glad this bickering and madness were about to end. I should be over the moon, eager to put my marriage behind me. I was more than ready to move on. Instead my heart felt like it was going to melt and a huge knot blocked my throat.

“I thought you’d want to know,” Jake said, sounding as sad and miserable as I was.

“Thanks. I’ve got to go.”

“Nichole…Nichole…”

I didn’t want to hear anything more that he had to say, so I ended the call. With tears blurring my eyes, I tossed my phone back inside my expensive Michael Kors purse. A purse I’d purchased because Jake insisted I deserved beautiful things. Now I understood he’d wanted me to have it because he’d felt guilty. As best I could figure, I’d bought the purse shortly after he learned Chrissy was pregnant with his child.

Wiping the moisture from my cheek, I put the car in reverse, stepped on the accelerator, and immediately backed into a ditch.
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