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Chapter One

 


Someone is in the house.

Paige Weston stood absolutely still at the
top of the staircase and peered down into the dark entrance hall. A
cold shiver skated over her skin. Her heart pounding, she held her
breath and focused on the sounds coming from her uncle’s kitchen.
She heard footsteps, then the click of a switch. Light from the
kitchen doorway sliced across the oak floor at the bottom of the
stairs.

She swallowed tightly as she summoned her
shrinking courage. Stupidly, she had left the cordless phone from
the bedroom in the kitchen. The only other telephone was on a hall
table at the bottom of the stairs. Her cell phone was in the
kitchen charging. If she knew where Robert kept the key to his gun
cabinet, she could at least arm herself. But she didn’t. She had to
get to a phone.

The first step down the staircase proved the
hardest, but she forced her feet to make the necessary movement.
When she’d reached the bottom, she held her breath and listened
again. The refrigerator door slammed shut with a rattle of glass
and plastic. She frowned. What was the intruder doing? Having a
midnight snack? As if on cue, the old grandfather clock struck the
witching hour.

Paige rounded the newel post, avoiding the
sliver of light angling from the kitchen. Her gaze riveted to the
open doorway, and she felt across the top of the hall table for the
telephone. Knees weak and her body trembling, she fought the urge
to run out the front door and leave the thief to have his way with
Robert’s worldly possessions.

Where is that blasted phone? Her hand
bumped against a cold, smooth object. The flowers. Robert
had left her flowers. Before she could catch it, the crystal vase
tumbled off the table and crashed to the floor. Water splattered
across her feet.

For an instant Paige froze. Every rape or
mugging victim she’d ever seen in the courtroom flashed through her
mind. Heavy footsteps thudding across the kitchen floor urged her
back into action. Still groping in the darkness, her hand brushed
against the telephone. She curled trembling fingers around the
receiver and lifted it. The familiar, reassuring dial tone sounded.
Paige pressed the three buttons necessary just as a tall, dark
figure filled the doorway, blocking the faint light from the
kitchen.

“Stop right there,” Paige commanded in a
reasonably steady tone. “I’ve called 911.”

“Trinity doesn’t have 911 at the moment,”
came the deep, male response. Silhouetted by the dim light, it was
impossible to see his face. “The system’s down.”

The irritating, high-pitched tone coming from
the receiver confirmed his statement. Paige dropped the useless
instrument as a recorded voice came across the line telling her to
dial the number again.

No 911.

How could that number be out of order? She
couldn’t breathe. Forgetting the broken glass, she backed away from
the dark, looming figure. Maybe staying all alone at Robert’s ranch
hadn’t been such a good idea after all. And she thought stuff like
this only happened in the city. What a great birthday this had
turned out to be…

Abruptly, the wall stopped her retreat. The
intruder remained motionless and silent. Why didn’t he make a move?
She shuddered at the thought that he was probably trying to decide
what to do with her. Her mind raced. What should she do? Maybe he
would just leave. He stood only a few feet from the front door.
Leave, Paige willed silently. Though she had heard his
voice, she couldn’t identify his face.

Something clicked in her subconscious. She
frowned and replayed the words he’d spoken, concentrating on the
sound of his voice. Deep, smooth, masculine. She knew that voice.
She slid her hand over the wall and flipped the switch, flooding
the room with light. She blinked against the brightness and focused
her gaze on the man standing before her.

Nathan Blackrope.

Paige fought the shock that threatened her
already strained composure. Her mind reeled with long buried
emotions, landing somewhere between relief and regret. Part of her
wanted to throw her arms around him and tell him how glad she was
to see him. But the other part of her, the saner part, wanted to
run as fast as she could. She hadn’t been face to face with Nathan
in almost five years. She had every intention of seeing him during
her visit to Trinity. In fact, he was the real reason she had come.
She just hadn’t expected to see him now, like this.

She steeled herself against his presence.
Unable to face him on a personal level just yet, she summoned her
courtroom bearing and public defender attitude into place.

Nathan moved his unreadable gaze slowly over
her. She trembled beneath his scrutiny. He looked exactly the same.
His gunslinger stance conveyed his almost cocky confidence. Nathan
Blackrope wasn’t intimidated by anything or anyone. He stood strong
and tall. His black hair, long and straight, was pulled into a
loose ponytail. She knew from experience that all that blue-black
hair would feel like silk slipping between her fingers. Inside, she
trembled as the memories tumbled one over the other. If only she
could forget.

Paige allowed her gaze to meet his. Dark,
searching eyes set in bronzed skin stared back at her. High
cheekbones carved in a strong, angular face were emphasized by the
hard set of his full lips. Even wearing that cold, steely
expression he was still the best looking man she had ever seen. She
swallowed back something that felt entirely too much like desire
and focused her gaze on his black Apache eyes.

“Breaking and entering is against the law,
Mr. Blackrope.”

“I have a key.”

That raspy baritone sent a shiver of
recollection over her. She’d spent the last four years or so trying
her best to forget Nathan Blackrope. But she hadn’t forgotten him
at all. She knew by heart every inch of his lean, muscular body.
The wide breadth of shoulders that strained against the fabric of
his black Western shirt. The long-fingered hands that were set
firmly on the black denim covering his narrow hips. Paige didn’t
have to look to know that he wore black cowboy boots as well. Black
had always been Nathan’s signature color.

She watched as he slid two fingers into the
pocket of his jeans and fished out a brass key. To her chagrin, the
key looked identical to the one she’d found on the ledge above the
front door when she’d arrived this evening.

“See.” He held out the key for her
inspection.

Paige smelled a rat. A rat named Uncle
Robert. This was a set-up as sure as Nathan Blackrope was standing
there looking lean, rangy and rugged. “Why do you have a key?” she
asked, ignoring his outstretched hand. She wouldn’t touch those
long fingers for a month in Tahiti with Johnny Depp.

“Your uncle asked me to keep an eye on things
while he honeymoons with his new wife. Neighbors do that kind of
thing for each other in the country, or have you forgotten?” he
asked, a hint of sarcasm in his voice. Nathan drew back his hand,
his gaze swept over her once more as he waited for her response.
She didn’t miss the sudden glimmer of masculine approval in his
dark eyes.

The thin white cotton tee she wore barely
reached the tops of her thighs. She’d been in bed—asleep. A heated
flush moved up her neck and into her face. The fact that her
breasts had grown full and tight didn’t help. Nathan could plainly
see how she responded to him. After all this time—after all that
had happened—how could her rebellious body react with such desire
to the man she’d worked so hard to hate?

She crossed her arms over her tingling
breasts. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here in the middle
of the night.”

Nathan’s lips curved in a knowing smile. “You
rushed down here like that—” he gestured toward her scantly clad
body—“to defend Robert’s home from an intruder?” He laughed, softly
at first, and then the sound deepened, rumbling up from his
chest.

Paige swore silently. She hated that smile.
Hated that laugh. She hated him. Well, maybe she didn’t hate him,
but he infuriated her. How could she have ever imagined that any
kind of agreement could be worked out with this man? “I asked you
what you were doing here, Nathan Blackrope.”

“I’ve been out,” he said, curbing his
laughter to a smile that lifted only one corner of his mouth. “I
wanted to check on the mares before I called it a night. Two of
Robert’s mares are about to foal.” He shifted and raked his dark
gaze over her again. “He never mentioned anyone else would be
here.” He gave her a heart-stopping grin. “I was too busy to think
about food earlier. I realized I hadn’t eaten and decided to raid
the fridge.” He folded his arms over his chest. “I’m sure Robert
won’t mind.”

It was after midnight on Sunday night, Paige
realized with sudden clarity. A sharp pang of jealousy stabbed at
her as she considered that he’d probably been out with a woman. She
gave herself a mental kick and forced away the unbidden envy of
whoever had been in his arms tonight. She had thought herself over
that hurt long time ago. Taking a determined step in Nathan’s
direction, she held out her hand, concentrating hard to keep it
steady.

He glanced at her hand, then focused that
intent gaze on her. “What?” he asked innocently.

“The key. I’ll be staying until Robert and
Ginny return from Vegas. There’s no need for you to concern
yourself with anything around here.”

“You’re staying here for two weeks?”
His eyes mirrored the disbelief in his voice.

“That’s what I said,” Paige returned hotly.
‘Robert’s having some redecorating done. The contractors start
tomorrow and I’ll be seeing that everything runs smoothly.”

Nathan pressed the key into her palm. His
fingers lingered a little longer than necessary, sending a surge of
heat through her that resurrected long denied feelings. Her insides
quivered and Paige jerked her hand back. There had been a time when
she would have given anything for Nathan’s touch, but not now. Not
ever again. She hugged her arms around her middle and backed up the
step she had taken. What she needed from him now had absolutely
nothing to do with hormones.

“I can’t believe your daddy let you leave
Memphis,” he said, his words dripping with sarcasm.

She bristled, counted to ten before
delivering a response. It didn’t help. “I do what I want to do. My
father doesn’t run my life.”

“Since when?” Nathan cocked his handsome head
and laughed at her with his eyes. “You do whatever daddy tells you
to do, Blondie. You always have.”

Paige winced at his use of the pet name he
had given her so long ago. No one else but Nathan had ever called
her that. She didn’t want to hear it. And she sure didn’t want to
feel what he was making her feel. She clenched her teeth and glared
at him with every ounce of anger she could marshal. Her severe
glare only served to earn her a slow, sexy smile that would have
shaken her clean down at her boots had she been wearing any.

“You don’t know anything about me anymore,
Blackrope.” He was just as arrogant and hardheaded as she
remembered. He hadn’t changed one iota.

“Right.” He choked out on a thin laugh. “I
know all I need to know.” Resentment, hard and bitter, pooled in
his eyes.

Unable to tolerate one more moment of the
mounting tension, Paige marched to the door and jerked it open.
Belatedly she considered how lucky she’d been to miss any shards of
glass. “Good night, Mr. Blackrope.”

Two excruciatingly long beats passed before
he moved. And when he moved, her breath caught. He sauntered over
to the door in that self-assured gait that made her heart thud. He
stopped right in front of her and gazed down into her eyes. She
inhaled his scent before she had the presence of mind to hold her
breath. A wild, earthy essence mingled with the same enticing
aftershave he had always worn. This close, she noticed the fine
lines around his eyes that didn’t used to be there. Lines that
spoke of hard work, fast living, and maybe too much personal
loss.

Every instinct urged her to run, but her
heart wouldn’t let her. A gust of April’s cool, night air swept in
through the door and made her shiver. The breeze sent a wisp of
hair fluttering across her face, trapping itself against her
lips.

Gently, tentatively almost, he reached out
and smoothed that loose tendril of hair back from her cheek. “You
still look like Daddy’s little girl,” he murmured, his hand
hovering near her face.

“And you look like the same bitter man you
were the last time I saw you,” Paige replied as close in the
vicinity of calm as her emotions would allow. She wanted to shout
at him but he suddenly covered her mouth with his own in a
punishing kiss.

Paige didn’t move—she didn’t dare. She
couldn’t even close her eyes at first. She watched the pained
expression that settled over his stony features as his firm lips
ravaged hers. She’d be lying to herself if she didn’t admit that
she had dreamed of being kissed by Nathan just one more time. And
then she closed her eyes and surrendered to the kiss. Warmth glowed
inside her as his mouth moved over hers. His tongue touched her
lips then plunged into her mouth. He tasted of good Tennessee
sipping whiskey, and Nathan—hot and demanding. He snaked his free
arm around her waist and molded her from breast to thigh against
his body.

She squeezed her hands into fists at her
sides. Her heart ached to touch him. His lean, hard body felt
rigid, ready to snap, against her. Rage and resentment radiated
from him like heat rising from the miles of concrete and asphalt in
downtown Memphis. She knew it would only take one touch to break
him. She’d give anything to put her arms around him right now and
soothe the tautness away, but she couldn’t. God, she just couldn’t.
To touch him would be to admit that she wanted this as much as he
seemed to. And she could never do that. She moaned softly in spite
of herself as his kiss hardened to a bruising intensity. A deep
groan sounded from him, filling her, intensifying the need she
wanted desperately to deny.

Nathan tore his mouth from hers and glared
down at her, his breath ragged. She wanted to look away, but his
expression held her captive. It was the same fierce look he had
worn when she had first met him as an unhappy, rebellious boy of
ten fresh off the reservation.

Then, in one slow, sensuous movement, he
flicked his tongue over his lower lip and made a satisfied sound.
“You still taste like daddy’s little girl.”

Paige slapped him as hard as she could. Her
fingers stung from the blow. Anger consumed everything else she’d
felt or imagined she’d felt. “Get out of here before I call the
police and have you thrown in jail for assault.”

Nathan grasped her chin in his hand and
forced her to look him in the eye. “You were a willing
participant.” A muscle in his jaw jerked. “You wanted that as much
as I did.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” she spat
back, her anger a protection from the other dizzying emotions
clutching at her. Paige twisted free and turned away from his
haughty gaze. She stared at the dark night, waiting for him to
storm out the door. He didn’t move. He remained so close she could
feel his warm breath on her skin.

“There was a time when you wanted all of me,”
he whispered against her temple.

“Please leave.” She tilted her head back and
launched a warning glare. Swiftly changing emotions danced across
his face before contempt took center stage.

I’m going,” he muttered, and then pushed away
from her. He walked out the open door without a backward
glance.

Paige sucked in a deep breath. This was a
mistake. She should have known better than to think she could work
out anything with him. Nathan stopped at the edge of the porch and
shifted to face her. Tension outlined every angle of his powerfully
built body.

“I had a message on my answering machine
about James. Seems he’s got a virus or something. Puking his guts
out according to his wife.” He paused long enough for her to absorb
the ramifications of his statement. “I’ll take care of his chores
the next few days until he’s back on his feet.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Paige could
certainly handle things if Robert’s ranch manager couldn’t work for
a couple of days. “I can do whatever needs to be done myself.”

“I have a feeling you don’t know what you’re
getting yourself into,” he said flatly.

“I said I’d do it myself.”

“There’s a lot more to it—”

“What’s wrong with you, Blackrope?” she cut
him off. “Don’t you understand English?” She’d had it with his
arrogant, self-assuming attitude. Paige didn’t want him taking care
of her.

“I understand completely. I’m just not so
sure you do.”

“I spent every summer of my life on this
ranch until college. I think I have a pretty good idea of what has
to be done.”

“I thought maybe you’d forgotten about those
summers.”

“I only forgot the parts I wanted to forget.”
She didn’t miss the flicker of hurt in his dark eyes. The hurt
reverted to contempt so quickly, she wondered if she’d imagined
it.

“All right, then.” His lips eased back into a
firm, thin line. “If you decide you need help with anything, let me
know.” He turned and started down the steps.

Paige shook her head. That was a low blow and
she knew it. “I’m sorry, Nathan. I do appreciate your offer to
help.” She wanted to wring his neck, not hurt his feelings. She
didn’t hate him…that much. No matter what he had done in the past,
he didn’t deserve that.

He hesitated and then looked back over his
shoulder, his profile harsh and flinty. “Don’t thank me, Paige. I’m
not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Robert.”

Paige slammed the door shut in response to
his stinging rebuke. She felt the tears well in her eyes. She
wouldn’t cry. She had cried over Nathan Blackrope the last time she
ever intended to. She closed her eyes and allowed the image of
Jesse to envelope her. She’d never have put herself in this
position if it weren’t for Jesse. Any other time she would’ve
turned Robert’s invitation to come to Trinity down flat. But fate
had forced Paige to see that she had no choice. So here she was in
Trinity to try and settle the past with a man who didn’t know the
meaning of compromise.

Despite everything she had told herself, it
only took one kiss for her to know that her feelings were still way
to strong for Nathan. No matter. She and Nathan were over. She
would never forgive him for what he’d done. Even if he got down on
his arrogant Apache knees and begged her to forgive him for being
the jerk he was—which he would never do—Paige would not forgive
him.

 


~*~

 


Nathan braced himself against the truck. He
closed his eyes and tried to still the emotions raging inside him.
He concentrated with all his might to erase from his mind the
picture of Paige standing there in that skimpy undershirt, her face
still flushed with sleep. Blue eyes clear and bright. Soft, blond
hair flowing over her shoulders. Slender curves and long, shapely
legs that could drive a man crazy. Just looking at her had awakened
the long-buried hunger he’d never felt for anyone else.

Why in the hell didn’t Robert tell him she
would be here? Paige Weston was the last person on earth Nathan
wanted to see. He didn’t like being reminded of the past. Robert,
the old fox, had pulled one over on both of them. She had been just
as shocked to see him as he was to see her.

The way his body reacted to hers tonight
proved beyond a doubt that he would never get over her, not even if
he lived a dozen lifetimes. He’d tried every way known to man to
forget Paige, but he couldn’t. She was part of him. She had been
since the first time he’d seen her.

Nathan had been ten at the time and
angry—very angry. When Amos Collins had married his mother and
brought the two of them to Trinity, Tennessee, from the reservation
in Arizona, Nathan had done everything in his power to fight the
situation short of running away. Though he’d hated Trinity, he
would never have left his mother. She was the only real family he
had left.

Then Robert Weston’s little niece came along
in that frilly pink dress. Only eight years old, with pale blond
hair and sky blue eyes. Like a vision in answer to his prayers and
fasting. Nathan smiled as he thought of the little girl she used to
be. Somehow she had made things all right for him in his new
home.

Nathan dropped into the seat of his truck and
started the engine. God, how he’d loved her. They’d grown up as
best friends and somewhere along the way their feelings for each
other had gone deeper. Soul mates, that’s what they’d called each
other. Destined to be together for all time—until she’d broken his
heart. Losing Paige had left him empty. No matter how hard he had
tried, he hadn’t cared about much since. Nathan went through life
doing what he had to do and nothing more. He damned sure didn’t
have any right to kiss Paige the way he had just done. But that had
been about punishing her. Fact was, he’d only punished himself.

Nathan shoved the gear shift into reverse and
backed up enough to turn around. He spun away from the house and
headed down the long drive. Living right across the road from Paige
for the next two weeks wasn’t going to be easy. He had trained
himself not to think about her most of the time, but it was the
nights that got to him the worst. He would lay awake at night and
think about how it could have been. He thought of all the years
that had passed. Hundreds of nights that she should have been in
his arms. Should have been bearing his children. Damn Elliott
Weston, anyway. And damn her. Paige had allowed her father to come
between them.

Nathan stopped the truck and released a long
breath. He looked from right to left before pulling across the
dark, deserted highway. He floored the accelerator and drove like a
bat out of hell down his own drive. Elliott Weston might be a blood
brother to Robert Weston, but that was sure as hell all they had in
common. Paige’s father was a pompous bigot. He didn’t want his
lily-white daughter to marry some Apache boy right off the rez. He
wanted her to be exactly like him. And of course, Elliott Weston
always got what he wanted.

Distracted by his anger, Nathan stamped the
brake and skidded to a sideways stop just short of plowing through
his front porch. He turned off the ignition and pressed his head
against the steering wheel. He didn’t want to think about all this
any more. It hurt too much. Maybe he had scared her just bad enough
that she’d go running back to daddy come morning.

He flung the truck door open, pushed himself
out and stared back toward the Weston spread. He struggled to
control the rage he felt. He didn’t want to feel any of this.

“Go back to Memphis, Paige,” he shouted into
the wind. “There’s nothing in Trinity for you.”

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


“Everything is under control, Robert,” Paige
said into the cordless handset. “No, I haven’t seen a soul,” she
lied. Paige had a sneaking suspicion that Robert had planned to
throw her and Nathan together as much as possible during this
visit. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing how well
his plan had worked.

“Yes, I feel fine,” she lied again. She
hadn’t really felt fine since the surgery, but there was no point
in dwelling on it.

She gave her reflection in the bureau mirror
one last look. Jeans, T-shirt, ponytail. Good enough for country
life, she decided. She listened to Robert’s voice on the other end
of the line as he prattled on about the redecorating. She frowned
at his unnecessary concern.

“Robert, please. You underestimate me. I
spend my days battling hotshot district attorneys. How tough can a
couple of home improvement contractors be?”

Robert shifted the conversation to a brief
overview of the honeymoon thus far as she made her way down the
upstairs hall. Just when she thought her dear, sweet uncle would
finally say goodbye, he set in about the redecorating again.

“Everything is fine here. Yes, I read your
note and reviewed the paint chips, wallpaper, and carpet swatches
you left.” She sighed. “Yes, I’ll keep you up to date. I’m—”

She came to an abrupt stop at the top of the
stairs and did a double take. A man wearing white overalls walked
across the downstairs hall and out the front door. She shook her
head, blinked and looked again. She had to be seeing things. As if
to prove her wrong, the front door opened, the man came back inside
and disappeared into the parlor.

“I have to go, Robert. You and Ginny have a
good time.” Paige pressed the off button and bounded down the
stairs.

When she reached the parlor her mouth dropped
open. Three men in white overalls were painting. All the furniture
had been moved to the center of the room and covered with large
white drop cloths. The windows were bare of curtains. Clear plastic
had been spread around the perimeter of the room to protect the
floor.

How did these guys get in? How long had they
been here? A good while from the looks of things, she decided in
answer to her own question.

“Excuse me,” Paige announced. All three men
stopped painting and turned to look at her. “How did you get in
this house?”

“We’re the painters,” the shortest of the
three told her.

Duh. “How did you get in?” she
repeated.

“We have a key,” the man she had instantly
dubbed Shortie replied and patted his pocket. “We were scheduled to
start at seven sharp this morning,” he added, as if she should know
this information without asking.

Paige just nodded. Who else had Robert given
a key to? Another small town custom, she presumed. She suppressed a
yawn and considered that, discounting the houseful of strangers,
waking up without legal work hanging over her head was very nice.
She had even slept a little late this morning for the first time in
a long time. It felt good to pamper herself for a change.

Coffee flitted through her mind, but she
banished the temptation. No stress and no caffeine. “I’ll be at the
barn if you need me for anything,” she called as she headed for the
front door.

She bounded off the porch into the bright
morning. She lifted her face to the sun’s kiss and reveled in the
sensation of warmth. An unexpected shiver that rattled her inside
and out shook Paige as her thoughts wandered to her midnight
visitor. Dawn had been creeping through the windows before she had
managed to fall back to sleep. She’d had good reason for sleeping
so late this morning. Nathan Blackrope had ruined what should have
been a restful night. Of course, worries about the talk with him
that she could no longer put off had wreaked havoc well before he
had made his personal appearance.

Heat flowed through her, warming her against
the morning’s cool breeze, when she recalled Nathan’s ruthless
kiss. There would not be a repeat performance of last night’s
fiasco. Getting involved with him again wasn’t on her agenda. In
fact, it held the number one spot on her list of things she never
wanted to do again. No matter how her involuntary reflexes tried to
prove otherwise, she wanted no part of his body touching hers. Even
if just looking at him did make her burn, she wouldn’t allow it. No
way, no how.

The bond she and Nathan had shared still held
a little too firmly to suit her. But she had learned her lesson
with him the hard way. He didn’t care about her, probably never
had. Not really anyway. And when all her cards were on the table,
any lingering feelings he might harbor for her would vanish. He
wouldn’t take it well. Of that she felt certain. That was the very
reason she had no intention of telling him anything until she was
sure. Sure of what, she didn’t exactly know. Paige trusted her
instincts. Instinct would tell her when the time was right. With
that reiteration, she set out in the direction of the barn.

The sweet pungent scent of hay and horses
greeted her as she entered the huge barn. She’d loved this barn as
a child. She glided her hand across the worn-smooth top of one
stall. They had used the stall railings for balance beams. The loft
had been their hideout or playhouse, depending on Nathan’s mood.
Nathan. Paige kicked a clod across the floor. Didn’t she
have one single memory on this ranch that didn’t include him?
Probably not.

“Hello, Windborne.” Paige stroked the neck of
her uncle’s favorite mare. “Whoa, girl. You’re about ready to pop.”
She rubbed her hand over the horse’s distended belly. So this was
the reason for Nathan’s visit last night. Windborne wasn’t just any
old hunk of horse flesh. Robert talked about her like they were
related by blood.

Funny, Paige thought, that he hadn’t
mentioned Windborne’s pregnancy to her. Robert’s omission made her
feel just a bit left out, especially since Nathan knew. Robert
usually shared everything with her. She’d be sure to ask him about
it the next time he called. And call he would. Though his heart was
in Vegas, at least part of his thoughts were still on the ranch. It
occurred to Paige then that Robert probably hadn’t wanted to bring
up the subject of bearing offspring. Everyone was so careful not to
talk about it.

“Okay, girls.” Paige glanced at the yearlings
in the long box stall opposite the mares. “And boys,” she amended
quickly. “How about some oats? Or whatever James is feeding you
these days.”

Paige checked the chart hanging next to the
feed room door and verified the kind and amount to feed the
different animals.

The only thing she had to do for the
yearlings was turn them out. Easy enough, she decided as she opened
the side gate.

“Out you go.” The horses trotted through the
gate, happy to be free of their confinement. Paige gave the last
colt a pat on the hindquarter and watched the horses gallop across
the large paddock. She’d almost forgotten how beautiful the animals
were. Memories of long rides and Nathan’s capable arms around her
flooded Paige’s mind. She banished the images, closed the gate and
walked back through the large stall.

“Yuck,” she muttered, wrinkling her nose in
disgust at the numerous piles of horse manure that lay among the
shavings. A very vivid memory of mucking out horse stalls came back
to her. “Oh, no. I’d forgotten about that little chore,” she
muttered out loud.

Though she’d never actually done it herself,
Paige had watched it done dozens of times. How tough could it be?
She headed for the tool room and came out pushing a wheelbarrow. A
second trip armed her with a tined manure fork.

Paige performed a couple of practice runs
with the oversized pooper-scooper. She shrugged. “Scoop. Dump. No
big deal.” Anybody could muck out stalls.

 


~*~

 


Three hours later Paige rinsed the scoop and
wheelbarrow in the wash rack. Her arms felt like overcooked
spaghetti. She hadn’t worked this hard since—hell, she hadn’t ever
worked this hard. Weak as a kitten, she put the scoop and
wheelbarrow away. It would do her good. She needed to work off some
of the stress that had been building the past couple of weeks.
Ready for a break, she quickly measured oats into two buckets and
hurried from the feed room.

“Okay, ladies, soup’s on.” Paige smiled at
the four-legged mothers-to-be as she sprinkled the oats into the
troughs. Weak from scooping, she dropped the second bucket into
Windborne’s stall. “Sorry, girl,” she said, then opened the gate
and stepped inside. She murmured soothingly to the animal as she
crouched down to retrieve the bucket from between the horse’s
legs.

Paige stood more quickly than se had
intended. The corner of the hay rack snagged her back, wrenching a
yelp from her. Wincing, she let herself out of the stall and
returned the two buckets to the feed room. Flexing her shoulders
against the sting, she decided to go back to the house to get a
look at the damage in a mirror.

The sun was high in the sky now and beating
down a little more fiercely than one would expect for an April day.
Her head spun for an instant, but she shook it off and chastised
herself for skipping breakfast. She should have remembered that
hard work and an empty stomach didn’t go well together. The sweat
she had worked up had glued her T-shirt to her chest. Paige groaned
as she pulled the sticky material from her skin. A shower would be
the next order of business.

“I’ll bet you’re wishing you had taken me up
on my kind offer about now.”

Paige jerked to a stop. The sound of Nathan’s
voice startled her in spite of the fact that she had fully expected
him to show up this morning. He’d always taken responsibility very
seriously. Another reason she knew she had to work this out with
him. She had to tell him everything. But not today. She stared up
at his smirk. Not tomorrow. Her eyes skimmed his black-clad body.
Maybe not even this week. She took in the sight of him sitting
astride his shiny black stallion, and wished he weren’t so
good-looking.

“Actually, you and your offer were the
furthest things from my mind,” she lied.

“Is that right?” He pushed his black Stetson
up from his line of vision to rake her with that dark gaze.

Paige squared her shoulders and ignored the
butterflies that took flight in her stomach. “That’s right.”
Determined to avoid further discussion, she walked around man and
horse and headed toward the house. She was still exhausted, and her
unsteady gait no doubt broadcast that fact loud and clear. When she
was ready to talk to Nathan Blackrope it would be on her terms.

Before she had taken three steps, the squeak
of leather warned Paige that he was dismounting.

“Are you hurt?” Nathan’s strong hand clutched
her right arm from behind, effectively halting her forward
movement.

“I’m fine,” she hissed as she attempted to
free herself. The heat from his palm singed her skin.

“How did you do this?” he asked sharply.

Paige winced when he pulled the fabric away
from her skin and examined more closely the scratch between her
shoulder blades. “On the hay rack in Windborne’s stall. It’s just a
scratch.”

“Scratch?” Nathan swore.

“I’m fine.” She shrugged off his touch and
started across the yard once more. She wasn’t about to let him see
her collapse. She would have to admit her other weaknesses soon
enough. Her head swam again, but she ignored it, forcing one foot
in front of the other.

Without warning, Nathan swept her into his
arms and strode toward the house.

“Put me down! What do you think you’re doing,
Nathan?”

“When did you eat last, Paige?”

“What I do is none of your business!”

He paused to stare down at her. “I’m making
it my business. I’ll bet you still forget to eat.”

Wilted and defeated, she admitted, “I ate
yesterday.”

Another hot curse sprang from his lips. Only
this time in that other language he reverted to whenever he got
really angry or emotional. Paige didn’t know the words, but she
recognized them as his native tongue. She’s heard them before. Too
long ago to remember, she reminded the part of her that longed to
recall.

Nathan burst through the front door and
bounded up the stairs as if he were carrying a feather.

“Put me down!” She squirmed in his arms when
she realized he intended to take her to the bedroom. Anger spurred
her into action. She pummeled his hard chest with her fists.

“Stop it,” he ordered in a low rumble. “I’ll
put you down when I’m good and ready.”

She huffed like an indignant child, but
surrendered to his strength. She closed her eyes and slumped
against him. A bombardment of sensations surged through her, then
sapped the last of her waning energy. A sense of home she refused
to acknowledge settled over her. The clean scent of leather and
sweat assaulted her nostrils. Stop it! Stop it! She
screamed at herself. These feelings are off limits.

When he reached her bedroom, the one he knew
she always used, Nathan settled her on her feet once more. She
swayed from the loss of his arms around her. He steadied her.

“I’m going downstairs to make you a sandwich
or something.” His concerned gaze moved restlessly over her face.
“Take yourself a long, hot bath to relax your muscles. You’re going
to be as sore as hell come tomorrow morning from all that
backbreaking work. I’ll patch you up after.”

“I can patch myself up,” she challenged,
lifting her chin defiantly.

“You can’t even reach the spot,” he told her
impatiently. “Now do like I tell you before I do it for you.”

She slammed the door behind him when he left.
She repeated a few of those choice words he liked to use so well
and stared at the closed door for a long moment. Nathan was just as
bullheaded as ever.

The telephone rang as she turned toward the
bathroom. Paige crossed the room and snatched up the receiver. No
doubt it would be Robert calling to check on things again. She
hoped Ginny would appreciate his worrisome nature. “Hello,” she
groused.

“Paige, how are you, my dear?”

Paige smiled. “Silas, it’s good to hear from
you!” Silas Dutton was Robert’s oldest and dearest friend, not to
mention Trinity’s one and only attorney. He was also one of her
favorite people.

“I couldn’t be better, but how are you?”

“I’m fine,” she told him. That had become her
standard response. “God,” she breathed. “It’s been forever.”

A rusty chuckle rumbled in her ear. “I can’t
believe Robert finally persuaded you to come visit for a while. I
know your law practice keeps you very busy.”

Paige pulled the ponytail holder from her
hair and let it fall free. “Robert needed me. It’s not every day a
sixty-three-year-old confirmed bachelor gets married, you
know.”

“I plan to stay confirmed myself,” Silas
resolved. “It did take Ginny ten years to convince Robert, after
all.”

“I’m not so sure that it wasn’t the other way
around, Silas,” Paige argued affectionately.

“Valid point, counselor. I thought perhaps I
could take you out to dinner tonight and do some catching up.”

She padded to the bureau and scrutinized her
sweaty, grimy, and frazzled-looking reflection. She frowned. If her
colleagues could see her now, she’d never live it down. She
stretched her right shoulder and winced. But she hadn’t seen Silas
in years. “That sounds lovely.”

“I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“See you then.” It would be nice to see a
friendly face, even if she did feel like hell at the moment. But a
nap this afternoon would change that. She and Silas could talk for
hours about law and politics. And the subject of the Big C would
never have to come up. She shuddered. She didn’t want to think
about that.

Silas brought back the pleasant memory of
cherry-scented pipe tobacco. She could almost smell the sweet
aroma. She smiled as she recalled Silas and Robert sitting around
the card table in the parlor, a cigar or pipe in one hand and poker
cards in the other, the clink of bourbon-filled crystal and hearty
laughter filling the sultry night air.

Paige had always watched the two men until
she was sure they were completely enthralled in the game before
sneaking back to her room. Ever so quietly she had opened her
window to let Nathan inside. For hours they would play games or
tell stories or simply sit quietly and think. Think about their
future together.

Shaking off the haunting memories, she
retraced her steps to the bathroom. Any minute now Nathan would
probably come storming back into her room demanding to know what
was taking so long. With a heavy sigh, she turned on the water in
the tub, then jerked off her clothes and flung them on the
floor.

She grimaced when she saw the blood on her
shirt. She craned her neck to see the cut in the mirror. A small
gash marred her skin. Not too bad. She took a steadying breath and
pushed back the sour taste that rose in her throat.

She slipped into the welcoming warmth of the
water and pressed her back against the cold porcelain tub. The gash
stung for a moment. She sighed as the heat relaxed her tired body.
Maybe if she stayed in here long enough, Nathan would just go
away.

 


~*~

 


Nathan heaved a disgusted breath and set the
plate containing the ham sandwich and chips he had prepared on the
kitchen table. The painters had gone, but the place still reeked of
fresh paint. He opened the fridge and removed a can of cola. He
closed the door, braced himself against the cool, white surface and
squeezed his eyes shut. Why did she have to come back? After all
this time, why didn’t she just stay gone?

Seeing her again was like pouring salt in a
wound that had never healed. In spite of everything, Nathan still
wanted her. But he couldn’t have her. Wouldn’t have her. Not after
the way she had hurt him. He’d rather be alone the rest of his life
than take a chance on having his heart broken again by Paige
Weston.

He reached into a cupboard and retrieved the
first aid kit Robert had kept in the same place for as long as he
could remember. A smile tugged at his lips as he thought of all the
skinned knees and elbows he and Paige had patched up on each other
over the years. His heart twisted with the memory of her little
tradition of kissing the hurt and making it all better. He shook of
the thought and the feelings it evoked, then tucked the first aid
kit under his arm. The sooner he stopped dredging up the past, the
better off he’d be.

Nathan trudged up the stairs and down the
long hall that led to her room. He opened the door, stepped into
the room and inhaled the steamy air and the scent of Paige. He
closed his eyes and forced away the need that jolted his soul. He
summoned up the courage he knew it would take to touch her and
stepped closer to the closed bathroom door.

“Are you ready for me to come in, Paige?” he
asked, his voice hoarse with the need he couldn’t will away.

“No, but since I know you won’t leave until
you’ve done what you think you have to do, come in.” She pulled the
door open and stepped back for him to enter the suddenly too-tiny
room.

Nathan moistened his lips and allowed his
hungry eyes to travel over her. Clad in a long pink terry cloth
robe, what little of her skin he could see glistened, dewy and
smooth. She’d brushed her wet hair back from her face. Those big
blue eyes were a definite threat to his belief that he could deal
with her proximity and not lose his sanity. Her face had been
scrubbed clean and looked fresh and much younger than her
years.

The day’s date hit Nathan like a blow to his
midsection. He frowned and lowered his gaze. “I forgot that
yesterday was your birthday.” He felt ashamed that he hadn’t
remembered her thirtieth birthday. But why should he remember? They
were nothing to each other anymore. He was probably less than
nothing to her.

“No big deal. Here.” She turned her back to
him and dropped her robe off her slender shoulders. “Get it over
with.”

Nathan’s body ached as his gaze moved over
the creamy, smooth expanse of her shoulders. He tried to breathe
but it seemed near impossible. He set the first aid kit on the sink
and hesitantly allowed his fingers to trace the outline of the
small, ragged wound. She shifted then settled beneath his touch.
His breath, shallow and uneven, was the only sound in the room.

Nathan dabbed antiseptic on the injury,
eliciting a gasp from her. “Sorry,” he muttered and quickly blew on
the smarting flesh. She shivered. He clutched the sink with his
free hand and squeezed until he felt certain the porcelain would
crack. He willed the rush of need to retreat.

“Better?” he asked. She nodded. He applied
the antibiotic cream and carefully positioned the bandage into
place. “All done.”

“Thank you.” Paige shifted to cover herself
with the robe.

Before his brain could issue the command to
stop, Nathan had caught the fluffy material in his fingers and
slipped it back down. He dropped a light kiss on her shoulder next
to the clean, white bandage. “All better now,” he whispered. Desire
pooled hot and heavy below his belt.

Paige whirled to face him, the robe still
hanging off one delicate shoulder. He’d have happily traded ten
years of his life just to touch that shoulder and allow his hand to
slip beneath the fabric and cup her breast.

Her eyes searched his. He saw the questions.
Saw the hesitation before she reached out and touched his tense
jaw. Nathan closed his eyes and allowed himself this one small,
temporary pleasure. Years of want only she could assuage welled
inside him until he felt ready to explode. He shuddered. Pain he
couldn’t bear to feel again stiffened his already rigid
muscles.

“Nathan, we need to talk.”

Her soft voice made his eyes open. He looked
at her sweet face. The face he’d dreamed of, been haunted by for as
long as he could remember. Reality shot through him like a piercing
arrow. She would never be his. She’d only hurt him again. He
recoiled from her touch. The anger that always hovered just below
the surface erupted. “What do we have to talk about?” he
snarled.

Paige blinked and backed away from him. He
ignored the pain that stabbed at his heart when he watched in the
emotion in her eyes turn to something resembling
disappointment.

“We need to settle this thing between us. The
past.” Her voice sounded small and hesitant, “We need to—”

Nathan snorted in disgust, cutting her off.
“I’ve got better things to do.” He turned away and strode out the
bathroom door and across the bedroom.

“Wait! Nathan, I mean it. We need to talk
about…things,” Paige pleaded, right on his heels.

Nathan whipped around to face her. “What do
you want to talk about, Paige? Your father, the big-shot attorney
who thinks his money can buy anything?” His rage had reached a
dangerous level, but he couldn’t slow its ascent. “Or maybe you
want to talk about the way you left and never came back…until…” He
swallowed hard, then forced himself to continue. “Or better yet,
let’s talk about the way you threw yourself at me after my mother’s
funeral. Now there’s a hot topic.”

“I can’t believe you said that.” Her eyes
filled with tears.

“That night meant a great deal to me even if
it meant nothing to you.” Her lips trembled, then tightened.

Nathan laughed, a rude, grating sound. “Why’d
you do it, Paige? Sympathy? Trying to make me feel better because
I’d lost the only family I had in this world?” His words contained
all the bitterness that had consumed him for far too long. “Or
maybe you just wanted to see if you could still have me?”

Nathan caught her wrist before her palm
connected with his jaw. He jerked her close. “I guess you don’t
want to talk after all.”

“I hate you, Nathan Blackrope,” she shouted.
Her shoulders shook with the outrage he saw in her eyes. Tears
brimmed, ready to fall past her thick lashes.

“Good. Don’t you ever forget it, either.”
Dangerously close to making the monumental mistake of kissing her
again and begging her not to hate him, he flung her wrist from his
grasp and stormed out of her room.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Paige regarded the food that sat before her
with complete disinterest. Silas Dutton sat across the table,
pretending not to notice her somber mood. Paige stabbed a lettuce
leaf and brought the fork to her mouth, but couldn’t bring herself
to eat. Nathan’s words still rang in her ears. Don’t you ever
forget it, either, he’d said. He wanted her to hate him. Maybe
that meant he hated her as well. How could she ever hope to make
peace with the man? It seemed an impossible task.

“I’m sorry, Paige. I thought you liked this
place, otherwise I wouldn’t have suggested it.” Silas looked from
the virtually untouched dinner to her. He leaned back in the wide
bench seat of their booth and studied her more closely.

“This place is fine, Silas.” She shrugged and
forced a small smile. “I’m just a little distracted.”

“I can remember Robert having to come here
and pick you up a couple of times when you stayed out past
curfew.”

Paige grinned in spite of herself. “I
remember that all too well.” She surveyed their smoke-filled
surroundings. Dim lights, music, and great food. Bubba’s had been
her favorite haunt in Trinity as a teenager. A kind of
diner-dancehall combination. Though Bubba served alcohol, he kept a
handle on any sign of trouble. Paige had seen the big, burly man
toss more than one excited cowboy out on his ear. What the place
lacked in class it more than made up for in atmosphere and
hospitality. A flashy old jukebox pouring out honkytonk country
music completed the picture.

“Have you told him yet?”

“What?” Paige jerked her gaze to the sixtyish
man seated across from her.

“As Robert’s attorney, I’m privy to his
deepest, darkest secrets.” Silas smiled a kind, reassuring smile.
“He had Jesse included in his will immediately after the child’s
birth.”

Paige set her fork down. “No. I haven’t told
him yet.”

Silas drew in a heavy breath, his expression
suddenly grim. “Robert told me about the other thing as well.”

“Oh.” It was the only thing she knew to
say.

“I’m as sorry as I can be, Paige,” he said,
his words steeped in remorse.

“I know.” She forced herself to meet his
gaze.

“Robert said that a recurrence is
unlikely.”

Paige nodded. “The surgery pretty much
eliminated that possibility.” She swallowed tightly.

Silas clutched her hand in his. “You can’t
have any more children, but you do have Jesse.”

“I know.”

“Telling Nathan the truth is the right thing
to do,” he urged.

Paige cleared her throat. “Well, cancer
certainly forces you to take a look at the bigger picture. I
realized that with Mom gone, I was all Jesse had.” She blinked back
the tears. “What would have happened to him if…” She took a moment
to pull herself together. “At this point, I don’t want my father
near Jesse. And Robert refuses to agree to be Jesse’s guardian in
the even something were to happen to me, unless I tell Nathan the
truth.”

“Why haven’t you told him?” Wise gray eyes
settled on hers.

“It’s not so simple, Silas.” Paige focused
her attention back on the salad for which she had no appetite.
“Nathan’s angry and bitter.” She massaged at the dull ache settling
in her temples. “I think he hates me now.”

Silas shook his head. “Elliott sure did a
number on the two of you.”

“I know my father is a prejudiced,
self-centered man, but this situation is not entirely his fault.”
Paige had never told anyone what a fool she had been and just how
badly Nathan had hurt her. “Nathan married someone else,
remember?”

“Only after you left him behind,” Silas
reminded gently.

“I did what I had to do.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore now,
please.”

“You’ve been tugged in two directions all
your life, Paige. Your daddy pulling you one way and Nathan pulling
you the other.” He squeezed her trembling fingers. “In the end, who
really won?”

Moisture gathered in her eyes. No one,
she wanted to say, but didn’t. Trinity and Memphis had been like
two separate worlds. Each beckoning Paige to leave the other
behind, but ultimately her father had prevailed.

“Nathan lost you and so did your daddy.”

Silas was right. Paige hadn’t spoken to her
father in almost a year when she had gotten sick. Elliott Weston
refused to fully accept the grandson sired by the likes of Nathan
Blackrope. Her father was even angrier that Paige had opted not to
stay with his law firm, but instead had become a public defender,
which was less than acceptable in her father’s eyes. She’d
tolerated his tongue-lashings and belittling lectures for as long
as she could before putting an end to the situation. Paige stayed
away from him and he stayed away from her. Then Paige’s cancer had
been diagnosed. Reality had slapped her in the face, and she’d been
forced to make a decision.

“It’s time to put the past behind you. Jesse
needs Nathan. You”—he leveled a gaze steady on her—“need
Nathan.”

Paige tried to respond, but couldn’t. She
didn’t want to cry, not here, not now.

“You shouldn’t have waited this long,” Silas
said sagely. “It shouldn’t have taken all this to bring you back to
Trinity.”

“I had to do what I thought best at the
time.”

Silas nodded, conceding her point. He sipped
his bourbon and then asked, “When are you going to tell him?”

Paige pushed her plate away and folded her
arms over her middle. “I want my son to be happy. I won’t put him
in a situation that’s anything less than it should be. I have to
see for myself if Nathan is…capable of being a father.”

“He already is, isn’t he?”

“Technically,” she allowed.

“Technically and otherwise, Nathan’s a good
man, Paige. And you know it.” He raised a bushy, gray eyebrow at
her. “Losing you cut him to the bone. He hasn’t been the same
since.”

Paige tamped down the guilt and hurt that
stirred with those words. “Nathan isn’t the only one who got
hurt.”

“He changed after you stopped coming back.
Closed up and distance himself from everyone. Focused all his
attention on the ranch and raising those world class
champions.”

“Obviously, not all his attention went to the
horses,” she said bitterly. “He did get married.”

“The marriage was a mistake, over before it
even began. Did you expect him to wait?”

“I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t
that.” Paige didn’t want to think about this anymore tonight, but
she did have one final question to ask. “Robert hasn’t mentioned
Nathan’s current social life. I had hoped to get some idea of how
he conducts himself before I tell him about Jesse.”

“You think Nathan would expose the boy to
something unseemly?” Silas eyed her skeptically.

“Well, no,” Paige explained. Silas knew she
didn’t mean it that way, but the lawyer in him had just popped out,
looking for the hidden motivation behind her question. “I know
Nathan is a good man, better than most. I just have to be sure that
his standard of living is what it should be. I love Jesse too much
to take any chances. It has been almost five years since I’ve spent
any time with Nathan.”

“I see,” Silas said with too much
understanding. “Nathan is young, good-looking, and more than
comfortable financially. There isn’t a single woman in this county
and a few others who hasn’t tried her luck at snaring him. But he’s
not one to gloat regarding his conquests. Nathan keeps his personal
life personal. However, he doesn’t appear to be interested in a
long term relationship. Between losing you and the divorce, I’d say
he’s a little gun shy.”

She shifted, suddenly uncomfortable. “I
suppose so.”

“Paige, what’s the real problem?”

“I’m afraid,” Paige confessed reluctantly.
“Nathan is so angry with me, not to mention my father. How can I
ever trust him with my son?”

“Jesse’s his son, too.”

“I know, But that—” She broke off at the
sight of Nathan sauntering across the room with a beautiful redhead
draped over his right arm.

Silas turned to see what had captured Paige’s
attention. He cleared his throat upon seeing Nathan and quickly
directed his attention back to his unfinished ribeye.

Paige’s attention remained riveted on the
couple. Nathan’s long, blue-black hair lay against his shoulders
like a curtain of dark silk. An uncharacteristic white shirt
covered his broad shoulders and made his bronzed skin look even
darker. Her mouth parched as her gaze followed the trail of sleek
skin revealed by the shirt that fell unbuttoned all the way to the
center of his chest. Faded blue denim molded his lean body, while
silver and turquoise belted his waist.

Paige felt a gentle shock when Nathan’s gaze
collided with hers. Heat spanned the distance and sent an even
stronger wave rumbling through her. Nathan smiled and guided his
date in Paige’s direction.

“Mind your manners, girlie,” Silas
admonished.

Nathan and the clinging redhead came to a
stop at their table. “Silas, aren’t you the lucky one tonight?” He
looked from Silas to Paige and back as he extended his hand.

Silas shook Nathan’s outstretched hand. “You
don’t seem to be doing so badly yourself.” Silas winked and Nathan
grinned.

The redhead giggled. Paige shot her a
disgusted look. The black spandex hugging the woman’s body couldn’t
have amounted to more than half a yard of material. A string of
black pearls cinched her neck. A raw, burning emotion swelled
inside Paige. She stopped breathing and had the overwhelming desire
to scratch the woman’s green eyes out.

“Celine, this is Paige Weston.” Nathan nodded
toward Paige, a note of total male satisfaction in his voice.

“Hey, Paige,” Celine purred.

“Nice to meet you,” Paige muttered. She
clasped her hands in her lap.

“Silas, I believe you and Celine already know
each other.”

“Of course.” Silas took the hand Celine
graciously extended and dropped a light kiss on her knuckles,
evoking another giggle from the woman. “Who wouldn’t know one of
the prettiest ladies in town?”

Celine burst into another fit of too-feminine
laughter.

Paige almost choked. Men! How they
kissed up to a pretty face. She had to consciously refrain from
gagging at the whole scene.

Nathan shot a wry grin at Silas. “Have a nice
evening, folks,” he said, his tone as smooth as glass. He tightened
his grip on his date and sauntered away with that sexy male walk
that made Paige shiver in spite of her irritation.

Only then did Paige realize she’d been
holding her breath. Her entire body pulsed with a mixture of pain
and anger. He had blatantly flaunted that…that woman in her face,
probably just to see how she would react. Nathan Blackrope was
nothing but a lying, cheating, two-timing…Why should she be
surprised? She’d known it five years ago and it was no doubt still
true. He had wasted no time in getting over Paige then, why would
he behave differently now? Besides, what did she care how many
women he had? She could have other men—if she wanted them. She’d
had plenty of offers. Plenty, she repeated silently. But she had a
busy career—and a son to raise.

“Would you like to go, Paige?” Silas asked,
concern clouding his eyes. “I mean, if Nathan and Celine—”

“I’m fine, Silas. Why don’t we have dessert?”
Paige nervously pushed back a stray lock of hair. No way would she
go running out now and give Nathan the satisfaction of thinking he
had caused her one millisecond of discomfort. What she felt right
now was just the residual hurt from the past. Nothing more.

Silas smiled and motioned for the waitress.
“Two coffees and two Cherry Delights,” he told the woman in the
checkered apron.

Paige watched the waitress scurry away to
fetch their orders. The surroundings that had suddenly faded into
obscurity in Nathan’s presence, eased back into awareness. The
slow, sensuous beat of a love song floated across the smoky room.
Seemingly, with a will of its own, Paige’s gaze moved to the
near-empty dance floor. Long, pink-nailed fingers threaded through
Nathan’s dark hair. Willowy arms tightened around his neck.
Celine’s curvaceous body molded to his.

Not wanting to look, but unable to turn away,
Paige watched Nathan’s slow, rhythmic movements. His hands slid up
the woman’s back to tangle in her mane of red hair. His gaze
focused on Celine as they moved in perfect harmony.

The waitress momentarily distracted Paige as
she delivered the coffee and pie. But she had no appetite for
dessert.

She swallowed the need to cry as she
continued to watch his sensual movements. She’d forgotten what a
good dancer Nathan was. Graceful and sexy, his body blended
perfectly with the music’s rhythm. She sucked in a sharp breath as
Nathan’s mouth descended even closer to the other woman’s in the
promise of a kiss.

Paige could almost feel his breath on her
face, his arms around her waist. But it wasn’t her on that dance
floor, it was someone else. She would never again be held like
that…looked at like that by Nathan. Nathan Blackrope hated her now.
Only the lingering bond of their childhood remained.

The long-ago hurt she had thought at least
partially healed struck with renewed intensity. And now she would
never have anyone. Who would want what was left of her after the
doctors had finished? Sure, she looked whole on the outside, but
inside she was hollow. Empty.

“I’d like to go now, Silas.” Her voice
quaked. Paige clenched her jaw to hold back a sob.

“Certainly.” Silas stood and dropped some
cash on the table.

Paige scooted from the booth and followed him
to his car without a backward glance. All this time she had been so
stupid. Deep down inside she’d hoped that somehow, he might still
love her just a little. That maybe a tiny part of the Nathan she
used to know still existed. Actually seeing him with another woman
tonight had put a visual image with the betrayal she had suffered
so long ago.

“Paige, I’m sorry if—”

“It’s okay, Silas. It doesn’t matter. Just
take me to Robert’s, please.” She swiped at the tears trickling
down her cheeks and focused on the darkness surrounding them. It
hurt like hell, but at least she knew the truth. Nathan didn’t care
about her. He resented her. But that was all. If he had ever loved
her, he certainly didn’t now. She needed to know that. To see what
she saw, no matter how much it hurt. She had known all along,
tonight had merely confirmed the facts. Memories were all she and
Nathan shared…except for Jesse.

Well, Paige affirmed, she hadn’t come to
Trinity looking for lost love anyway. She came to tell Nathan he
had a son. A son who needed his father because his mother had had
the ultimate wake-up call. Paige clenched her teeth as anger rose
inside her. Cancer. The word exploded inside her head and
Paige closed her eyes against it.

 


~*~

 


Nathan thought he could hear Paige calling
him. Sweet Paige. God, how he loved her. Nathan, the voice
taunted. I’m here, he wanted to call out, but couldn’t. He
couldn’t wake up. And she was so far away. He hugged his pillow to
his chest.

“Nathan.”

Nathan rolled over and slowly forced his eyes
open. The alcohol-induced sleep didn’t want to release him. The
darkness curled around him, urging him to close his eyes and drift
back into unconsciousness.

“Nathan!”

The voice was louder now, more insistent. He
blinked and tried to focus. The semi-dark room moved in and out of
clarity. He pushed his hand over his face and stared toward the
sound.

“Nathan, wake up, you jerk.”

“Paige,” he mumbled as he tried to sit up.
His mouth was sand-dry and his head felt like a train had run
through it. His stomach churned and he groaned. Despite his mental
stupor, he felt certain that she was in the room. He could hear
her…He could smell her fresh sunflower scent.

“You’re the scum of the earth, Blackrope.
Lower than a snake’s belly.”

Her image finally came into focus. “Paige?”
Nathan licked his lips and raised up on his elbows, rubbed his eyes
and squinted in her direction. The effort was too much. He fell
back onto his pillow and tried to figure out what she would be
doing in his bedroom. She couldn’t really be here, he had to be
dreaming. Still, he tried to focus on the figure standing over his
bed, but the urge to close his eyes was too great.

“Get up,” the voice demanded.

Nathan snapped his eyes open and focused on
the mirage once more. Paige had gotten all gussied up for some
reason. Maybe, Nathan thought, he’d died and didn’t know it yet.
After the way he’d behaved last night, he didn’t deserve to live
anyway. If he closed his eyes, maybe he’d wake up out of his
misery—in hell, where he belonged.

“I said get up!”

Paige jerked the pillow from under his head.
Nathan moaned at the daggers of pain that shot through his skull.
Damn…He was in hell.

“Stop…My head is killing me.”

“Good.” She gave the mattress under him a
swift kick. “You must have been pretty drunk last night, because
you left your front door standing wide open.”

“Stop shouting,” he begged in a near whisper.
Nathan opened his eyes and looked up at the source of his
discomfort. Paige. He frowned. She really was here. She’d put her
hair up somehow. He didn’t like it. Nathan liked it when all that
soft, honey-colored stuff hung free around her shoulders. A blue
skirt and jacket. He didn’t like the suit, either. Too stuffy. He
liked Paige better in jeans and a T-shirt or naked. He smiled.

“What the Sam Hill are you smiling
about?”

“Stop shouting, dammit,” he demanded then
wished he hadn’t. He squeezed his eyes shut, groaned and held
perfectly still until the room stopped spinning and the pain
subsided again.

“I have to be in court in less than three
hours. Now get up!”

Nathan opened his eyes and looked up at her
again. “What is it you want, woman?”

Paige’s dismayed gaze suddenly locked on his
body. Only then did Nathan realize that he was naked. All
that prevented him from being completely exposed was the corner of
the sheet draped over his private parts. If she didn’t stop looking
at him with that wide-eyed expression, that part would soon be
making an appearance.

She dragged her gaze to his and cleared her
throat. “Windborne has gone into labor—”

“Damnation, Blondie, why didn’t you say so?”
Nathan sprang from the bed, eliciting a gasp and a gaping mouth
from Paige. “Whoa.” Nathan closed his eyes and steadied himself
against the vertigo. He fumbled for his jeans and jerked them on.
“Did you call Walden?” he managed to ask without his head
exploding.

“The vet is with her now,” she said, her back
turned. “I have to leave for Memphis. I know Robert would want one
of us there.”

“You’re right. Thanks for letting me know.”
Nathan plowed a hand through his hair and ignored the queasy
sensation rising in his stomach. A flashback of the previous day’s
events slammed into his head. Words he’d said. Celine. Damn.
He passed a hand over his face. “Look, Paige, I’m sorry about
yesterday.”

Paige didn’t turn around or speak, but her
posture stiffened. The knowledge of how insensitive he’d been would
have made him sick had he not already been at death’s door.

“I didn’t mean to say all those things. I
didn’t think.”

Nathan braced himself for her rejection
before he reached out and touched her rigid shoulder.

Paige shrugged away, then turned to face him.
“What would you like me to say in response to that?”

“Nothing…I mean, I just wanted you to know
that I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Sure you did. That’s why you said all those
things.”

He closed his eyes and sighed long and loud.
Why should she make this easy for him? He had been a total ass.
“Okay,” he muttered and opened his eyes. “I wanted to hurt you.
Satisfied?”

His insides twisted as Paige’s gaze slid
slowly down his body. Nathan wondered if she was even conscious of
the act. When her eyes paused on his half-open fly, his groin
tightened and heat flooded his loins. His breath stalled in his
chest. She shouldn’t be looking at him like that. Not right now,
when he was too weak to fight the hunger for what he knew he could
never have.

She fastened her gaze back on his and folded
her arms solemnly under her breasts. “You took advantage of me and
you know it. How could you…” She hesitated and moistened her lips
before she began again. “How could you have…?”

“Made love to you?” he offered. She flinched.
Anger swirled, replacing the queasy feeling in Nathan’s stomach.
She was as cool as ever. Paige, the reasonable…the attorney at law.
Daddy’s little girl. Using her legal mind to dodge questions. “I
was out of my mind with grief. I wasn’t thinking clearly.” And I
was still in love with you.

“Well, at least you got the ‘not thinking
clearly’ part right.”

“Let’s drop it, okay?” Nathan took a deep,
steadying breath. His brain throbbed inside his skull. He wasn’t in
any condition to be getting ticked off right now.

“No. I won’t drop it.” Her hands went to her
hips. “When are you going to admit you’re as much to blame in all
this as me—maybe more? After all, you’re the one who got
married.”

Nathan cocked an eyebrow. She was angry—good.
He had never liked being angry alone. And she was definitely
propelling him in that direction. “You left me, Paige. You were too
busy listening to daddy to care about me.”

“My father is not the issue.”

Nathan smirked. “You don’t get it, do you,
Blondie—”

“Don’t call me that,” she ordered. Her blue
eyes blazed with indignation.

“Your daddy has always been the issue. If you
didn’t live under his thumb, you could see it. Dear old dad is the
one who ensured that you went away to that fancy school. His sole
motivation was to keep you away from me.” The same old bitterness
he always felt when he thought about Paige’s father reared its ugly
head. Why couldn’t he have a reasonable conversation with the
woman? Hell, he couldn’t even have a reasonable thought about her!
“And look how well it worked.”

“As I told you before, you don’t know
anything about me now. You have no idea where I work or live.
Nothing. You know nothing!”

“I know that you chose your daddy over me. I
know that.”

Paige shook her head. “You really believe all
of this is my fault and you’re the innocent victim.”

“Close enough,” he told her, his jaw
clenched. Damn, his head hurt.

“I guess we don’t have anything else to
discuss, then.” Her eyes remained on his for a moment before she
pivoted and headed toward the door.

Every ounce of his anger and bitterness
suddenly drained away, leaving Nathan weak and hurting. The guarded
expression he had seen in her eyes before she turned away worried
him. Was she ready to give up? Go back to Memphis and never come
back? Isn’t that what he wanted? No matter how much she had hurt
him, Nathan couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her again.
These past five years had been pure hell.

“Is that how you really want to leave it?” At
least the question had stopped her departure. He had no idea what
he’d say next. In his present condition, he was lucky his brain
even worked at all.

She turned to face him. The pain he saw in
her eyes tugged at his battle-scarred heart. “No, Nathan, it’s not.
I wanted us to be friends…to work all this out.”

Her choice of words resurrected the pain and
bitterness a hundredfold. “Friends,” he muttered, stepping toward
her. “Like it used to be.”

She nodded, her features drawn in wary
anticipation. He saw her ready herself to make a dash for the door.
Paige knew better than to be afraid of him, yet, somehow, she
seemed to be.

“You want me to forget the dreams we
shared…forget what we meant to each other? Can you pretend it never
happened?”

“Nathan.” The muscles of her neck worked as
she swallowed tightly. “Why can’t we just get past all that and go
from here? Be friends.”

“I can do without friends like you,” he
snapped.

She wavered under his angry glare. “I have to
go,” she whispered. When she got to the door, she stopped, reached
down and picked up something. Nathan frowned and then groaned
inwardly. Even frowning hurt.

Paige considered the necklace she had picked
up, the black pearls clicking together. Nathan stopped breathing.
She lifted her gaze to his. Disgusted, she flung the necklace at
him. The pearls hit him square in the chest, then fell to the
floor.

“Why would you need friends like me when you
have friends like Celine?” Paige glared at him for the space of a
heartbeat before she stormed out of the room.

Nathan closed his eyes and tried to think. If
he could only turn off the jackhammer in his head. He didn’t answer
to Paige. Why would she care what he did? What did she want from
him? Better still, what did he want from her? He had no idea. The
only thing he knew for sure was that he didn’t want to hurt her.
And he’d done a bang-up job so far. Maybe they could be friends.
Too much time had gone by for anything else. Being friends might
just work. Right now Nathan had to get some caffeine in his
bloodstream before he died from his hellacious hangover.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


“Your Honor, my client has no prior record
and holds down a part time job. He’s an honor roll student. Refusal
of bail could prove devastating to him academically as well as
financially,” Paige countered the DA’s request to withhold bail for
her client.

“Your Honor, the State has reason to believe
Mr. Jefferson might flee,” urged the young, handsome deputy
district attorney.

Paige turned and swept a measuring gaze over
her adversary. “Perhaps, Mr. Myers would like to share with this
court his compelling reason to make such a request?”

“That’s my line, counselor,” the judge chided
Paige.

“Sorry, your Honor. Just thinking out loud.”
She smiled apologetically.

“Perhaps you’d like to share with this court
your compelling reason for making such a request, Mr. Myers?”

Paige bowed her head and tried to hide her
grin. Judge Mattson had always been her favorite judge. He was one
of the few who still had a sense of humor.

“Your Honor, the State has learned that Mr.
Jefferson has made statements to several of his friends that he
intends to avoid testifying.”

“Are these witnesses present this
morning?”

“No, your Honor, they are not.”

“Request to withhold bail is denied. Bail is
set at one thousand dollars.” Judge Mattson banged his gavel.

“Court is adjourned.”

“All rise,” the bailiff called.

Paige smiled at Calvin Jefferson, who
proceeded to give her a big hug. Beatrice, his grandmother, reached
over the bench and pulled Paige against her bosom.

“Thank you so much, honey,” she whispered,
tears threatening.

“Everything is going to be fine, Beatrice.”
Paige drew back and smiled reassuringly at the older woman dressed
in her Sunday-go-to-the-meeting clothes. Beatrice had been like a
mother to Paige since her own mother’s death, and she had been more
than happy to take care of Jesse as well…at least when Elliott
Weston was away.

“Thank you, Miss Paige.” Calvin grinned
widely.

Paige gave her eighteen-year-old client a
speculative look. “Myers better not know what he’s talking about,
Calvin.”

“Don’t worry, Miss Paige, I won’t let you
down.”

“I’ll make sure of that,” Beatrice put in
firmly.

“You can make the bail?” Paige asked
Beatrice.

Beatrice smiled and patted her hand. “Don’t
worry none about that. Your daddy has always paid me fairly. I got
the money to take care of my boy.”

“Okay, see you in two weeks then,” Paige told
them.

Calvin nodded before disappearing with the
guard; Beatrice followed to post the bail. Paige packed up her
briefcase and steeled herself for the wrath of her opponent. Myers
was new and ambitious. His political aspirations gave her the
willies.

Myers met her in the center aisle, a
statement in taste from his styled blond hair to his Armani suit
and handmade Italian shoes. “You’re making a mistake, you
know.”

“You really think Calvin will run?” she
asked, wondering how he could be so sure of himself about her
client. Especially since Paige knew her client personally.

“Yes, I do.”

She nodded and suppressed the smile that
yearned to make its presence known. “I’ll guess we’ll just have to
wait and see, won’t we, counselor?”

“We will indeed, Miss Weston.” Myers gave her
a curt nod and started to walk away.

“I plan to push for change to youthful
offender status,” Paige called after him. She’d get one last jab
before he got away.

Myers turned back to her and raised one
aristocratic eyebrow. “Don’t waste your time, Paige. I won’t go for
it.” With that said, he strode away.

Paige sighed and shook her head. She wanted
to shake him and tell him that Calvin Jefferson was a good kid. His
grandmother had served as both mother and father while holding down
a full time job. For as far back as Paige could remember, Mrs.
Jefferson had worked as the cook and head housekeeper in the Weston
home. Though she’d never met Calvin until his unfortunate run-in
with the law, Paige knew he was innocent. His grandmother’s word
and Paige’s own instincts couldn’t be that far off the mark. Calvin
deserved a break. Somehow she had to make Myers see that.

Paige started toward the exit. The silent
presence on the last bench, near the courtroom door brought her up
short. She blinked twice to make sure she hadn’t imagined Nathan
Blackrope. He stood and walked in her direction. Nope. No
figment of her imagination could move like that.

“What are you doing here?” she asked,
surprised as much as annoyed. The image of black pearls ricocheted
through her mind.

“I’ve never seen you in the courtroom, I was
curious.” He rotated his black hat in his hands. “Pretty
impressive.”

Paige acknowledged the compliment with a slip
dip of her head. “Windborne?”

“She’s terrific and so’s her little filly.”
He smiled, which melted some of the ice between them.

Paige breathed a sigh of relief. “I’ll call
Robert.”

“I already did,” he said. Nathan’s gaze
settled heavily on hers. “Look, I thought we could have lunch.
Maybe try and actually act civilized around each other.”

“Civilized?” Paige bristled. “The only person
acting uncivilized is you,” she told him tersely. “First you break
into Robert’s house in the middle of the night and—”

“I did not break in. I had a key,” he
reminded calmly.

Paige shook her head. “Whatever. You say all
kinds of hurtful things to me and then you flaunt your girlfriend
in my face.” Good gravy! She hadn’t actually meant to say
that last part, but anger had overruled her better judgment.

Nathan shrugged. “Trinity’s a small place.
There aren’t that many places to go out. Can I help it that I took
my date to the same place you took yours?”

“Silas Dutton is a friend, not a date.” She
clamped her mouth shut. Paige would not say another word on the
subject. She didn’t care if Nathan Blackrope had ten thousand
dates! And she wasn’t about to give him the impression that she
did.

“I had no idea you were so concerned about my
social life.” He grinned.

Too late, the impression had been made. “I
couldn’t care less what you do, Nathan Blackrope.”

“Is that a fact? Then what’s all the fuss
about?”

Paige willed herself to stay calm. “I hope
you enjoyed the show, but I have places to go and people to
see.”

“I guess that means you don’t want to have
lunch with me?” Disappointment shadowed his handsome face.

“It was nice of you to come, Nathan, but I
really have to run now. I have another appointment and then I have
all those chores back at the ranch.”

“You don’t have to worry about the chores, I
sent over a couple of my hands to do them.”

“I told you I didn’t need your help with the
chores.” When would he learn that no meant no?

“You did need my help, you just wouldn’t own
up to it. Since James will be back tomorrow, it’s a dead
issue.”

“I’m glad James is better.” Paige would never
admit it to Nathan, but her aching muscles rejoiced at the idea of
having James back. “I really do have to go.”

“Paige, I’m sorry about yesterday, last night
and this morning. I never meant to hurt you.”

He looked so sincere, and she desperately
wished she could believe him. But he’d let her down before. The
image of how he had looked that morning, nude and sprawled across
the unmade bed flitted through her mind. Her eyes had reveled in
rippling muscle and glistening skin. The memory made her knees
weak. She would never forget the way all that hair looked spread
across his pillow. No man should look that good. Especially not
this man.

“Why don’t we forget the whole thing
happened?” she offered. She had to get him out of here. Besides,
why should she be angry that he had a beautiful woman spend the
night with him? He was single, unattached. She fought back the
gigantic wave of hot, green jealousy that rose instantly at the
thought of the redhead.

He shifted and raked a hand through his hair.
“That’s a little too easy, don’t you think?”

“Honestly, Nathan, I don’t know what I
think,” she said finally. One minute they were screaming at each
other and the next she wanted…she wanted…never mind. “I just know
that we can’t go on like this.”

Nathan nodded. “I agree. Now, how do we fix
it?”

“Let’s think on it for a while and we can get
together later and discuss it. How’s that?” She smiled, a little
stiffly.

“All right. You’ll be back in Trinity
tonight?”

“Ye-es,” she answered slowly.

“I’ll call you tonight then.”

“Fine.” Paige took his arm and ushered him
from the deserted courtroom. Her nerves jangled as much from
touching him as from the mounting anxiety.

“One more thing,” he said, pulling her to a
stop.

Oh, Lord. “Yes?”

“About Celine—”

“Really, Nathan, you don’t have to explain.
It’s none of my business. You have every right to date whomever you
choose. It doesn’t matter to me what you do.” Liar, her
subconscious chided.

“Nothing happened,” he said flatly.

“What do you mean nothing happened?” Paige
forgot all about convincing herself that she didn’t care. She
wanted to hear this. She really wanted to hear this. “That
was Celine’s necklace.”

“It could have happened. She wanted…I asked
her to leave,” he admitted hesitantly.

“Why did you do that?” Paige held her breath.
Every particle of her being wanted to believe that it had something
to do with her.

“I don’t know. It just didn’t feel right. I
couldn’t stop thinking about the way you’d looked at me last night
and what you must have thought,” he said softly.

He looked vulnerable, needy. Paige’s
nurturing instinct surged. A lifelong bond, though deeply buried,
still made her want to protect his feelings. She could see the
confused little boy in his dark eyes. The one she had grown to love
so very much.

“I really have to go,” she urged, afraid to
say anything else or linger a moment longer for fear she would
truly gather him into her arms to comfort the hurt. She didn’t want
to feel the strange sensation she felt in the vicinity of her heart
right now. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

Nathan nodded and followed her out into the
corridor. “I’ll call you tonight,” he told her before walking
away.

Paige watched Nathan disappear around the
corner toward the stairwell. Why did just being near the man make
her ache with need?

 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


Paige stretched one last time and then
dragged herself out of bed. She had turned off the telephone last
night to avoid Nathan’s call. She had to think some more before
they talked. Lucky for her he hadn’t come pounding on the door in
the middle of the night.

Today she needed to be far away from
everything and everyone. To think long and hard about the future.
Hers and Jesse’s. Paige pulled on a pair of navy blue stirrup pants
and matching sweater. With James back today, she didn’t have the
barn chores to worry about. Maybe she’d take a long ride and then
an even longer walk on the far side of the Weston property.

Hair brushed and riding boots pulled on,
Paige bounded down the stairs and into the kitchen. The sound of
chatter registered in her brain as she came to a screeching halt
just inside the kitchen door. A woman about Paige’s age stood on a
stepladder, while another, older woman stood on the floor next to
her. A long, damp length of flowery paper hung between them. The
large oak table held the sundry items necessary to perform the task
of hanging paper, including roll after roll of colorful wallpaper.
Wallpaper that had been meticulously coordinated with the paint now
gleaming on the kitchen’s wood molding.

“Hi, I’m Jenn,” the older woman said. “And
this is Carol. You must be Paige, Robert’s niece.” She beamed a
pleasant smile.

“Yes. Good morning,” Paige replied somewhat
hesitantly before returning the smile.

“I hope we didn’t wake you. We were scheduled
to start at seven. We have a—”

“I know,” Paige interrupted. “You have a
key.” This was unreal. People just shouldn’t pass the keys to their
house as casually as if they were lending a cup of sugar to a
neighbor. Especially when their favorite—their only—niece stayed
their all alone. Paige intended to have a serious discussion about
security with Robert. Just how many keys did the man have,
anyway?

“We’ll be through in no time,” Jenn assured
her.

“Don’t mind me. I’m on my way out.” She
smiled, grabbed a cola from the fridge, then headed out of the
house and to the barn. She popped the top and took a long drink. It
wasn’t coffee but it was caffeine—and today she needed it.

“Good morning, James,” she called out as she
entered the stables. “I’m sure glad you’re back.” She rubbed her
still aching back.

“Morning, Paige,” James drawled. He set down
his feed buckets, then pushed his hat up on his forehead. “You look
like a lady who’s hankering for a ride.”

“Yes, sir.” Paige trashed her cola can and
surveyed the stalls. “What about that pretty Appaloosa down
there?”

“That’s Ariel and I believe she’d be tickled
pink to be your mount today.”

James expertly saddled up Ariel, while Paige
visited Windborne’s new foal.

“Gotcha fixed up, little lady,” James
announced when he’d tightened the cinch.

Paige thanked James and slipped into the
saddle atop Ariel. The squeak of smooth leather brought a smile to
her lips. The mare felt good between her thighs. It had been a long
time since Paige had ridden. She felt almost giddy sitting astride
the powerful animal.

“Making a day of it?” he asked.

“I’ll be back around lunch. I’m going down to
the river to check out Robert’s favorite fishing spot.”

“You need a pole and some bait?”

“I don’t want to fish, I just want to relax.
See you later.” Paige nudged Ariel, who pranced out of the barn.
She headed across the wide, green pasture at a steady pace.

She smiled as she thought of James’s interest
in her agenda. James had been with Robert for as long as she could
remember. He seemed almost as much like family as Robert himself.
He’d never let her go off alone without getting particulars. She
supposed James hadn’t noticed that she wasn’t a little girl
anymore, although thirty was far from being a little girl.

Thirty. Boy, that sounded old. She
thought of Jesse’s age as well. Four years old and an only child.
Paige didn’t want to have an only child. Being one herself, she
understood the loneliness. If her adolescent dreams had come true,
she and Nathan would be married and have four children by now. That
had been the plan.

That would never happen now. Paige didn’t
resist the regret that washed over her with that thought. Getting
right with the loss was necessary. Relaxing, she allowed her body
to flow with the horse’s graceful movements. At one time, Nathan
had been the most loving, considerate man Paige had ever known.
Kind and compassionate. He had helped her to believe that anything
was possible. So many dreams. None of which would ever be now. The
only thing she could hope for was an amiable relationship with
Nathan for the sake of their son.

The wide open space around her called to
something deep inside Paige. Her childhood days here had been so
different from her life in Memphis. On the ranch, life had been
slow and easy, horses and Nathan. In the city, it had been fast and
stressful, social functions and her father’s expectations. She
didn’t have one memory of a family outing that hadn’t carried some
hidden agenda or professional motivation of some sort. Her Uncle
Robert had allowed Paige to be a child—free and happy. Robert and
Elliott had clashed many times over what was best for Paige.
Elliott always won.

As she had grown into an adult, she had felt
the tremendous pressure not to let her father down. He wanted so
much for her to become just like him—a rich and powerful attorney.
Marry the right man, Paige. Live in the right house in the right
neighborhood and have the right children.

Paige rubbed Ariel’s neck as the mare trudged
onward. Her life so far had been a huge letdown in her father’s
eyes. She had borne an illegitimate half-breed child, become a
public defender, and had no husband at all. Paige shook her head
sadly. Elliott Weston still loved her, she knew that. He just
didn’t want anything to do with the things that mattered to her.
And Paige could no longer tolerate his indifference to her career
choice and those he considered lesser forms of life, most
especially her own son. Though he had tried to strong-arm his way
back into her life since her cancer diagnosis and treatment, Paige
hadn’t allowed him to take over. She took their fledgling
relationship one moment at a time.

She shook off the depressing thoughts and
focused on the paradise around her. Everything was green or getting
that way as far as the eye could see. Gentle, rolling hills.
Budding, leafing trees in the distance. And beyond that, she knew,
was the little river that cut across her uncle’s ranch. The one she
and Nathan had swam in hundreds of times. The place he had first
kissed her when she was sixteen years old. A sweet, tender kiss
that demanded nothing more than the meeting of lips.

Paige closed her eyes and summoned the image
to mind. Nathan’s arms around her, his lean, young body close hers,
the warmth that flowed between them. His silky black hair
shimmering down his back like dark, falling water. Bronze skin that
glistened in the sun. It had been at that precise moment that Paige
had known without a doubt that she would love Nathan Blackrope for
the rest of her life.

How had it come to this?

 


~*~

 


Nathan dismounted outside Robert’s barn. He
smoothed his palm over Midnight’s neck. Paige was avoiding him.
She’d ignored his calls all evening and now she’d taken off bright
and early to make sure he didn’t catch her today. Her car was in
the drive, and she’d apparently taken a horse.

James looked up when Nathan entered the barn.
“Hey, buddy, how’s it going?”

Nathan smiled. “Okay. You’re looking better
than the last time I saw you.”

“Feeling better, too,” James said with a hand
pressed to his stomach. “That bug about got the best of me.”

“I’m glad you’re back on your feet.” Nathan
took his hat off and plowed his fingers through his hair. “Did
Paige take a ride?” He tried his level best to sound nonchalant,
but even he heard the twinge of emotion in his voice.

“Yep, early this morning.” James peered at
his watch. “Should’ve been back by now.”

“Did she say where she planned to go?” A
feeling of uneasiness slipped over Nathan.

“Said she planned to ride down to the river,
somewhere around Robert’s fishing spot.” James scribbled a note on
the feed chart.

“Thanks.” Nathan didn’t waste any time
getting back astride Midnight. He headed out across the west
pasture in a hard gallop. Paige probably hadn’t ridden in a long
time. No telling what kind of trouble she could have gotten herself
into. Damn. The woman could give a guy an ulcer.

When he neared the river, Nathan slowed his
mount to as easy gait. He pushed his Stetson back and squinted
towards the trees in the distance. The appaloosa grazed near a
thicket of trees. Nathan sighed with relief. He urged the horse
forward, staying at a slow trot. When Midnight neared the other
horse, he dismounted and dropped the reins. He gave the spotted
mare a friendly pat as he walked past her.

The occasional call of a bird and the
trickling of water sounded in the otherwise total silence around
him. He scanned the river bank for Paige.

“Looking for someone in particular,
Blackrope?”

Nathan spun toward her voice. She sat under
the shade of an old oak. He ignored the sense of longing that
surged through him at the mere sight of her.

“James was worried. He thought maybe you’d
gotten yourself lost,” Nathan told her with feigned indifference.
He dropped to the ground at her feet and propped his hat on one
knee.

“If James was so worried, why didn’t he come
looking for me?” she asked, unconvinced.

“Too busy to trifle with city girls who get
themselves lost,” he teased. Nathan couldn’t restrain the grin that
surfaced.

Paige drew in a long breath and set her
pretty blue eyes on his. Nathan held her gaze and prayed he would
have the strength not to do something foolish, like taking her in
his arms and kissing her again.

“I guess it’s time to talk, huh?” Paige
dropped her gaze to the grass. She twisted several blades between
her fingers, tearing tiny pieces from the ground.

“Can I go first?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“When did you stop working for your
daddy?”

Paige shot him a baleful look. “Couldn’t we
start with something simpler?”

Nathan shook his head.

She sighed and twisted the grass a little
more. “It took me about six months to realize that I wasn’t cut out
for his kind of law.” She looked anywhere but at Nathan. “I wanted
to help real people who needed me for more than a tax
write-off.”

Nathan smiled. That was the Paige he used to
know. “Are you happy now?”

She smiled. “Yes. I love my job. I work with
juveniles a lot and I really enjoy making a difference.”

“I’m sure Elliott was a little disappointed.”
Nathan watched her reaction closely. They hadn’t been able to have
a reasonable conversation regarding her father in more than a
decade. This might very well end what could have otherwise been a
nice chat.

“At first he pretended it hadn’t happened,”
she began. “Then he tried to coerce me into coming back to work for
him. Finally we just stopped talking.” A sheen of tears glazed her
eyes, regret tinged her voice.

“I’m sorry, Paige. As much as I despise your
daddy, I would have never wanted this.” He took the hand she’d been
using to torture the grass. He squeezed and allowed her warmth to
flow through him. His chest ached at the pain in her eyes. How
could Elliott Weston do this to his own daughter? The man was
scum.

“Nathan, I never meant to hurt you,” she said
quickly. “When Mother died, I couldn’t turn my back on my father.
He needed me so much. Maybe for the first time in my life. I
couldn’t walk away and you refused to understand.” Paige shook her
head. “You were so angry and I felt sure there was nothing left
between us—that you didn’t want me anymore after that.” She fell
silent for a while, then visibly steeled herself before she spoke
again. “When Nalin died, I realized what a mistake I’d made.
I—”

“We don’t have to talk about that,” Nathan
cut in. He didn’t want to discuss the night his mother died. That
night had damaged his heart beyond repair. He had loved Paige so
much, consummating that love had ruined him for anyone else. And
then she had walked away like it never happened. Nathan forced back
the anger that wanted to rise. He didn’t want to hate Paige anymore
and he didn’t want her to hate him, either.

“I waited,” Paige went on despite his
protests. “Just like I promised you I would.” Her eyes begged him
to understand. “I never wanted anyone else. You were—”

Nathan sprang to his feet and turned his back
to her. “I don’t want to talk about this.” Pictures, words and
memories tumbled into his mind. “I thought you wanted to go from
here, not rehash the past.” Nathan tried to still the quaking he
felt, but it came from deep inside and he couldn’t prevent it.

“I need you to understand,” Paige insisted.
She got to her feet and moved around to face him.

Too close. He didn’t want her so close. He
almost took a step back, but her eyes held him still.

“I can’t bear all this bitterness any
longer.”

The wind shifted her soft hair over her
shoulders, tempting his fingers. Paige hesitantly touched his arm
and he shrugged away her touch. Nathan didn’t want her to touch
him. Her touch made him feel things he didn’t want to feel and long
for something he couldn’t have.

“Nathan, you don’t understand how much you
hurt me—”

“I hurt you?” His anger flared. It consumed
him, pushed away every other emotion, even the pain. “You just
don’t get it, do you?” He shoved his hands through his hair and
tried to calm himself, before he exploded into a thousand,
screaming pieces. “You walked away from me,” he ground out. “And
never came back. I thought…” He couldn’t say the words.

“Why would I want to come back?” Paige’s voce
rose sharply. “You didn’t need me.”

“I didn’t need you?” he asked, amazed that
she could say such a thing. He suppressed the shudder that
threatened to shake him. “Do you have any idea how—” His breath
jammed in his chest. He closed his eyes and concentrated on what he
needed to say. He let out a defeated little laugh before finally
allowing his gaze to meet hers again. “I even prayed.” He shook his
head. “Prayed for a miracle that never came.”

“You should’ve been praying for your own
two-timing soul, you arrogant idiot!” she shouted.

The woman was crazy! He hadn’t done a damned
thing. She was the one! The one who left. The one who never came
back. “What’d you expect, Paige?” He flung his arms heavenward.
“Did you think I’d come crawling to Memphis and beg you to have
me?” He shook his head and planted his hands firmly on his hips.
“Not in this lifetime, Blondie.” He pointed his finger at her. “We
made love and you never came back.” His words were flat and
bitter.

Paige flattened her palms against his chest
and pushed hard, forcing him to take a step backward. “You
mule-headed jerk! I tried to comfort you and you took advantage of
me.”

“Took advantage of you?” Nathan huffed an
indignant breath. “Nobody twisted your arm. You practically threw
yourself at me.”

“And it meant nothing to you!” She shoved at
him again, propelling him back another step. “You had your fun. But
as soon as I was back in Memphis you married the girlfriend you
failed to mention while you were making love to me.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” He
grabbed her wrists and prevented her next shove. She wrestled to
free herself, but he held her tighter. “What are you talking about,
Paige?”

She glared at him through a sheen of tears.
Her lips trembled. Nathan had to restrain himself from covering her
lips with his own and soothing them into a sweet oblivion. “Tell me
what you’re talking about,” he demanded, more gently this time. He
loosened his grasp on her wrists when she stopped fighting him.

“A few weeks later…I…I came back.” She
shuddered and tears spilled past her thick lashes. “Robert told me
you’d already married someone else.” Paige pulled herself free of
his relaxed hold. “My father told me I should have expected it…I
shouldn’t have trusted you”

Nathan’s mind whirled. He moved his head from
side to side in denial. She couldn’t believe that. Paige drew in a
sharp breath, drawing his attention back to her confused eyes.
Tears streamed down her cheeks. This just couldn’t be. All these
years.

“Paige, I didn’t even meet her until a month
after you left. I waited, hoped, prayed even that you would come
back. When you didn’t, I lost control and married the first woman
who showed interest. I thought I could forget you.”

“But…” Paige shook her head and backed away a
step. “You weren’t already engaged when we…?” Her questioning gaze
locked on his.

“No,” he answered her unfinished question.
The past that should have been flashed before his eyes as he stood
there looking at Paige. Nathan felt as if a twister had ripped
through him, leaving a gaping hole where his soul used to be. She
was all he ever wanted and his stupid pride had taken her from him.
She had come for him and he had already made the mistake that would
ruin both their lives.

“All this time, I thought you…” Paige’s
expression cluttered with confusion.

Nathan’s whole body grieved. His heart
dropped into his boots. Pride had kept him from calling her or
going to Memphis to get her immediately after she had left. When
she didn’t come back, he had sought revenge. He had ruined their
lives. He took a tentative step toward her. Her eyes filled with
the same pain and regret he felt. Nathan reached out and caressed
her cheek. He tried to tell her with his eyes what he couldn’t find
the words to say. He slid his arms around her and pulled her close.
She fit perfectly against him, as she always had. Her cheek against
his chest, his chin against her soft hair. Her warm body soothed
the deep, dark ache inside him.

Paige clung to Nathan, cried softly into his
shirt. He pressed his lips to her hair. “Shh, don’t cry,” he
whispered. “It’s over now. We can…We can still be friends.” At
least they could have that. Nathan felt Paige tense in his arms.
She tilted her tear-stained face up to his. Her sweet lips entirely
too close…too inviting.

“Do you mean that? We can forget the past and
try to be friends?”

He smiled. She was so beautiful. If she would
still accept his friendship, it was hers. She never had to know the
truth—that he would go to his grave loving her. “Yes. I’d like
that.”

She smiled then. “I’m so glad, Nathan.
There’s so much I need to tell you.”

He pressed her cheek against his chest and
squeezed her tight. “Let’s not talk anymore right now. There will
be time later.” She nodded against him. He couldn’t deal with
anything else right now.

Nathan felt some sense of relief that Paige
seemed so happy, but somehow he didn’t feel happy at all.

 


~*~

 


Paige fumbled through the dark, trying to
find her way down the stairs. The storm had knocked the power out.
She shivered. She hated the dark. She wasn’t really afraid. Not
really, she reminded herself. It was just the idea of not being
able to turn the lights on. She had never slept with a nightlight
or anything like that, not even as a child. But she often awoke in
the middle of the night and turned the bedside lamp on just to make
sure she could send away the darkness if she chose to.

Paige felt her way into the kitchen and
opened one drawer at a time, carefully examining and identifying
the contents by touch. There had to be a candle or flashlight
around here someplace. Lightning flashed, temporarily illuminating
the room. A boom of thunder followed a few seconds later. She hated
storms, too.

She had gone to bed over an hour ago, but
couldn’t sleep. Her mind reeled with all that had happened. She and
Nathan were actually going to try to be friends. Paige had been
shocked to discover that he hadn’t made love to her while engaged
to someone else. If she had only known, things would have been so
different. She and Nathan would have been raising Jesse together.
But she couldn’t change the past. She prayed with all her heart
that when she told Nathan about Jesse it wouldn’t undo the progress
they had made today. Just to be sure, she’d give it a few more days
to set before she tested their new friendship.

She had been prepared to tell him today, but
he had seemed talked out. She supposed it was the best to let this
soak in and then take the next step.

Her mind conjured up the memory of Nathan’s
arms around her. How on earth could she ever be just his friend?
She sighed. She loved to look at him, to hear him speak…to smell
his exclusive scent. Just watching him walk sent her heart into an
acrobatic act.

Paige frowned. What would she do when he
actually fell in love with someone else? Like Celine, she
thought with disgust. No matter how she had pretended to hate
Nathan, Paige knew deep down inside that she didn’t. But it was too
late. Too much time had passed. And then, of course, there was
Jesse. When Nathan found out she’d kept his son from him, he really
would hate her. She felt certain of that.

Feeling the tremendous weight of her error,
Paige sagged against the kitchen cabinet. She had done this to
herself. Nathan had been right all along. It was all her fault. She
should never have left after that night they spent together or she
should have come back sooner. But she’d wanted him to be the one to
make the move, to ask her to come back. She closed her eyes against
the overwhelming darkness. How she hated not being able to turn the
light on.

A knock at the front door made her jump. She
calmed her runaway heart, then felt her way to the entry hall. She
hadn’t heard a car drive up, which wasn’t surprising, considering
the storm raging outside.

Another knock echoed in the hall as she
neared the door. Why did anyone bother knocking, she wondered?
Nearly everyone in town seemed to have a key. Paige opened the door
hesitantly only an inch or so, and then wider. Nathan stood before
her, his black hat and long duster dripping water on the porch. He
held a kerosene lantern in one hand. A bright flash of lightning
lit up the darkness behind him, silhouetting his tall frame.

“Nathan, what are you doing out in this
storm?” The dim light from the lantern cast a glow over his
features. His dark eyes burned into her soul with a heat that
threatened to devour her right where she stood.

“I remembered that you didn’t like the dark,
so I brought you a lantern,” he said in that low, sensual voice
that sent shivers over her skin.

“Come in.” She held the door open wider. A
flame sprang to life inside her as his gaze flickered over her.

“I’ll just leave the lantern,” he offered
tentatively.

“No, don’t be silly.” Paige took his free
hand and pulled him inside. The feel of his hard, callused palm
sent a wave of heat up her arm. “You don’t want to go back out into
that storm.”

She took the lantern so he could get out of
his wet coat. Nathan hung his hat and coat on the hall tree. He
raked his fingers through his damp hair; muscle bunched and flexed
beneath his shirt as he moved. Paige tried her best not to notice
the way his jeans fit against all that made him male, but it was
impossible not to. Her nipples stood at attention, rubbing against
her pink night shirt.

“Come into the parlor and we’ll have a brandy
to chase away the chill.” She smiled and then led the way. Surely
with the dim light, he couldn’t see the physical response his
presence had caused. She set the lantern on the sofa table and
gestured for Nathan to have a seat. She poured them each a brandy.
Friends would do this.

Paige handed Nathan a snifter and then took a
seat next to him, but not too close. She pulled the hem of her
night shirt over her thighs as she tucked her feet under her
bottom.

“Did you hear from Robert today?” Nathan
asked as if that’s what he’d come through the rain and the storm to
find out.

“Yes. He and Ginny are having a great time.
Vegas may become as annual affair.” Paige laughed softly. “I think
they’re going to be really good together.”

“I think so, too,” Nathan agreed before
taking a sip of his brandy.

“You haven’t said much about how things are
going at your place,” she ventured when he didn’t say anything
else.

“We haven’t really done much talking until
today, now have we?” He smiled a sexy, heart-stopping kind of
smile.

“No, I guess we haven’t. We’ve been too busy
trying to take each other’s heads off.” Paige released a sigh and
drank down the last of the fiery liquid. It left a trail of warmth
as it flowed downward. Where the brandy’s effects left off,
Nathan’s began. She wondered if she had any effect on him
physically. Probably not. His level of sexual sophistication likely
surpassed becoming aroused by the mere sight of a scantily clad
female.

She waited for Nathan to speak again, but he
didn’t. She supposed that maybe he was waiting for her, but she
didn’t know what else to say. She had spoken last. The silence in
the room seemed deafening. The rain whipped around the exterior of
the house with the same force as her body temperature appeared
determined to rise. She felt warm and moist in places that had
nothing to do with the climate.

He smelled good, like leather and rain.
Reluctantly, she surrendered and allowed her gaze to wander over
his profile while he stared into his brandy. Every feature spoke of
strength and beauty. She had never met another man like Nathan
Blackrope. And no one else had ever made her feel the way just
looking at him did. Everything about him appealed to her senses.
The way his clothes fit his lean, sinewy body. His long, silky
black hair. The heat in his eyes that spoke of passion and fire.
She sighed. But it was not to be.

“I should go,” Nathan muttered then stood. He
walked to the bar and set down his glass.

Disappointed that he was leaving so soon, she
deposited her glass on the table and followed him to the front
door, the trusty lantern in her right hand. “Thank you. It was very
sweet of you to bring me a light.”

He shrugged into his duster and took his hat
in his hands. He offered a strained smile. “It was just one of
those spontaneous things, you know…” His voice tailed off as his
gaze dropped to her mouth and then jerked back up to her eyes.

Paige’s heart leapt in her chest when she
recognized the hunger in his eyes. Need radiated from his entire
body. She could almost feel the vibrations. The realization rattled
her. She felt breathless. Nathan wanted her.

He settled the hat on his dark head. “Good
night.”

Before Paige could catch her breath, he had
opened the door and walked across the porch. She stood, rooted in
the doorway.

“Good night, Nathan,” she called to his
retreating back. He paused on the bottom step and turned around.
The way he looked at her had her feeling weak and suddenly too far
away. Rain dripped from the edge of his Stetson, but still he stood
there…looking at her like no one else had ever looked at her, with
a need and a hunger that dwarfed everything else into utter
insignificance. Rivulets of water slipped down his rain-slicked
duster. She wanted to run to him, but she couldn’t move. She prayed
he would run back to her, but he remained perfectly
still—motionless in the falling rain.

A blaze of lightning flashed through the dark
sky, and Paige saw in his eyes, for just the briefest fraction of a
second, the love that had once bound her to him. Before her heart
took another beat she sensed that that bond was as strong and
powerful as if it had never been broken. But suddenly the spell
shattered. Nathan turned and strode to his truck. Mute with regret,
she watched him drive away.

Could he—no ,no he couldn’t. Don’t build
yourself up for this kind of letdown, girl. It was just physical. A
man and a woman with a past getting a little too close for comfort.
That’s all it could be.

Paige shivered as the cool spring night swept
away the warmth he had elicited. She closed her eyes and inhaled
the last of his lingering scent. Her body echoed with need. She
wanted him so much she felt like crying. Could she have had Nathan
tonight? Just one last time. Before she told him the things that
would forever change his feelings toward her. Now she would never
know. Why couldn’t she—just this once—take what she wanted and to
heck with the consequences? Live for today and forget about
tomorrow.

She grasped the lantern, sucked in a breath
and hit the darkness and rain in a dead run. With no neighbors for
as far as the eye could see and no traffic on the long stretch of
country road, Paige dashed through the night with no worry of being
seen in the now rain-soaked nightshirt. She didn’t slow down…didn’t
look back. She ran through the wet grass and across the blacktop,
all the way to his house.

Paige shivered when she at last stopped at
the bottom of the steps that led to his porch. She took a moment to
catch her breath. The rain had decreased to a slow drizzle. A car
she didn’t recognize sat next to Nathan’s truck. Maybe it belonged
to one of his ranch hands. She shrugged and bound up the porch
steps two at a time. Light poured from the windows. The power was
back on. She glanced back at Robert’s house. Two rectangles of
light glowed from her bedroom windows. She smiled. She could chase
away the darkness now.

Paige set the lantern down and swiped at the
water running down her face. Before she reached Nathan’s door, she
came to an abrupt halt. Through the window she saw Celine, her long
arms draped around Nathan’s neck. His duster had been tossed on the
floor and Celine was unbuttoning his shirt. Anger and bitterness
welling inside her, Paige swallowed back the tears she would not
allow to fall and turned away. What had she expected? The hunger
she had seen in his eyes wasn’t exclusively for her—any warm body
would do. Just like before. Paige had gone back to Memphis and
Nathan had quickly replaced her. She had been a fool to believe
anything else.

Silently, she slipped back into the
darkness.
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“Celine, you are going home,” Nathan insisted
for the third time. “This isn’t going to happen.” He pulled her
exploring hands from his chest and urged her toward the door.

“I don’t get it, Nathan,” she whined
breathlessly. “I thought we would be good together.”

“Just go home, Celine. I don’t appreciate you
showing up uninvited like this.” He was quickly losing patience
with the pushy female. Asking her out had proven to be a big
mistake. Now she wouldn’t leave him alone.

“Fine,” she huffed. “Obviously you’ve got big
problems, Nathan.” She jerked on her translucent raincoat and
pinned him with a loathsome glare.

“Bigger than you know, Celine,” he agreed as
he ushered her out the door.

“Don’t expect me to come back the next time
you get lonesome,” she called back over her shoulder as she stamped
down the steps.

Nathan shook his head. The gentleman in him
wouldn’t let him close the door until he had seen her safely in her
car. Celine spun away in a spray of gravel and mud. Nathan flipped
off his porch light and started to close the door. It was then that
he noticed the lantern.

The air rushed from his lungs.

His gut wrenched when he realized what must
have happened. Paige. He sagged against the door frame and
closed his eyes with a frustrated groan.

Paige had followed him home.

 


 


 



Chapter Six

 


Paige paced the length of sidewalk in front
of Calvin’s house once more. She ignored the stares bestowed upon
her by Calvin’s neighbors. She looked as out of place in this
neighborhood as Calvin would look on her father’s front lawn in
Central Gardens. Looks of curiosity and disapproval stopped
bothering her long ago. Between her father’s condemning glances and
other people’s curiosity about Jesse’s heritage, Paige had received
more than her share of stares.

She replayed the telephone conversation she
had gotten from Myers over and over in her head. Why would Calvin
take off with two known felons? It didn’t make sense. The kid had
kept his nose clean until this drug possession incident and Paige
still thought the whole incident smelled a little fishy. Calvin
didn’t do drugs. Her instincts couldn’t be that wrong.

Pacing in the other direction, she shook her
head. Someone wanted to get Calvin in trouble. Someone who stood to
gain by putting him between a rock and a hard place. Paige knew
Myers was working double time to bring down one of the biggest drug
dealers in Memphis. There had to be a connection. Myers seemed to
think one existed. And he was too smart to waste his time chasing
dead ends.

She still couldn’t believe that Myers
actually had one of Calvin’s neighbors keeping an eye on him.
Winning his case would mean a tremendous career boost for the
newest addition to the DA’s office. Obviously the man intended to
cover all the bases to ensure a victory.

The breeze shifted and Paige shivered. The
image of Nathan standing in the drizzling rain distracted her
concentration. She hadn’t left the lantern on his porch as a
message, but its presence had obviously alerted him that she had
been there. He had called a dozen times and when it finally became
clear to him that she had no intention of answering, he had driven
over to pound on her door. Nathan had called her name over and
over. She closed her eyes and fought the memory. She had huddled in
her darkened room, staring out the open window and crying tears she
had sworn she would never again shed.

Before Nathan had gotten back in his truck,
he had stood there—in the rain—staring up at her window. He
couldn’t possibly see her in the darkness, but she could see him.
Every flash of lightning had revealed a clear picture of rain
pelting down against him.

The roar of a car’s engine jerked Paige from
her tortured thoughts. A cherry-red Mustang skidded to a stop on
the street in front of Calvin’s house. Darkly tinted windows
concealed the vehicle’s occupants. The powerful engine purred and
then revved as the passenger-side door opened. Loud, thumping music
vibrated, filling the entire neighborhood with its beat.

Paige watched with growing apprehension as a
pair of high-top sneaker-clad feet settled to the ground before the
owner of those feet raised himself from the car’s interior. Even
with the mirrored sunglasses and the baseball cap pulled down low,
Paige recognized Calvin. She released an unsteady breath and held
her ground at the bottom of the steps leading to his front door. He
ambled up the sidewalk in her direction. The Mustang sped away in a
squeal of tires and a scream of fuel-injected horsepower.

Calvin jerked off his sunglasses and glared
at her. “Miss P., what are you doing here?” He shot an anxious look
right to left.

“I’m checking up on you, Calvin,” she told
him bluntly. She crossed her arms over her chest and fixed the six
foot, eighteen-year-old with a firm look. Calvin towered over her
in his baggy, low-slung jeans and black T-shirt that displayed a
large ghostlike X, but Paige felt nothing that resembled fear.
Right now the only thing coursing through her veins was
irritation.

“Why you checking up on me? I ain’t done
nothing.” He clipped his sunglasses on the neck of his shirt and
then propped his hands on his slim hips.

“Calvin, you promised me that I could count
on you.” She matched his defiant stance.

“I told you I ain’t done nothing wrong, just
took a ride that’s all.” He defended himself with typical
adolescent arrogance.

“Who’d you take a ride with?” She looked him
straight in the eye. If he lied she would know it. Calvin wasn’t
very good at hiding his true feelings.

He dropped his gaze to the cracked sidewalk.
“You don’t want to know,” he mumbled, defeated.

“Calvin, if you need help, I’m your attorney.
I’m the person to ask,” she spoke firmly, gently.

“You don’t want no part of this, Miss Paige.”
He shook his bowed head in defeat. “I don’t want no part of it
either, but I ain’t got no choice.”

“There’s always a choice, Calvin.”

Calvin lifted his gaze back to hers. “They
gonna hurt me bad if I talk. But if I don’t talk the DA won’t drop
the charges against me.” Hopelessness registered in his eyes, his
voice, even in his posture.

“Myers made you an offer?” Paige asked in
disbelief.

Calvin nodded.

She expelled a hot curse under her breath. If
the charges stood against Calvin, he would lose the athletic
scholarship he had been awarded for college. If he talked to Myers
he would lose something much more personal, maybe his life. “Do you
know something that important?”

Calvin glanced nervously from side to side
again. “Somebody seems to think so.”

“Those two guys who gave you a ride, did they
threaten you?” Paige held her breath as she waited for his
response.

Calvin slowly nodded.

She thought about her options, only one
seemed feasible at the moment. “Next week is spring break, right?”
Calvin nodded again. “Okay. I want you to pack up a few things,
you’re taking a little vacation. Call your boss at Pizza Hut and
tell him you’ve got the flu.”

Calvin frowned. “I ain’t sick.”

“Do it, Calvin,” she ordered. He reluctantly
obeyed. While Calvin packed what he would need for a few days,
Paige called his grandmother. Twenty minutes later, they were on
their way to Trinity.

Steam practically billowed from her ears as
she considered that Myers had made her client an offer behind her
back. He would regret that move. Not only had he behaved in an
unethical manner, he had endangered her client’s life—a boy barely
old enough to be treated as an adult in the eyes of the law.
Somehow Paige had to keep Calvin safe until they could sort all of
this out.

 


~*~

 


Once Paige had gotten Calvin settled into
Robert’s guest room, there had been plenty of time to take a long,
relaxing ride. Calvin had never been on a horse, and the kid had
thoroughly enjoyed himself. With dusk beginning to settle, they
still had time to groom the horses before dinner.

“One of the things you always do for your
horse after a ride is give her a good brushing and rubdown,” Paige
told Calvin. He watched closely as she smoothed the brush over
Ariel’s broad back.

“I do the same on Moonbeam?”

“That’s right,” she said with a smile. The
excitement in his eyes reaffirmed the decision she had made in
bringing Calvin to her uncle’s ranch.

Calvin took a brush and stroked the horse’s
velvety white back. “Like this?” he asked, looking to Paige for
approval. He brushed with long, smooth strokes just as she’d shown
him.

“That’s right,” Paige praised. “Talk to him
while you work,” she added, continuing to groom the mare.

“Talk to the horse?” Calvin asked, he
scrunched up his face in disbelief. “You gotta be kidding? This
ain’t Mr. Ed, you know.”

“It’s common practice, Calvin.” Paige smiled.
“Some people believe that if you talk just right to a horse it can
understand what you’re saying.”

“Do you believe that?” His
cinnamon-colored gaze connected with hers. His hand stilled on the
horse’s back.

Paige considered his question for a moment.
She had always talked to the horses without stopping to ask herself
what she believed. She had simply followed Robert’s example. Robert
treated the animals as if they were human. The image of Nathan
whispering in Midnight’s ear and the horse’s ardent response leaped
to mind. Her nerves jangled as she recalled the low, gentle sound
of his voice as he spoke softly to the animal.

“Of course she believes it.”

Paige jerked her head around as Nathan’s
words echoed through her soul, the sound resurrecting the emotions
she wanted to deny. He entered the barn with slow, deliberate
strides. Paige saw Calvin stiffen as Nathan moved out of the
shadows and into a shaft of light. He made an intimidating picture.
Tall, dark, and dangerous-looking.

Nathan gave Calvin a thorough appraisal
before shifting his gaze to her. Her pulse reacted instantly. Paige
summoned the image of Celine to mind to counter the impact his
presence had on her senses.

“Where the hell have you been, Paige?” Nathan
demanded when he stopped, close enough to loom over her. The fire
in his eyes and the irritation in his voice belied his casual
stance; thumbs looped in his front pockets, his weight shifted to
one leg.

“Where I go and what I do is none of your
business, Nathan,” she told him with a smile on her lips and a bite
in her words. She turned her back to him and continued to brush
Ariel.

“I thought we were going to at least act like
friends.”

“You already have a friend.”

“Dammit, Paige, listen to me,” he ground
out.

She ignored him.

“You don’t understand. I tried to explain
last night, but you wouldn’t answer the telephone or the door.”

Paige whirled to face him. She had to retreat
a step to keep from being breast to chest with him. Ariel nickered
in protest and sidled away. “What’s to explain? I know what I
saw.”

“You don’t know—” Nathan began hotly, but
Calvin darted between them, interrupting.

“What’s your problem, Tonto?” he asked in
that belligerent tone teenagers were famous for. His posture
reflected his streetwise instincts and warned that he would fight
if he had to. He glared up at Nathan, who stood two inches taller,
with no fear.

Paige placed her hand on Calvin’s rigid
forearm and moved to his side. “It’s okay, Calvin.” She took one
look at the clenched fists hanging at Nathan’s sides and that
lethal look in his eyes and quickly slipped between the two angry
men.

“Who the hell is he?” Nathan demanded.

“What’s it to you, Chief?” Calvin asked in
his cockiest tone, reaching over Paige and jabbing Nathan in the
chest with a long, mahogany finger.

A muscle twitched in Nathan’s jaw as he
jerked his gaze from Calvin to Paige. She doubted she would ever
forget the collection of expressions she saw flash across his face
in that next instant; surprise, outrage, disbelief, restraint.

“Nathan Blackrope, meet Calvin Jefferson.”
Paige held Nathan’s gaze, trying to diffuse the emotionally charged
situation with her calmness.

“This dude a friend of yours, Miss Paige?”
Calvin looked at her in astonishment and then back at Nathan in
aversion. “He’s kind of mean looking if you ask me.”

Paige had to bite her lip to prevent a grin.
The urge to grin dissipated immediately when she heard Nathan’s
ragged intake of breath. “Yes, Calvin, he’s a friend.” She ushered
Calvin toward the barn door. “Why don’t you go have a cola or
something? And maybe start dinner. I’ll join you in a little
while.”

Calvin gave Nathan a cool once over before he
sauntered out of the barn. Paige released the breath she had been
holding when the kid disappeared. “What do you want?” She glared at
Nathan with all the anger she had suppressed since seeing Celine in
his arms the night before.

“Who is that little—?”

“Calvin is a client of mine and a friend,”
she interrupted coolly, “if that’s any of your business. He’s going
to be spending a few days with me.” Paige walked back to the mare
she had been grooming.

“You’re letting him stay here?”

“Yes.” She turned her attention to brushing
Ariel, her wide strokes rustling in the tense silence.

Nathan stood behind her, his body so close
she could feel his simmering agitation. “It wasn’t what it looked
like,” he aid quietly, though not completely composed. “I didn’t
invite Celine over. She just—”

“I’m really not interested, Nathan,” she
broke in.

He sighed, frustrated. Paige ignored him. He
could stand there all night, and still she wouldn’t care.

“Paige, I just want—”

“I don’t care what you want, Nathan.”

“Stop stroking that damned horse,” he
thundered, snatching her hand and pulling her around to face
him.

“Fine.” She pulled her hand free of his, put
the brush down and folded her arms over her chest. “You have my
attention, now talk—fast—before I change my mind.”

He blew out a heavy breath and plowed a hand
through his hair. His eyes glowed like hot coals. Paige didn’t look
directly into his eyes for fear of igniting herself. She kept her
gaze on his full lips, which was probably an even bigger
mistake.

“I don’t want there to be any more
misunderstandings between us,” he began hesitantly. “If we’re going
to start this friendship off right, I want to keep it that
way.”

Friendship. Paige almost sighed, but
caught herself. If only friendship was enough. It would have to be
enough. She couldn’t keep acting like a jealous lover. “I’m sorry,
Nathan. You’re right. We don’t need any more misunderstandings.”
The last one had ruined any possibility of her ever finding
happiness. For Jesse’s sake she had to make sure it didn’t happen
again. “We’ll make that rule number one,” she added.

Nathan nodded, the fire in his eyes cooling
somewhat. “When I got home last night, she was waiting. I asked her
to leave and she left.” He exhaled some of the frustration and
relaxed a bit.

“If you say that’s what happened, than I
suppose that’s the case,” Paige replied noncommittally.

“That is what happened.”

“I can’t tell you how much better I feel,
Nathan, Now that you’ve shared that with me, I mean,” she said
sarcastically. Did he really expect her to believe that load of
bull? What healthy, unattached man would turn down a woman who
looked like Celine and who was obviously ready to jump his
bones?

Nathan squeezed his eyes shut and swore. It
wasn’t English.

“Now I’m really impressed.”

In a move so lightning fast that Paige didn’t
see it coming, Nathan clasped her face in his hands. “I’ll show you
impressive,” he growled before taking her mouth with his.

All thought ceased. His lips felt firm and
hot yet unbelievably tender. Slow and easy, he kissed her, cupping
her face gently. His tongue skimmed over her lips…traced and
prodded until she opened for him. His taste, strong and wild,
filled her. Oh, he tasted so good. She moaned softly and balled her
fists at her sides. She held her body rigid and away from his. She
would not respond…She would not respond!

“Paige,” he murmured, his lips still
caressing hers. “Touch me, please.”

His plea sent a shiver of awareness sweeping
over her. She relaxed the fists her hands had become. How could she
deny him? Deny what she felt herself? “I can’t…where?” she asked,
lost in his kiss and helpless to resist his request.

“Somewhere…anywhere.” His lips continued to
torment hers. “Just touch me, please.” His tongue teased and
tortured her mouth. He stroked her neck, her hair. His fingers sent
tendrils of fire racing through her.

Slowly, hesitantly, she placed her hands
against his muscled chest. Nathan groaned, the sound filled her,
melted her. Desire, strong and hot, surged through her body. He
slid his hands over her shoulders and down her back, pressing
her—molding her—to him. He cupped her bottom and crushed her to his
hardened length. Paige felt him tremble with need and she trembled
herself. His kiss grew harder, deeper—more demanding and she never
wanted him to stop.

But he had to stop, she pushed at the rock
wall of his chest. Pushed as hard as she could. This couldn’t
happen. It would only make matters worse when she told him about
Jesse. Nathan would feel even more betrayed. She couldn’t bear to
hurt him any worse. They had both already suffered enough. And even
if he didn’t hate her when she told him about Jesse, he would never
want her. Not now. She had nothing to offer him. She would spend
the rest of her life alone. She pushed again with what little force
remained in her seemingly boneless body.

“You want me to stop?” His words were taut,
ragged. His gaze darted from her lips to her eyes and back.

“Yes,” she said hoarsely. “I want you to
stop.” Want had nothing to do with it. She stepped out of his
embrace and crossed her arms over her middle. Her lips fairly
sizzled. Desire coursed through her body, but she had to stop
before things got completely out of hand. This couldn’t happen.

Nathan started to say something, thought
better of it and closed his mouth. Hunger blazed in his dark eyes.
He licked his lips, no doubt tasting the kiss they had just shared
and dropped his head. “I guess that was a mistake.”

No, it wasn’t, she wanted to scream.
Paige searched her brain for an appropriate response to his
statement. Something neutral. Nothing came. For Pete’s sake,
Paige, you’re a lawyer—words are your business. Say something.
“Rule number two,” she said, as calmly as possible considering
she’s just had her socks kissed off. “Friends don’t kiss friends
like that.”

He smiled slightly and nodded. “You’re
right.” He shoved his hands into his back pockets, unconsciously
making his arousal even more visible. “Sorry. I’ll do better, I
swear.”

Paige forced her eyes to stay above his belt
buckle. “I guess it’ll take a while to work out the kinks in this
relationship, but we can do it.” Her words came out more hopeful
than confident.

Nathan took her hand in his and gave her one
of his heart-stopping smiles. “We can do it, Blondie.” His voice
was low, caressing, reassuring.

“Help me with the horses and I’ll let you
stay for dinner,” she offered, her heart still beating a little
tattoo. Somehow she had to shift the focus away from what had just
happened.

“All right.” He squeezed her hand one last
time before letting go. Nathan’s eyes sparkled with some emotion
that Paige couldn’t quite define.

At that moment, she would have wagered all
the chips in Vegas that a friendship with Nathan Blackrope would
never work—not in a million years. Every instinct she had told her
she would win that bet. Or would she really be losing?

 


~*~

 


Paige said grace as quickly as possible for
fear that while she had her eyes closed the two men sitting on
either side of her might go at each other’s throats across the
table.

Her gaze moved from one agitated male to the
other as she pulled her linen napkin across her lap. Nathan sat on
her left and Calvin on her right. The two glared at each other
without saying a word. Each filled his plate without taking his
eyes off the other.

“Nathan, do you still have that old
Corvette?” Paige asked, breaking the tense silence and hoping to
establish a conversation to which both men could relate.

“Oh…ah, yeah, sure,” He shook his head
distractedly and then gave Paige a hard look. “Old? It’s not old,
it’s a classic.”

“He has a Vette?” Calvin blurted,
shocked.

“Yes.” Paige mentally kept her fingers
crossed and hoped this would be a subject the two men could reach
common ground on. “Nathan lives just across the road, maybe he’ll
take you for a spin.”

Nathan’s gaze shot back to Paige, his eyes
widened with disbelief and then narrowed into a warning.

“That would be awesome,” Calvin exclaimed.
“You live across the road in that mansion?” he asked Nathan. “Man,
that place looks like Graceland. You rich, too? What kind of work
do you do?”

“Calvin,” Paige scolded, shaking her
head.

Nathan looked from her to Calvin. “I breed
horses and run a few head of cattle.”

“Nathan breeds and trains champion quarter
horses,” she explained.

“Man, I’d really like to see that Vette,”
Calvin said eagerly, more interested in the car than what Nathan
did for a living.

Nathan finally drew his gaze from Paige to
Calvin. “I suppose that can be arranged.”

“All right!” Calvin threw up his hand for a
high five.

“On one condition,” Nathan added.

Calvin’s expression fell.

“My name is not Tonto or Chief, it’s Nathan,
I’d appreciate it if you called me that,” he said evenly.

Calvin nodded. “Okay man—Nathan. I can do
that.”

“Good.” Nathan breathed a sigh of relief.

Calvin ran with the conversation. He talked
incessantly about cars and motorcycles. Nathan seemed to enjoy
talking about guy things with him. Paige liked watching the two of
them. So different, yet so intrinsically the same. Full of
enthusiasm and totally animated, Calvin’s whole body seemed to be a
part of his language. Nathan sat very still, speaking only with his
mouth and eyes. Yet the two thought a great deal alike, inherently
male.

After dinner, with the kitchen cleaned and
the dishes put away, Calvin excused himself to watch some
television.

“Thanks for dinner,” Nathan told her. “I had
a nice time.”

“I knew you’d like Calvin—once you got to
know him.”

Paige followed Nathan onto the porch. A full
moon lit the yard and a surprisingly warm breeze stirred the
air.

“It’s nice out tonight,” he noted as he
slipped on his Stetson.

“Yes, it is.” Paige hugged her arms around
herself and fought the shiver that being alone with Nathan
generated.

Nathan stared at the plank porch floor for a
long moment. Please go home, Nathan. She couldn’t bear this
much longer.

“Good night,” he finally said. His gaze
rested on hers, but he made no move to leave.

“Good night.” Paige smiled a nervous little
smile. If he looked at her like that much longer, she’d simply die
on the spot.

Nathan touched the brim of his hat with two
fingers and turned away, She closed her eyes and breathed a tiny
sigh of relief—or perhaps regret.

“Oh, by the way,” Nathan turned around on the
first tread of the steps. “Send Calvin around tomorrow and I’ll
take him for a ride in the Vette.”

“That’s be great, Nathan.” She hurried across
the porch. With Nathan down a step, she stood almost at eye level
with him. “I didn’t want to ask you in front of Calvin, but I have
court in the morning. I’d really appreciate it if you would let him
hang out with you until I return. I don’t want him to be
alone.”

A frown creased Nathan’s brow. “What’s his
story?”

“I don’t know all the details yet, but we’re
going to talk tonight. I would just feel better if I knew you were
with him.”

Nathan nodded. “No problem.”

“Thanks.”

“I have one question.”

“Yes?”

“On rule number two, when you said friends
don’t kiss friends like that, did you mean there was some other way
of kissing that would be acceptable?”

If he only knew how much she wanted him to
kiss her again. Right now. But that would be a mistake. She sighed
and tried to read the emotion behind the intensity in his gaze.
What did he really want from her? He probably didn’t know what he
wanted any more than she knew what she wanted.

“I didn’t mean to complicate the issue,” he
said softly.

Paige leaned forward the few inches necessary
and kissed him on the cheek. “Good night, Nathan.”

He smiled and brought his fingers to the spot
she had kissed. “Good night.”

Paige turned and walked into the house
without looking back. She closed the door and sagged against it.
She would have to tell him about Jesse soon. No way could she
tolerate this kind of tension. He wanted more than friendship and
he wasn’t dong a very good job of hiding it.

Pushing away from the door, Paige headed for
the parlor. She had one more issue to deal with tonight. She
crossed the newly carpeted room and shut the television off. She
had awakened at seven this morning to find the carpet installers in
the parlor. Of course, they possessed a key.

“What’s up?” Calvin straightened from his
supine position on the couch. He propped his forearms on his
widespread knees.

Paige sat down beside him. “I need to know
why you’re so popular, Calvin.”

He dropped his head and blew out a heavy
breath. “My cousin A.J. works for the man.”

“I assume you mean Malcolm Reed, the drug
dealer?”

“Yeah.” He paused. “I was running late for
work. My car wouldn’t start and I didn’t want to get into trouble
with my boss so I hitched a ride with A.J.”

“Is A.J. one of the guys who took you for a
ride today?”

“Yeah. Him and Baby Dave.” Calvin shifted and
clasped his hands, twiddling his thumbs around each other.

“Did A.J. tell you something or show you
something he shouldn’t have?”

“Naw, he’s too smart for that. That day he
took me to work he got a call on his cell phone. The caller wasn’t
none too happy. So A.J. said he had to make a quick stop.” Calvin
shifted again. “What could I say? Beggars can’t be choosers, you
know?”

“I understand,” Paige assured him.

“When we got to the place, I waited in the
car for a long time like he told me to.” Calvin shrugged. “But I
was gonna be late for work, so I got nervous. I went on in the pawn
shop to see what was keeping my cuz.” He let out a long breath and
paused again. “The man running the place said gave A.J. a package
and told him he should be especially careful with it.” He fell
silent then.

“What happened then, Calvin?”

“A.J. yelled at me for coming in. Told me to
go back to the car.” Calvin rubbed his hands over his face. “He
said if I ever told anybody what I saw that I’d be history. Said he
had a hard time talking to the man into letting me walk as it
was.”

“Do you think A.J. had anything to do with
the drugs planted in your locker?”

“I figure they did that to make sure I
understood they were serious.” He shook his head slowly from side
to side. “I wish I’d just went on and called in late for work that
day.”

Paige put her arm around his shoulders and
squeezed. “Don’t worry, we’ll work this out, Calvin.”

“I appreciate everything you doing for me,
Miss P. But I don’t want to cause you no trouble.” He gazed at her
with the saddest eyes she had ever seen.

“You’re no trouble, Calvin.” She smiled.

Calvin returned her smile and then his
expression grew somber. “What’s the deal between you and Tonto—I
mean Nathan?”

“No deal, just old friends. We’ve known each
other since we were kids.”

“Yeah, right and my cousin A.J.’s the Pope.”
Calvin chuckled. “I got eyes, Miss P.”

“Well, I think you need to have your eyes
checked, because we’re only friends.”

Calvin snorted. “The man’s got it bad for you
and you’re only friends. Yeah, right.”

Paige shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous,
Calvin.”

“Just ‘cause you blind, don’t mean I am. I
read the signals loud and clear. Old Nathan thinks you’re his
woman.”

“Well, old Nathan is wrong and so are you.
I’m my own woman,” Paige stated firmly.

“Whatever you say, Miss P.” Calvin shrugged.
“Personally, I don’t see what women see in the tall, silent type.
The man don’t have a sense of humor at all.”

Paige laughed. And when she started she
couldn’t stop. Tears streamed down her cheeks she laughed so hard.
She hugged her abdomen and tried to compose herself, but nothing
worked.

“Don’t strain yourself, Miss P., it ain’t
that funny.”

“I’m sorry, Calvin,” She choked out, her
breath catching on every other word. “You’re right. Nathan doesn’t
have a sense of humor. Everything’s serious to him.” She sucked in
a long breath and swiped her eyes.

“I know I’m right,” Calvin informed her. He
jutted his chin stubbornly. “I’m right about the other part, too.
Old Tonto’s crazy about you and you know it.”

Paige didn’t laugh this time. It wasn’t
funny, because she knew Calvin had hit the nail on the head.

 


 


 



Chapter Seven

 


“I can’t believe this,” she muttered to
herself as she bolted from her car. Paige took a deep breath,
grasped her briefcase a little tighter and headed for the
courthouse as fast as she could in heels. She had fifteen minutes
to meet her assistant Denise, get the file on the Redmond case, and
be in court.

Paige had left Trinity in plenty of time, but
she had somehow managed to get behind every farm tractor between
Trinity and the interstate. She cursed planting season, John Deere,
and the inventor of high heel shoes as she half-ran, half-stumbled
down the busy sidewalk. She muttered “excuse-me’s” as she pushed
her way through the going-to-work crowd. Nothing riled Judge
Mattson more than tardiness.

God, she was so late. Her heels tapped
against stone as she hurriedly climbed the steps to the courthouse.
She glanced at her wrist watch. Ten minutes. She might make it—just
barely.

She looked up just in time to see a hefty
figure before it collided with her. A wave of something cold and
wet flowed down her chest. She gasped from the cold and the impact.
Paige teetered for a moment, ready to tumble down the steps she’d
just climbed. A beefy hand grasped her arm and steadied her.

Her gaze darted from the robust man before
her to the carry-out tray and Styrofoam cups scattered around her
feet. She winced at the mess in between. Orange juice stained her
white blouse and mint green blazer. Grape jelly smeared her breasts
and midriff as half a jelly biscuit oozed down the material. He’d
obviously been eating the biscuit at the time of the collision.

“I’m so sorry,” the man exclaimed, plucking
the sticky biscuit from the waistband of her skirt. “I guess I
wasn’t looking where I was going.”

Paige stared down at herself and then up at
him in disbelief. This couldn’t be happening. Not today.

“I’ll be happy to pay your dry cleaning
bill,” he added apologetically. The man a yanked a clean, white
handkerchief from his pocket and swiped at the purple jelly.

His hands fumbling over her breasts snapped
Paige back to reality. “It’s all right,” she assured and moved away
from his helpful hands. “I should have been watching where I was
going. Sorry about your breakfast,” she added, rushing past him.
The man called back another apology, but Paige kept going.

She bounded through the courtroom doors,
sweeping her gaze over the milling crowd for Denise. Her hands felt
like ice and every nerve ending in her body vibrated. One pair of
curious eyes after the other inspected her disheveled
appearance.

“What happened to you?” Denise asked as she
emerged from the throng of people.

“Don’t ask. What am I going to do?” She
peered down at herself and shook her head. “I can’t go to court
looking like this and there’s no time for me to go home and
change.”

“Come with me,” Denise ordered. She pulled
Paige into the ladies’ room and locked the door behind them.

“Water won’t help,” Paige protested, trying
to decide on some sort of strategy.

“Take your clothes off,” Denise told her,
already removing her own.

“Excuse me?” Totally confused, her gaze shot
to Denise.

“Hurry, Paige,” Denise urged. “You can wear
my outfit to court and I’ll wear yours home and change.”

“I can’t wear your clothes,” Paige denied.
She stripped off her blazer despite the denial she’d just
uttered.

“We’re the same size,” Denise insisted.

“Size isn’t the problem.” Paige shucked her
blouse and skirt, her body doing the only logical thing while her
brain struggled to arrive at any other alternative. She quickly
slipped on the lavender dress Denise had taken off. “Oh, my God,”
Paige muttered as she viewed herself in the mirror. The dress
hugged everything from collar to hem. Denise’s taste in fashion
varied greatly from Paige’s. Night and day would be a good
comparison.

“This is why I can’t wear your clothes,” she
muttered, still trying to convince herself she couldn’t do this
even though she knew she had no other choice.

Denise stuck Paige’s briefcase in her hand.
“You’re due in court right now.” She pushed Paige out the door. “By
the way, Mr. Redmond won’t be here this morning.”

“What?” Paige pivoted to face her.

“He had to be rushed to the emergency room
early this morning for an appendectomy. It was too late to reach
you when I received the call. He’ll be out in a few days.”

Paige shook her head vigorously in an effort
to force her grey matter into activity and out of its current
catatonic state. “I’ll have to ask for a continuance.”

“That’s right, counselor. See you later.”
Denise patted her on the back and scurried away.

“Thanks.” Paige smoothed her hand over the
soft, clingy fabric of the dress she now wore. She steeled herself
and strode in the direction of the courtroom. She was still a
professional no matter what she wore. Right? Silence echoed inside
her head, effectively diminishing her already waning confidence.
Look at the bright side, Paige. When you get through this you
can be with Jesse. She smiled. Now there was something to look
forward to.

Judge Mattson had just given the order to be
seated when Paige entered the filled-to-capacity room. The judge’s
mouth gaped, as did Mr. Myers’s when their eyes came to rest on
Paige.

Paige hurried to her place on the left side
of the bench.

“The people versus Redmond,” the bailiff
announced.

“Your Honor, defense requests a continuance
due to Mr. Redmond’s unexpected hospitalization. He was taken early
this morning for an emergency appendectomy. I am prepared to
proceed; however, in light of my client’s unavoidable absence, I
feel a continuance is warranted.” Paige took a breath and tried to
keep her expression calm though humiliation had consumed her. She
felt every eye on the courtroom on her back.

“Your Honor, I have no objection to the
defense’s request,” Joe Myers stated, his eyes hardly leaving Paige
long enough to give the judge a compulsory glance.

“Miss Weston, approach the bench,” Judge
Mattson requested.

Paige moistened her parched lips and stepped
forward. Her face burned with embarrassment. “Yes, your Honor?”

The judge leaned forward, his gaze full of
concern. “Somehow you don’t quite look yourself today. Is there
something I should know?” he asked for her ears only.

“I had a little accident on the way into the
courthouse, your Honor,” Paige whispered, mortified. “I had to
change clothes with Denise.”

“Oh,” he said knowingly, a smile peeking past
his judicial demeanor. “Just so long as your attire wasn’t a ploy
to throw Mr. Myers off balance.”

Paige shot a sidelong glance at Myers, who
quickly averted his gaze. “No, your Honor, I can assure you there’s
no hidden agenda behind my appearance this morning,” she told him
meekly.

“Good,” he whispered, and then leaned closer.
“Personally, I kind of like it.”

Paige smiled and returned to the defense’s
table.

“This case will be rescheduled at such time
as Mr. Redmond is physically able to be present. Counsel will
coordinate a new date with the court.”

Paige snatched up her briefcase and strode
out of the court room as the bailiff called the next case. Myers
dogged her step. Once out in the marble-floored hall, Paige whirled
to face him.

“Is there something you need, Mr. Myers?”

“That’s some dress, counselor.” Myers gave
her another slow perusal.

“That’s an inappropriate remark, Mr. Myers,”
Paige said frostily.

“Sorry,” he offered humbly. “I was just
wondering about Calvin Jefferson. His employer says he’s been out
sick for a few days and no one’s seen him around his grandmother’s
house.”

“My client’s health is no concern of yours,”
Paige told him briskly. “Good day, Mr. Myers.” Paige stormed away.
Oh, how she had wanted to light into him about the little deal he
had offered Calvin, but she held back. She didn’t want Myers to
know that she knew just yet. The beginning of a plan had formed in
her mind. Paige smiled. Maybe the morning hadn’t been a total loss
after all.

 


~*~

 


She parked in front of Robert’s garage, got
out of her car and slammed the door shut. Except for her time with
Jesse, the day had been the pits so far. Surely it couldn’t get any
worse.

Nathan’s white Corvette roared up behind
Paige’s car. “Whoa, Mama,” Calvin shouted as he hopped from the
convertible. “That’s one bad dress, Miss P!”

Oh, yes, it had just gotten worse. Now her
humiliation was complete. “Don’t give me any lip, Calvin. I’ve had
a bad day and this dress represents only part of the overall
disaster.” Her gaze skittered over to where Nathan stood.

He leaned against the car, crossed his arms
over his chest and crossed his feet at the ankles. The breeze
shifted a strand of long, silky black hair across one shoulder. His
gaze slid over Paige as if she were an enticing entrée and he were
a starving man. Nathan’s smile was slow and easy, but the heat in
his eyes flashed strong and wild. He nodded a silent hello.

Not one word. The man never uttered a single
syllable, yet Paige’s pulse reacted as if he had told her he
intended to throw her across the shiny, classic car and make love
to her. She didn’t need this. She stalked across the yard, up the
steps and to the door. She jammed the key into the lock and let
herself in. Her keys landed on the hall table with a heavy rattle
as Paige headed toward the stairs. Calvin followed right behind
her. Maybe if she ignored him, he’d go away. She didn’t want to
talk right now. She only wanted to get out of Denise’s clothes and
into something of her own. Something comfortable…something with
absolutely no sex appeal.

“Me and Nathan rode over to Jackson to look
at a hose he’s gonna buy,” Calvin told her as he continued to trail
her up the stairs. “That’s one tough car. It’ll fly.”

Paige stopped and turned to face him; she had
to look down since he had stopped three steps below her. “Just how
fast is flying?” she asked, irritated that Nathan would drive too
fast, thus breaking the law, with a teenager in the car.

“Ah, I don’t know…pretty fast, I guess,” he
stuttered. “I’m telling you that Nathan is one cool dude. Everybody
respects him. And the ladies”—Calvin shook his head and shrugged
dramatically—“they just crazy about the man. Everywhere we went he
got the look.”

“The look?” Paige asked, putting the question
of speed aside.

“You know,” Calvin urged. “The I-want-you
look. The baby-you-hot look.”

Paige shook her head. “I get the picture.”
She held up a hand to prevent any further explanation. “I’m glad
you had a nice day. But, if you’ll excuse me I have to get changed.
I have a meeting with Silas in thirty minutes. You can tell me all
about your day at dinner tonight. Okay?” She gave Calvin the best
smile she could manage in her foul mood.

“Sure thing, Miss P.” Calvin returned her
smile and started back down the stairs.

He was a good kid. She sure hoped she could
get him out of the mess that circumstances and poor judgment had
gotten him into. She hurried up the remaining steps. And somehow
she had to straighten out the mess she had made of trying to tell
Nathan about Jesse.

“Hey,” Calvin called from the foot of the
staircase. Paige paused and looked down at him from the
landing.

“Yes.”

“He ignored all of ‘em.”

“What?”

“He didn’t look at nobody the way he looks at
you.” With that said, Calvin sauntered across the entry hall and
out the door.

Paige remained perfectly still for a long
while. She closed her eyes and willed back the surge of emotions
tugging at her heart. Tonight. She had to tell Nathan tonight. Any
further delays were only going to lead to trouble. Heart
trouble.

With renewed determination, Paige cut a trail
to her bedroom. She quickly shed her borrowed clothing and slipped
into a comfortable pair of worn jeans and a pink cotton shirt. Her
sneakers tied, she trotted down the hall and then the stairs. She
would run her idea about Calvin and Myers by Silas to get his
feedback. Personally, she thought the plan would work, but it never
hurt to get an objective opinion.

Paige locked and pulled the door closed
behind her, then bounded off the porch toward the car. The guys had
disappeared. Probably in the barn checking on the horses, Paige
decided. She sat down behind the wheel and reached for the
ignition.

No keys.

“Blast,” she hissed. Paige got out and ran
back to the house. She turned the doorknob and pushed. Brick-wall
resistance met her. The door didn’t budge. Paige turned the knob
again and at once realized her mistake. She had locked the door
behind her. An unconscious habit of city life.

“Oh, Lord,” she muttered, suddenly picturing
her keys lying on the hall table. She was locked out. All five keys
to Robert’s house were inside. Each contractor had turned over
their respective key when they had finished the job. How could
anyone lock themselves out with that many keys lying around?

Paige shot a weary glance toward the barn. No
way would she tell Nathan or Calvin what a stupid thing she had
done. She’d had all the humiliation she could stand for one
day.

What could she do? Use the phone in the barn
to call a locksmith? No, then Nathan and Calvin would figure it out
for sure. A smile spread across her face. Her bedroom
window. She dashed to the far end of the house.

A huge old maple towered next to the house.
Limbs from the tree scraped at the siding and her bedroom window in
the breeze. She’d done it hundreds of times growing up, Paige
reminded herself. She could do it now. She wasn’t that old.

Paige hoisted herself up onto the lowest limb
and began to climb up the tree. She and Nathan had used this route
for after curfew visits and midnight rendezvous when they were
kids—long before the tangled web of emotions had snared them. The
climb proved easy enough. Paige paused to catch her breath before
making he jump to the roof. The roof that covered the wraparound
porch sloped gently, allowing for a fairly even landing.

She shot another glance toward the barn. All
clear. The curtains in her bedroom window shifted in the breeze,
beckoning her inside. Paige took a deep, fortifying breath and
tried to forget that she was thirty years old, not thirteen. Three
steps out the limb shifted beneath her. Time to jump. It couldn’t
be more than three or four feet, she told herself.

Paige leaped to the roof. She landed squarely
on her feet. She smiled at her success and released a pent-up
breath. That wasn’t so difficult. She reached for the window ledge
but lost her footing. For two or three seconds she teetered, off
balance. Her heart surged into her throat, her stomach plummeted to
her feet, and then it was over. Paige fell forward. Down and across
the asphalt shingles she slid. She clutched at the sandpaper-like
surface to no avail. Her body dropped over the edge, legs dangled.
She grasped the gutter in desperation.

“Oh, God” She held on tightly, glanced at the
ground some ten or so feet beneath her and then back at her
white-knuckled hold on the gutter. A distinct groan sounded as the
gutter shifted away from the fascia.

“No…” She tried to scream, but her voice
trapped in her throat. She was going to fall. Paige tried to swing
her leg up onto the roof. The gutter shifted again. Her heart
lurched and she knew it was over. The gutter gave way and she felt
herself falling. Fear coursed through her body.

She knew when she hit the ground, though it
didn’t hurt a much as she had expected. The air rushed out of her
lungs on impact. She stared up at the tangled length of gutter and
blinked. Robert wouldn’t be too happy about that. She blinked
again. She’d have to make sure Jesse never did anything stupid like
this. She sucked in a breath. Pain zipped through her as she tried
to push up to a sitting position.

“Don’t move,” Nathan commanded.

He was on his knees at her side. Paige
wondered vaguely how he’d gotten there. He seemed to be examining
her. His hands moved over her body, touching, testing.

“I’m okay,” she mumbled and tried to sit up
again. Nathan didn’t protest, instead he helped her up. Pain shot
through her backside and she winced. Her head throbbed
insistently.

“What the hell were you doing?”

Paige lifted her gaze to his and the
intensity of the fear she saw there tied her insides into knots. “I
locked myself out. I thought I could—”

“Dammit, don’t you know how dangerous that
was?” Anger replacing the fear in his eyes, he stood, pulling Paige
up with him. “You could’ve broken your fool neck.”

She tried for a smile, but didn’t quite make
it. “I’m okay. Just shaken.” Her face heated with delayed
humiliation. And here she’d thought this day couldn’t possibly get
any worse. Groaning, she stretched her neck and shoulders just to
make sure everything still worked properly. God, what an idiot she
must look like, she realized as she dusted herself off.

Shaking his head, Nathan turned his back on
her and took a couple of steps toward the house. He ran his fingers
through his hair, then braced his hands against the side of the
house.

Hesitantly and wincing with every step, Paige
moved to his side. “Really, Nathan, I’m all right.” He wouldn’t
look at her, he just kept staring at the ground. “I know it was a
stupid thing to do, but I—”

The look in those black Apache eyes when his
gaze connected with hers silenced her. Paige recoiled from the
mixture of rage and fear she saw there.

He straightened and took the step she’d
retreated. “You scared the hell out of me, Paige.” A muscle flexed
in his tense jaw, He took another step, and Paige found herself
trapped between him and the house. “Do you have any idea what went
through my head when I saw you fall?”

She shook her head, then wished she
hadn’t.

He focused that hot, piercing gaze just past
her shoulder for a time while he obviously struggled with his
anger. It didn’t help. “I can’t—” He closed his eyes and
exhaled.

When he tried to draw in his next breath, he
trembled. She’d never seen him this way before. Nothing scared
Nathan. She reached up to touch his face. His eyes opened and in
that instant she knew for certain that he still cared. Deeply. It
was more than she could have hoped for. Her heart reacted. And she
suddenly wanted to show him how much she still cared.
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Nathan couldn’t take this. He couldn’t lose
her...not again. Didn’t she understand? He had never stopped loving
her. He wouldn’t until the day he died.

“Paige,” he whispered against her fingers as
they trailed over his lips. Slowly, he lowered his head until his
lips brushed hers in the promise of a kiss. She tiptoed to make the
contact complete. She slid her arms around his neck and time stood
still for him. The only sensation he felt was her soft, sweet lips
on his. Her tongue slipped into his mouth and he groaned with
pleasure as she stroked his tongue. Desire flowed swiftly through
him, hardening his sex. He cupped her bottom and pressed her
intimately, against him. Her responsive moan proved his
undoing.

He knew he should be the strong one and stop
before they did something Paige would regret, but he couldn’t do
it. He just couldn’t do it.

“Take me home with you, Nathan,” she breathed
against his lips. “I want you to make love to me. Now.”

His heart hammered in his chest, nearly ready
to explode. He had waited so long to hear her say those words, for
a second he couldn’t believe he’d heard right. But when she arched
against his hardened body, he knew he had. Want sizzled inside him.
He held her tighter, kissed her harder. He stabbed his tongue into
her mouth and explored, teasing and thrusting. He ground his hips
against hers.

Paige plunged her fingers into his hair and
held him firmly against her mouth, demanding more. “Nathan, I need
you now,” she said softly between desperate kisses.

He stilled. This was all wrong. She hadn’t
said Nathan, I love you—she had said need you. No
matter what they shared right now, she would be leaving and he just
couldn’t endure exposing his heart to that kind of pain again. Who
was he kidding? He didn’t have to lose her again. She was already
lost to him.

“Nathan?” She caressed his cheek, tried to
read him.

He searched her eyes, saw the desire and
uncertainty. The fall had shaken her. She couldn’t be thinking
straight. As much as he wanted her, this just didn’t feel right. He
pulled out of her arms. His whole body shuddered at the loss of
contact with hers. He had to close his eyes for a long moment to
steady himself against the ache.

“I don’t understand,” she said quietly.

Nathan shook his head, then opened his eyes.
“I can’t do this. When you went away to college and never came back
here, I almost lost my mind. Then my mother died and you suddenly
reappeared. When you left that time, you took…”

He couldn’t form the words to explain the
pain that had followed, “Twice I’ve lost you. Twice I’ve grieved
the loss. I can’t do that again.”

“I’m sorry. I never intended to hurt you. I
did come back,” she reminded gently, “but it was too late.”

He looked away. “I should go. Let Calvin
drive you to Silas’s office. You took a pretty hard fall. If you
need me for anything, just call. I need…” He swallowed hard and met
her gaze. “I have to go.” He turned and walked away from the only
woman he’d ever wanted. The one he still wanted.

He didn’t stop until he was in his car. He
turned the ignition and the engine roared to life. If he didn’t
move fast, he might change his mind and he couldn’t allow that to
happen. He couldn’t survive losing Paige again. The best thing he
could do was stay away until she went back to Memphis.

He would be doing her a favor as well. No
matter how much she had thought she wanted to make love with him,
she would have regretted it tomorrow.

They had no future together. Nothing that
bound them except leftover feelings from the past.

 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


“Litigate? What kind of five-dollar word is
that?” Calvin huffed a disgruntled sound. “This ain’t the legal
category in Jeopardy.”

“There’s no rule, Calvin, except that it has
to be a word Webster’s would officially recognize,” Paige returned
coolly. “Litigate means—”

“I know what it means,” he snapped.

“Well then, what’s the problem?”

“It’s supposed to be a word you can guess in
this century, Miss P.” Calvin folded his arms over his chest. “I
don’t want to play no more. I think that bump on your head done
ruined your sense of humor,” he grumbled.

She exhaled a weary breath and leaned back
against the couch. “You’re right, Calvin. I haven’t been myself all
weekend.”

“It ain’t got nothing to do with lover boy,
has it?” Calvin looked her straight in the eye. “I noticed he ain’t
been around.”

“No,” she lied, straight-faced she hoped.
“I’m just feeling out of sorts.”

“Is it because we’re going to pull that trick
on Mr. Myers?”

“No,” Paige said with much more conviction.
“Mr. Myers deserves just exactly what he’s going to get.”

“Long as you know what you’re doing, I’m
game.”

She smiled at Calvin’s obvious uneasiness
with deception. No way was this kid bad guy material. “Trust me,
Calvin.”

“I do trust you.” He looked at her solemnly.
“With my life,” he added.

Paige held his serious gaze for a moment
before she busied herself putting away the pencils and tablets they
had used to play a homemade version of Password. She sure hoped
this little plan she and Silas had cooked up would work. If Calvin
could get Myers to repeat his offer, they would have him over a
barrel. The conversation would be taped, thus giving Paige the
evidence she needed to gain a little a little leverage with the
overly ambitious man.

“Want another glass of tea?” Calvin asked,
getting to his feet.

“No thanks,” Paige muttered distractedly.
Calvin had proven entirely too insightful for an eighteen-year-old.
His estimation that the bump on her head had little to do with her
state of depression was right on the target. Nathan was the
problem. He hadn’t called or come by all weekend. It had only been
two days, but it felt like forever since she had seen him.

She had mentally kicked herself a dozen times
for behaving like a sex-starved nymph. She still couldn’t believe
that she had actually asked him to make love to her. Not hinted,
mind you. Flat out asked. Demanded, really.

She closed her eyes and recalled the
mind-boggling kisses they had shared before Nathan had come to his
senses. Warmth flowed through her instantly as the event replayed
in her mind. No other man, not that she had dated that many, had
ever swept her into such passion with a kiss. It felt right with
Nathan. Natural. The feel of his hard body against hers filled her
with such need that she could scream with want.

But Nathan had been right. She sighed, a
heavy, fatigued sound. He had kept his head on straight when she
had lost it completely. Maybe the fall had scrambled her brains.
She rubbed the still-tender spot on the back of her head. Whatever
had possessed her at that instant she would never understand. The
only thing she knew at the time was that she wanted him more than
she had ever wanted anything in her life. Her first lovemaking
experience had been with Nathan and there hadn’t been anyone since.
Paige hadn’t wanted anyone else. She had tried, but her heart would
accept no one else.

She prayed she hadn’t ruined the chance of
their being able to maintain a friendship. And she still had to
tell him about Jesse. What a mess she had made.

Calvin as he sauntered back into the room.
Sorting out other people’s lives seemed so much simpler than
straightening out her own. He stretched out on the couch with his
iced tea and turned his attention to his favorite sitcom. A knock
at the door, followed by several chimes of the doorbell startled
Paige from her disturbing reflection.

“Oh, man,” Calvin protested. “That’s prob’ly
Nathan and my show ain’t over yet.” He set his half-empty glass of
tea on a coaster on the side table.

“Nathan?” Paige asked, her spirits
lifting.

Yeah, he invited me to go to the pool hall
with him tonight,” Calvin said as he laced up his high-top
sneakers.

“Hogan’s Pool Hall?”

“Yeah, that’s the place.” He stood to go.

“You just sit tight,” Paige ordered. “I need
to have a word with Nathan in private.” She stalked into the entry
hall and opened the door, prepared to give Nathan a piece of her
mind on the subject of bad influence. Only it wasn’t Nathan at the
door. Paige found herself face to face with two young men who
looked more menacing than junkyard dogs.

“May I help you?” She centered herself in the
doorway, effectively blocking their entrance.

“I’m here to see my cuz,” the shorter and
stockier of the two informed her.

“I’m sorry, I have no idea who you’re talking
about.” Paige attempted to close the door as an alarm sent
adrenaline racing through her veins. This might be the two men who
had threatened Calvin. She couldn’t let them fund him.

A large, dark hand forced the door open. “Oh,
I think you know exactly who we’re talking about,” the much larger
man insisted.

Paige stared up at him. She stumbled back a
step when he pushed past her into the entry hall. “Gentlemen, if
you don’t leave, I will call the police,” she announced in the
sternest tone she could muster.

“Yo, Calvin, get out here,” the shorter guy
shouted past Paige. “You chicken sh—”

“What you want, A.J.?” Calvin interrupted as
he burst into the hall, hands on his skinny hips.

“Boy, you got some explaining to do,” A.J.
threatened. He swung his arm around Calvin’s neck and ushered him
toward the door. “Baby Dave, you keep the lady lawyer company while
I have a talk with my homey.”

Baby Dave grunted, never taking his leering
gaze off Paige. A.J. and Calvin disappeared from view, leaving the
front door wide open. Paige willed herself to remain calm. The two
men seemed only to be interested in talking at this point. No need
to get excited just yet. Maybe they would have their say and
leave.

Baby Dave’s loathsome gaze dropped to Paige’s
bare midriff and then to her legs. She swallowed hard. Of all days
to decide to dress for comfort. She had pulled on an old cropped
T-shirt and ragged cutoffs.

She shifted under the man’s intense perusal.
Tiny beaded braids crowned his head. His black sweatshirt looked to
be about five sizes too big and a trifle warm. Baggy, wide-legged
jeans covered his long legs and puddled in folds around his
sneakers.

A fearful plea from Calvin reached Paige’s
ears. Her pulse rate quickened as a new surge of adrenaline raced
through her body. Maybe talking wasn’t all A.J. came to do. She had
to get to Calvin. He trusted her…depended on her. Paige shot a
sidelong glance at the front door. Could she outrun the hoodlum
ogling her?

“Now you ain’t thinking of making a run for
it, are you?” Baby Dave stepped closer and skimmed a hand over her
arm.

Paige shuddered and jerked away from his
touch. “Don’t touch me,” she warned.

“And just whatcha gonna do about it if I do?”
He eased a step closer, grabbed a handful of her hair and allowed
the strands to slip through his fingers. “I guess you ain’t gonna
do nothing.”

She allowed him to move another step closer
before she brought her knee up into his groin with every pound of
force in her body. “Guess again,” she muttered and shot out the
open door.

A.J. had Calvin backed up against the red
Mustang. Paige skidded to a stop several feet away when she saw the
knife he held to Calvin’s throat. Her heart thudded in her chest.
How could she stop this?

“Stop right now, A.J., before you do
something you’ll regret,” Paige told him calmly, inching a little
closer.

He glared at her. Calvin looked scared to
death. She had to do something. The phone in the barn. She had to
get to that phone.

Strong arms suddenly wrapped around her neck,
preventing her escape. Paige shrieked.

“Keep that bitch quiet!” A.J. ordered.

“My pleasure,” Baby Dave responded, giving
Paige’s head a backward jerk as he started back into the house.

“No,” Paige screamed. She dug her bare heels
into the ground and tried to slow him down.

“Let her go,” a low, masculine voice
growled.

Nathan. Oh, thank God, Nathan! The
sound of his voice sent relief through Paige’s trembling body. Hot
tears slipped down her cheeks.

Baby Dave stilled, but didn’t release
her.

Paige heard a thud, then a grunt from Baby
Dave. The next thing she knew Baby Dave was on the ground with her
sprawled on top of him.

Nathan pulled her to her feet. “Go in the
house and call the police.” He turned and strode toward A.J. and
Calvin.

“Back off, man,” A.J. shouted over his
shoulder, the knife still pressed to Calvin’s throat.

Paige stood stock-still, unable to move, her
eyes glued to Calvin’s wide-eyed expression. Her heart lodged in
her throat as the scene evolved before her eyes.

“If you don’t back off, man, I swear I’ll cut
him,” A.J. warned in a nervous, high-pitched voice.

“If you hurt Calvin, I’m going to hurt you—a
lot,” Nathan told him in a voice so cold and dangerous that chills
ran over Paige.

“Calvin, tell your buddy to back off,” A.J.
threatened. “This is between you and me.”

Calvin looked from A.J. to Nathan. Even in
the dusky light, Paige could see the fear glittering in Calvin’s
eyes, but he said nothing. Paige knew he trusted Nathan to help
him. Realizing she was wasting time, Paige turned and ran into the
house.

Thank God the 911 service was back on line.
Five minutes. The police would be there in five minutes, but
anything could happen in that length of time. She rushed back
outside. Baby Dave still lay motionless on the ground. Paige looked
up from his still form to see an enraged A.J. shove Calvin to the
ground and turn on Nathan. Nathan backed away from the knife.

Paige glanced from Calvin’s crumpled form to
the two men circling each other. She inched slowly toward Calvin.
He had to be okay. Renewed fear crawled up her spine.

A.J. sputtered ceaseless profanities. Nathan
said nothing. His lethal gaze spoke for him.

A.J. lunged at Nathan. Paige felt the scream
burst from her as time seemed to lapse into slow motion. The sound
of her scream echoed around her leaving her weak with fear. A.J.
lunged again. Paige saw the slit in Nathan’s shirt caused by the
knife, saw the blood ooze forth. Nathan’s blood. Her breath
whooshed from her body. Before she could release an anguished cry,
A.J. was on the ground and Nathan had the knife.

Sirens blared in the distance. Calvin stirred
and tried to sit up. Paige crouched beside him and did a quick
visual exam. No visible signs of harm. Thank God. She gave her
nerveless limbs the command to move and then she was at Nathan’s
side.

“Are you all right?” She touched his cheek.
Blood trickled from the corner of his lips. Nathan held his hand
against the side where the knife had slashed him. “Let me see,
Nathan,” she demanded. Panic clawed at her throat.

“It’s not bad,” he insisted, though he winced
with pain.

“I’m taking you to the hospital.” She
clenched her hands into fists to help control her convulsive
trembling. A delayed reaction to the fear, she told herself.

“I’m okay, Paige,” Nathan slid his free arm
around her shoulder and squeezed reassuringly. “Calvin, are you
okay?” he asked as the kid staggered over to join them.

“Yeah, my head hit the car when A.J. shoved
me down. It kindda stunned me,” he muttered, shook his head and
then rubbed it. “But I’m okay now. Man, Nathan,” Calvin looked at
Nathan in admiration, “you’re a regular superhero.”

Nathan laughed and then grimaced. Blood
seeped between his fingers. “Damn, Calvin”—he glanced down at the
scarlet staining his shirt—“your friend ruined my only blue
shirt.”

Calvin’s response was muffled by the two
official cruisers that ground to a stop in the driveway. Four
policemen scrambled from the tan and brown vehicles.

Paige felt suddenly lightheaded. She looked
from Nathan to Calvin and then to the two men on the ground. She
closed her eyes and released a breath. They could have all been
killed. She opened her eyes and rested her gaze on Nathan. She
could have lost him today. Lost him forever. And he would never
have known that he had a son.
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“Aren’t you through yet?” Nathan
complained.

“With that part I am,” Paige told him after
securing the bandage on the knife wound A.J. had inflicted. It
wasn’t deep, but there had been so much blood. She shuddered.

Forcing her attention on his injury, she took
a moment to admire her handiwork, trying not to notice the smooth
contours of his bare chest or the rippling ridges of his abdomen.
Nathan had the kind of body that was hard to ignore.

“What now?”

She reached behind him to soak another
washcloth with cool water. “Has anyone ever told you that patience
is a virtue?”

“Patience is not my strong point.” He leaned
against the sink and released a long breath.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” She dabbed
at his bloody lips with the wet cloth. She moved closer between his
spread legs. She worked hard to keep her expression neutral since
simply touching him generated such a heat that she felt certain she
would break out into a sweat at any moment.

“Do you know this?” Nathan’s long fingers
encircled her wrist and stilled her hand.

Paige allowed her gaze to meet his. She
couldn’t read the myriad emotions she saw there.

“I’ve laid awake thousands of times and tried
to figure out how I could have changed things between us.” He
shrugged. “Made things turn out differently or maybe even avoided
falling in love with you altogether.” His gaze dropped to the hand
he held and then back to her eyes. “I’m glad I didn’t know how it
would end. Even if I could go back, I’d do the same things all over
again.”

For a long time neither she nor Nathan spoke
except with their eyes. She saw the tremendous need in his, felt
the desire radiating from his body. His eyes closed as she gently
traced the outline of his jaw. Such a strong man, yet capable of
such sweet words. She tiptoed and placed a soft kiss on his bruised
lips. His dark eyes fluttered open as she skimmed her hand down his
taut chest making him shiver. She smiled at the power she could
wield over this big, powerful man. She gave his hungry mouth
another kiss.

Nathan’s hands snaked around her waist and he
pulled her tight against him. His mouth took hers in a kiss so hard
she tasted the blood from his injured lip.

“Paige,” he whispered against her mouth. “I
want you so much.” He cradled her in his arms. “Even if you leave
and never come back. Even if I spend the rest of my life alone. I
don’t care.” He pressed his forehead against hers. “I just want to
hold you and love you right now, today.”

She took his face in her hands and leveled
her gaze on his. “I want you, too, Nathan.”

He lifted her into his arms and carried her
into the bedroom. He settled her on her feet next to the bed. For
long moments he simply stared, as if memorizing every aspect of
her. She shuddered when he finally touched her. His palm caressed
her cheek, the pad of his thumb traced her lips.

She pulled the shirt over her head and
dropped it to the floor. She watched the desire in his eyes
intensify as her cutoffs fell to her ankles and she kicked them
aside.

Nathan remained motionless. Seemingly content
to look at her. But that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted him to
touch her—touch her now. She took his hand and pressed it to her
breast. He blinked and then slipped the satin fabric over her
nipple. He stroked the peak with his thumb, soft at first, then
harder. Heat swirled through her breast and then sank lower. With
painstaking slowness he leaned down and tasted her. Paige gasped at
the contact of his hot mouth on her breast…the whisper of black
silk against her abdomen. She threaded her fingers through his long
hair. He nibbled and then suckled, drawing desire up from the
deepest part of her. She had wanted this for so long. Wanted Nathan
for as long as she could remember. She pulled his mouth from her
breast and pressed her lips to his in a desperate kiss. She wanted
to lose herself in his heat.

His hands went behind her back and unfastened
her bra. He slipped the satin garment off and crushed her to him.
The feel of his wall of muscle against her soft breasts sent fire
searing through her middle. She could hold him like this forever
and be happy just hearing his heart beat, feeling his breath on her
bare skin.

He slipped his hands inside the cool silk of
her panties and eased them over her hips and down her thighs and
over the swell of her bottom. His work-toughened palms caused a
sensuous friction on her tender flesh.

She smoothed her hands over his powerful
back, reveling in the feel of his strong body. No matter how she
tried to pretend otherwise, she had never wanted anyone else like
she wanted Nathan Blackrope. Her heart and soul belonged only to
him. She could have today with him even if tomorrow never came. And
she wanted today—this moment in his arms.

Nathan’s tongue continued to tease and stroke
hers, his lips ravishing and at the same time soothing. Paige
tucked her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and circled his
waist, stopping on the snap. She popped the snap and then slid the
zipper down. Nathan groaned into her mouth as she reached inside
and touched him. Holding him so intimately sent a surge of pure
feminine possessiveness through her that paralleled the feeling she
had experienced when she had held her baby son in her arms for the
first time. Nathan was part of her—he always had been and he always
would be.

Paige pulled herself free of his kiss and
knelt before him. She carefully eased his jeans down, freeing him.
Nathan never wore underwear—just muscle and denim. The thought sent
another sphere of heat spiraling between her thighs. Paige tugged
his pants the rest of the way off and flung them away.

Her gaze moved up his muscular thighs. Her
heart skipped a beat when her eyes paused on his heavy arousal,
silky skin pulled tight across his hardened need. Nathan’s hands
fisted at his sides while she took her time exploring his body.
Paige glided her hands over his narrow hips and taut stomach in a
whisper of skin against skin. Her gaze swept over his smooth, broad
chest to the arms that could cradle tenderly or hold
passionately.

She smiled up at his handsome face. A face so
amazing that it took her breath away. His hair lay against his
shoulders and chest, a curtain of silk that beckoned to her touch.
Nathan Blackrope. Even his name made her insides twist with
desire.

His eyes remained closed. He was waiting.
Waiting patiently for her to have her fill of looking at him. She
pressed her lips to his stomach, next to his naval. A ragged breath
slipped past his lips into the quietness of the room. “Are you sure
this will be okay?” she asked, outlining the bandage with her
fingertips.

“Yes,” he said hoarsely.

Paige stood and slipped her arms around his
neck, aligning her body along the length of his. She closed her
eyes and glorified in the wonderful feel of his strong body.

Nathan moved his hands over her already
heated flesh, touching, caressing. He nuzzled the hollow of her
neck and inhaled deeply. His hands tangled in her hair as he took
her mouth. She opened for him as his tongue plunged into her
waiting mouth. He caressed…explored. His hardened length nudged her
belly. She arched into him. He groaned and kissed her more
deeply.

“I’ve wanted you for so long,” he whispered
against her cheek. “You can’t know how much this means to me.”

She tightened her hold on his neck. “I know
how much it means to me.” She pressed a kiss to the pounding pulse
at the base of his neck. Her chest felt so heavy. She wanted to
tell him things she didn’t even understand herself. She wanted to
shout hysterically with joy and at the same time she felt the
overwhelming need to cry. But all conscious thought ceased when
Nathan lowered her onto the bed.

His skin felt so hot against hers. She
inhaled his unique scent. Drew that special essence into her,
filling herself, aware of only him leaning over her, looking into
her eyes.

Her heart pounded, defeating any lingering
doubts. She arched against him. “I’m on fire,” she whispered
against his neck. “I can’t wait any longer.”

He pinned her hands above her head. His
intense gaze settled on hers. “Burn for me, Paige,” he murmured as
he nibbled her lower lip and then moved to her neck. His tongue and
teeth working in perfect harmony, like magic. Torturing and then
soothing her flesh as he made his way downward.

He licked one pebbled nipple, and took it
between his teeth and tugged. Teased it with the tip of his tongue
before opening his mouth to take as much of her breast as possible,
then sucking.

She moaned and tried to pull her hands free
to touch him, but he held her firmly, heightening her need.

Nathan moved to the other breast and worked
the same magic. Heat pooled between her thighs as his hungry mouth
moved over her belly and circled her navel. He pulled her arms down
to her sides, but still kept them gently pinned to the bed.

“Nathan,” she gasped when he moved lower
still. She desperately wanted to touch him. “Please,” she moaned.
His hands slipped free of hers and she immediately buried her
fingers in his hair.

He pushed her thighs up against her belly and
wider apart. One hand on the back of each thigh, Nathan squeezed
methodically as he lowered his head to please her in a way she had
never known before. His breath on the sensitive, exposed area sent
a shock rumbling through her. He flicked his tongue between the
folds of her most feminine flesh. He explored slowly, patiently
until he found the budding heart of her desire. He paid special
attention there.

Her blood pounded in her ears. She arched
wantonly against his mouth. “Nathan, please,” she begged. She
couldn’t take much more of this.

He slipped his tongue inside her in response.
She writhed uncontrollably at his stunningly erotic invasion. He
circled her and thrust, again and again. Wave after wave of
sensations swept over her, focusing on the center he continued to
torture. When the tightening began he thrust his tongue harder,
deeper and then he drew it across her pulsing nub. Paige cried out
as release rocked her.

Before the waves subsided, Nathan buried
himself fully, completely inside her. His lips found hers and he
kissed her with such need that she thought she might cry. The
sensation of being filled by him overwhelmed all other sensory
perceptions. She was one with him at last and she wanted to hold
him inside her and cherish him forever.

Nathan didn’t thrust for a long while,
satisfying his immediate need with grinding himself against her,
pausing and then grinding again.

Her heart constricted when she realized what
he was doing. He was giving her time to adjust to his size,
restraining his own needs for her comfort. She did cry then. Hard
as she tried not to, the tears slipped out.

He kissed her cheeks, her eyes. He drew back
and stared down at her in the semi-dark room. “Why are you crying?
Am I hurting you?” He shifted to withdraw.

“No,” she said quickly, tightening her hold
on his waist and wrapping her legs around his. “You’re not hurting
me.”

He brushed his lips to hers. “Then why are
you crying?” he asked again, holding his lower body still save for
the throbbing inside her.

“Because you’re so gentle and it’s been so
long,” she murmured.

“Paige.” He looked deeply into her eyes.
“What’re you saying?”

“There’s never been anyone but you.” She
tried to slow her racing heart and the thrill that zipped through
her body when she saw the impact of those words in his eyes.

He brought his lips back to hers and kissed
her slowly, reverently. With great care, he began to thrust inside
her. With each long, slow stroke he whispered sweet words to her.
She didn’t know what the words meant, she only knew that he spoke
to her in the language he used when he wanted to express an emotion
so strong that he couldn’t find the words to do so in English.

The waves crashed down on her again. The
tremors started so deep…so far away. Nathan moved faster, harder,
urged on by her responsive sounds. Closer and more powerful the
tremors came until she could hardly bear the pressure. She clutched
him to her and begged him to hurry.

He uttered a tormented phrase. His body felt
rigid and unconquerable. He fisted his hands in the sheets and
increased the force of his movements. He cried out her name and
then her own climax took her.

A lifetime of memories flashed through her
mind as she acknowledged what her heart had known all along. She
loved Nathan with all her heart and soul and nothing would ever
change that. Not time, not misunderstandings, not her father,
nothing.

Nathan’s own release came hard. He collapsed,
grinding his hips into hers one last time.

They held each other until their breathing
had returned to normal. Nathan eased onto the mattress next to her
and rested his head against her belly. Blue-black silk fanned over
her skin. He caressed her sweat-dampened body. Talking wasn’t
necessary. She could feel what he felt. Nathan still loved her,
too. She knew from the words he had spoken to her during their
lovemaking, though she had no idea what he had said. She knew by
the way he had looked at her when he realized there had been no one
else but him. And she also knew by the tender way he held her now.
He loved her. Her heart rejoiced.

“What’s this?” he asked, raising his head to
look more closely in the dim light.

“What?” Paige asked with a dreamy smile.

“This.” He traced the slightly raised mark of
her caesarean scar. The same line of flesh that had been reopened
to remove all that made her whole.

Paige stilled. She had forgotten about that.
How could she answer that question? There had been complications
and she hadn’t been able to have Jesse naturally. Fear slipped into
her anxious heart. No matter how much Nathan still loved her, he
would hate her when he found out the truth about his son. This
wonderful feeling they shared right now would only be temporary.
Paige’s heart ached. And even if he forgave her for that, he would
never want her now. Nathan wanted lots of children and Paige could
only give him one. The one she had kept from him for four
years.

“Paige,” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing,” she muttered. “It’s a surgical
scar. I…I had surgery. You know, female stuff.”

“What kind of female stuff?” he asked,
frowning.

Paige kissed him on the cheek. “I hope you’re
not in too much pain,” she said, changing the subject. She glanced
at the bandage on his stomach and winced when she saw the bright
red. “Nathan, you’re bleeding again. We shouldn’t have—”

“Believe me,” Nathan interrupted, “I didn’t
feel any pain.”

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


Paige smiled pleasantly at each person she
met as she strode leisurely down the corridor to the District
Attorney’s office. A glorious morning for revenge, she thought. She
glanced at her watch. Nine fifteen. Her timing was perfect. Paige
opened the door and entered the DA’s domain. She greeted the
receptionist in the lobby as she crossed the room. There was no
need to ask directions. She had been to Joe Myers’s office before.
She strode down the long hall that separated the individual suites.
At suite 218 she entered the office of Myers’s personal
secretary.

“Good morning, Miss Weston,” Sandra, a plump
lady in her mid-fifties, greeted Paige with an efficient smile.

“Good morning, Sandra,” Paige said, returning
the smile. “I’d like the see Mr. Myers, if he’s available.”

“He’s on the telephone right now, but as soon
as he’s finished, I’m sure Mr. Myers will be happy to see you.
Would you like some coffee, Miss Weston?”

“No, thank you.”

Paige sat down in one of the three chairs in
the small waiting area, crossed her legs and smoothed the gray
shirt of her suit. She directed her gaze to Myers through the glass
wall that separated his office from Sandra’s. He sat, reared back,
in his leather executive chair that certainly wasn’t
government-issue. He had already noticed Paige and nodded,
acknowledging her presence.

She couldn’t hear his conversation with the
door closed, but she could see the changing expressions on his face
as he spoke. She knew perfectly well that the person on the other
end of the line was her client.

Before leaving Trinity, Paige and Silas had
synchronized their watches. Calvin had placed his call from Silas’s
office at exactly twelve minutes past nine and Paige had timed her
arrival perfectly three minutes later. Myers couldn’t possible
suspect that Paige had put Calvin up to making the call when she
sat right before his eyes.

She smiled a secret smile and picked up a
magazine to occupy her hands and eyes until Myers finished
tightening the noose around his elegant neck.

After several minutes of conversing with
Calvin, the door to Joe’s office opened and he stuck his head out.
“Paige, come in,” he announced enthusiastically.

“Thank you.” She rose and followed him into
his office. Myers closed the door behind them.

“Have a seat.” He gestured toward the chair
in front of his desk. When Paige had made herself comfortable,
Myers took his seat. “What can I do for you today, counselor?” he
asked, with a roguish smile.

“Actually, I think there’s something I can do
for you,” she said. Her cell phone chirped on schedule. “Excuse me,
Joe.” Paige retrieved the compact phone from her purse. “Yes,” she
said to her caller. ”Great.” She closed the phone and deposited it
back into her purse. She straightened in her chair and set her gaze
back on Myers.

“You were saying?”

“I’d like you to drop the charges against my
client, Calvin Jefferson,” she said pointedly.

Joe laughed long and loud. “You must be
kidding. He’s an important link in our case against Malcolm
Reed.”

“You know those drugs were planted in his
locker as surely as I do. The combination on his locker has been
tampered with. The kid is as clean as they come. You know he’s
innocent.” Renewed fury swept through Paige when she considered the
unfairness of the case against Calvin.

“If I were a betting man, I’d bet you’re
right.” He smiled and raised one eyebrow. “But you see, I need
Calvin and I have absolutely no intention of giving him up.”

“Okay, if that’s the way you want to play,”
she warned. The intercom buzzed. Before Myers could press the
button to answer, Paige interjected, “That’ll be Calvin.”

Myers frowned at her and then pressed the
button.

“Yes?”

“You have a call on line one, Mr. Myers.”

Myers reached for the telephone without
taking his eyes off Paige. “Joe Myers,” he said into the receiver.
As he listened, a pallor slid over his salon-tanned face.

Paige knew Calvin was playing the tape he and
Silas had made of Myers’s unethical offer. When Myers dropped the
receiver back into the cradle, rage glittered in his eyes.

“Just what do you hope to accomplish,
Paige?”

“I don’t want to stir up any trouble, Joe. I
think we can work this out amiably. You drop the charges against
Calvin and I’ll forget about your little offer.”

“No way. I need Calvin.”

“How about I sweeten the deal for you,
Joe?”

“What do you mean?”

“There are two guys who work directly for
Malcolm Reed sitting in Haywood County Jail. Sheriff Holt says the
two are very anxious to cut a deal, especially since one’s up on an
assault charge. That would be assault with a deadly weapon.”

Myers straightened in his cordovan leather
chair. The anger in his eyes quickly changed to eagerness. “You’d
better not be jerking my chain,” he said warily.

“A.J. Davis, Calvin’s cousin, is probably the
one who planted the drugs if I had my guess, with Baby Dave
Simmons. A.J. is a very close associate of Malcolm’s, by his own
account and according to Calvin. Baby Dave seems to be A.J.’s
confidant.”

“You realize that I’ll have to check into
this before I can give you any assurances,” Myers told her
skeptically.

“You have twenty-four hours.” Paige stood.
“After that, I talk to Judge Mattson about your little offer.”

“Be reasonable, Paige,” Myer shot to his
feet. “These things take time.”

“Sheriff Holt can hold A.J. and Baby Dave for
twenty-four more hours. After that I can’t promise you anything
extra. Good day, Joe.”

Paige hurried to her car, then slipped behind
the wheel and buckled her seat belt. She couldn’t wait to see
Jesse. Maybe she would just spend the rest of the day with her
little boy. She and Jesse could treat Beatrice to lunch. Someplace
besides McDonald’s.

After that she would go back to Trinity.
To Nathan. She leaned her head back against the headrest and
closed her eyes. She relived the memory of Nathan’s hands on her
body, touching her everywhere. Heat simmered in her veins and she
smiled. She took a long, deep breath. She moistened her lips and
recalled the taste of his skin. Being with Nathan made her feel
complete.

That one night they shared together so long
ago had been beautiful—special. Paige had been completely
inexperienced in the art of making love, but Nathan’s ability as a
lover had more than made up for her lack of skill. Nathan had been
patient as best he could, considering the state of mind he had been
in at the time. He had needed Paige so much that night and she had
needed him. They had clung to each other as if the world would end
in the next minute.

When she had thought that Nathan had turned
to someone else, rejected her, Paige assumed that her father had
been right, that Nathan didn’t love her. She had never been able to
get close to anyone else. Not that she feared inadequacy, but
because she had always loved Nathan, even if he didn’t love her.
And then, of course, there was Jesse. The birth of her son had
turned her world upside down, sent her on a new journey. A journey
that altered the course of her life forever. Paige had bloomed like
a rose opening to the sun, become the true person she wanted
to be. Not the carbon copy her father had wanted her to be.

Now, she sighed and opened her eyes. All she
had to do was straighten this mess out with Nathan. She had
prepared herself for his hatred. She loved Nathan more than life
itself, but she could endure his hatred for Jesse’s sake. Her son
needed his father a great deal more than Paige needed a lover.

She started her car and pulled out onto the
busy street. She had always known what lay in store for her. One
night of love and tenderness hadn’t changed anything. But at least
she had a memory or two to hold in her heart. She wouldn’t kid
herself about the future. Nathan would hate her when she told him.
And she would tell him. Just not today, she decided.

 


~*~

 


Sweat rolled down Nathan’s back as he stacked
the last of the hay bales nearest to the loft door. The winter
supply was almost depleted as always at thus time of year. With the
pastures growing greener every day, haying the horses wouldn’t be
necessary much longer.

He peeled off his shirt and wiped the sweat
from his neck and chest, then adjusted the red bandana tied around
his forehead. He pitched his shirt on a bale and drew in a long
breath of barn scents. Any one of the men who worked for him would
be happy to tidy the hayloft for Nathan, but he liked doing this
particular chore himself. Working in the barn and caring for the
horses came second only to his love of riding.

He smiled. And all that took a back seat to
making love with Paige. He hadn’t slept at all last night. He had
tossed and turned and relived their lovemaking over and over again.
The very idea that he had been the only man to ever touch her did
strange things to his heart. He had walked the floors for hours
trying to wear off his insatiable need to make love to her again.
He couldn’t possibly bang on her door in the middle of the night as
he longed to do with Calvin there. Finally, desperate to relieve
the ache in his loins he had taken a long walk in the cool night
air.

Nathan had taken numerous other women to his
bed over the years after Paige had gone off to college and forsaken
him. Each time he had hoped that it would be different. That he
wouldn’t think of Paige when he should have been thinking of the
woman in his arms. And each time he had desperately hoped that he
wouldn’t feel empty inside when it was over, but he always did. He
had never been able to love anyone else. Hadn’t even wanted to. Not
even his doomed marriage had changed that fact.

Nathan surveyed the loft for anything else
that needed doing. He just wasn’t ready to call it a day yet. He
gingerly touched the bandage on his abdomen. Paige had insisted on
coming by this morning and redressing the barely-more-than-a-nick
injury. The way she acted, you would think that he had been near
fatally injured.

Nathan smiled. She had given him the sweetest
kiss before leaving for Memphis. He frowned when he thought of the
conservative suit she had worn to work. The damned thing covered up
everything from neck to knee. Then again, that might be good, he
decided. He didn’t want other men seeing too much of her.
Especially that Myers guy, whom Calvin seemed to think had the hots
for Paige. Nathan didn’t know Myers, but he didn’t like him. He
didn’t like him at all. He had seen him that one time in court.
And, come to think of it, there had been something about the
way he looked at Paige that Nathan found unsettling. The man had
damned sure better stay away from her. Because somehow, some way
Nathan intended to make her his again.

“No daydreaming allowed, Blackrope.”

He snapped his head around at the sound of
Paige’s lyrical voice. His smile returned at the sight of her
lovely face. She stepped off the ladder and into the loft,
smoothing the dust from her tasteful but prim suit.

“So, how’d it go with Myers?” he asked,
watching her move toward him. She removed the clasp restraining her
hair and the long, blond tresses cascaded over her shoulders.
Nathan longed to run his fingers through that softness.

“Without a glitch,” she told him, sounding
breathless. She stopped midway across the loft, tossed the clasp
aside, then unfastened the shiny button at her waist. She shrugged
out of her jacket and dropped it to the hay-strewn floor.

Nathan stared at the jacket on the floor and
then at her. Something was up. He had never known Paige to behave
so…so seductively.

“I felt like a female James Bond.” She smiled
a sexy smile, her pink lips begging to be kissed. “It was a real
rush, arousing…almost.” She slowly, one by one, unfastened the tiny
pearl buttons of her blouse.

“Uh…good. I’m—I’m glad your little scheme
worked,” he stammered. His throat tightened as he tried to swallow
with his mouth feeling like a dusty corral. Fire shot to his groin
when the pale silver blouse fell to the wide planks at her
feet.

“Myers didn’t know what hit him,” she purred,
sliding the skirt down her thighs. Paige stepped out of the circle
her skirt made on the floor and moved a step closer to him.

Nathan’s mouth fell open and his heart
hammered unmercifully as his gaze moved over her body. A black silk
teddy dipped breathtakingly low between her breasts and arched high
on her hips. Sheer, black stockings stopped mid-thigh in a band of
black lace. Nathan suddenly found it difficult to breathe.

“After that,” she slipped off one black heel
and propped her foot on a bale of hay, “all I could think about was
you.” She rolled her stocking down ever so slowly, pausing briefly
at her ankle. Paige pulled the sheer stocking from her foot,
allowing it to glide over her smooth thigh before she tossed the
scrap of black nothing to the floor.

“Me?” he asked lamely. His brain had stopped
functioning. Nathan squeezed his hands into fists and tried to calm
the volcano erupting inside him. He licked his lips and forced his
gaze away from the long, shapely legs tantalizing him.

Paige smiled. “Of course, you,” she said
sweetly as she removed the other stocking with the same painstaking
slowness as she had the first. Barefoot and all but naked, she
turned and took the few steps that separated them, her slender hips
swaying provocatively.

The contrast of her porcelain skin against
the black teddy made his body hum with white-hot desire. A new line
of sweat seeped into his bandana. His hardening flesh pressed
painfully against his jeans.

“Paige,” he murmured. “You’re driving me
crazy.”

She slid her hands across his bare chest. He
closed his eyes and shuddered with need. Her hot mouth closed over
one nipple. Nathan clenched his teeth against the groan that rose
in his throat. Whatever he had done to deserve this, he prayed he
would live to do it again.

When she’d had her fill of torturing that
nipple, she traced a path with her tongue to the other one. She
sucked hard and this time Nathan couldn’t prevent the groan from
escaping. Her fingers tugged at his belt and then the snap of his
jeans. She slid his zipper down and reached inside.

He grunted a startled, strained sound as her
fingers wrapped around his sex. “Paige.” For the first time since
she had entered the loft, Nathan allowed himself to touch her. The
cool silk sent sparks of heat discharging in his rigid body. He
slipped his fingers beneath the fabric he found incredibly erotic
to touch her smooth, warm skin. He stroked one firm, full
breast.

Paige pushed his jeans over his hips. She
dropped to her knees in front of him and dipped her tongue into his
naval.

“Wait,” he protested, trying to pull her back
up. He sucked in a harsh breath as her soft mouth moved lower. “You
don’t have to do this,” he struggled to say.

“I want to,” she told him. Passion glittered
in her blue eyes when she stared up at him. She smiled and then
licked his length in one long, even stroke.

Nathan closed his eyes and groaned a
surrendering sound as Paige continued to pleasure him in the way
every man dreamed his woman would. His heart pounded and his senses
took flight, soaring heavenward like an eagle. Nothing else
existed, only time and space as Paige took him higher. Desire
twisted through his body, simultaneously ravaging and
restoring.

He reached a plateau of pleasure he had never
dreamed of and suddenly he wanted desperately to bring Paige there
with him. His passion-clouded gaze dropped to her. His breath
caught at the look of love on her face as she gifted his body
selflessly. Nathan took her face in his hands and brought her gaze
to his. “Come with me,” he whispered hoarsely. Her wide-eyed,
sensuous expression wrenched his heart.

Nathan pulled Paige to her feet and slid his
arms around her waist. He took her mouth as gently as he could
considering he felt ready to blast off. Her arms went around his
neck, her tongue invaded his mouth. She moaned softly as he could
wait no longer.

He cupped her bottom and lifted her. Paige
wrapped her legs around his hips and arched into his groin. Nathan
half stumbled to the stack of hay some six or seven feet away. His
mouth never left hers as he positioned her on the stack. He fumbled
between her thighs to find her special softness.

Paige arched against his hand. “Hurry,
Nathan.”

He kissed her harder, filled her hungry mouth
with his tongue, drinking in the sweet taste of her. He found the
slick heat he had been searching for with trembling fingers. He
tested her readiness and almost lost himself in the fire. His knees
went weak with emotion.

“Now!”

“Okay…okay,” he mumbled against her lips.
Nathan pulled aside the scant strip of silk and thrust inside her
welcoming body. A deep, guttural sound echoed in the vast loft as
he buried his need deep inside Paige.

She called out his name and tightened her
hold on him. She showered his face, neck, and shoulders with kisses
as he moved slowly inside her. The sensation of being inside her
was incredible. Every muscle in his body felt hardened, every nerve
ending acutely sensitized.

He held her hips firmly in place, his lips
pressing against her soft hair. He couldn’t hold out…He was going
to loose it, but he wanted to make this last. He clenched his jaw
and withdrew all the way to the tip ever so slowly. It took
everything he had to ease himself unhurriedly back into her
fire.

She threaded her fingers into his hair and
thrust her hips upward. “Harder, Nathan,” she whispered. “I don’t
want to wait.”

The move sent him over the edge. Nathan
thrust harder, faster, tension sizzling up the length of him each
time he drove into her wet heat. His world tilted when she cried
out with release, her feminine muscles gripping him like a hot
vise. “I love you, Paige,” he whispered hoarsely as release took
him. “I love you,” he repeated. Only then did he realize he
hadn’t spoken in English.

“Nathan,” Paige whispered and took his face
in her hands. Her gaze locked with his. She kissed his lips.

He searched her eyes. He waited for her to
say the words he so wanted to hear. But they never came. He saw the
love on her face, in her eyes. Why wouldn’t she say what she felt?
How could he risk telling her when she held back? He had told her
he loved her in the throes of passion, it just came out in Apache.
But now, his rational side reemerged. Pride held him silent.

Paige tightened her legs around his hips,
pressing him more deeply inside her. “You’re amazing, Nathan
Blackrope.” She traced the line of his jaw. “Truly amazing.” She
took his lips with hers and Nathan felt himself harden once more.
He groaned and began the slow, easy rhythm again.

 


~*~

 


Paige paced the entry hall once more as she
waited for Joe Myers to call. Calvin shifted restlessly from his
propped position against the newel post at the bottom of the
stairs. He ran a hand over his face.

“Why don’t he call?” Calvin asked for the
fifth time, anxiety tingeing his voice.

“He’ll call,” Paige assured. The telephone
rang, startling her despite her anticipation of its ring. She
yanked the receiver up and answered with a breathless hello.

Calvin watched as she listened. “That’s just
what I wanted to hear. Okay, I’ll tell him. And Joe, thanks.” Paige
smiled as she hung up the receiver. “Yes!”

“Well?” Calvin asked, his eyes wide with
anticipation.

“The charges have been dropped! You’re off
the hook, Calvin!” She hugged him and they spun around in the
middle of Robert’s entry hall.

“Thank you, Miss P. I owe you.”

“I say we celebrate! Get your partying shoes
on, Calvin, we’re going to Bubba’s.” Paige snatched up the receiver
to invite Nathan and Silas.

“All right,” Calvin agreed, slapping Paige a
high five.

 


~*~

 


Two hours later the four sat around a table
at Bubba’s having an after dinner beer, except for Calvin, who had
cola. Even on Monday night, most of the booths and tables were
filled and country music blared from the jukebox.

“To Silas,” Paige announced, raising her
frosty mug, “the mastermind.” She had come up with the initial idea
to trap Myers, but Silas had devised the method.

Glasses clinked in agreement.

“What’s this I hear about you retiring,
Silas?” Nathan asked after downing a long swallow of foamy
brew.

Paige’s gaze flew to her friend. “You’re
retiring?”

“It’ time, little girl, I’m sixty-five. I
want to see some of this old world before I leave it.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with Robert
getting married, does it?” Nathan asked pointedly.

“Perhaps.” Silas shrugged. “I’m sure he’ll be
too busy with his new wife to play poker with me three nights a
week.”

Paige’s heart went out to Silas. “We’ll just
have to find you a girlfriend,” she offered.

“Bite your tongue,” Silas barked. “I’m my own
man. I don’t need a woman telling me how to live my life.” His
incensed expression generated a burst of laughter from
everyone.

“I’m sorry. It was just a suggestion,” Paige
amended.

An attractive, middle-aged waitress sidled up
to Silas’s place at the table. “Could I get anything else for you,
darling?”

“No, thanks. I’m fine.” Silas smiled up at
the woman, who practically melted right before his eyes.

“Hey, they’re playing our song,” Nathan said.
He took Paige’s hand and pulled her up.

“What song?” she asked, dumbfounded. She
tried to decipher the melody and the odd look on Nathan’s face. “I
didn’t know we had a song.”

Nathan leaned toward Paige to whisper in her
ear, “We do now.” He smiled a wicked, heart-stopping smile and led
her out onto the dance floor. “Besides, this could be our
song.”

She concentrated on identifying the song as
Nathan folded her in his arms and pulled her close.

“Like I told you before, even if I’d known
I’d lose you, I wouldn’t have done anything differently.”

She nodded, the words of the song sinking
in.

“I wouldn’t have missed this dance for
anything.” His lips touched hers, lightly, lovingly. “I know you’ll
be leaving—”

“Nathan—”

He touched a finger to her lips and shook his
head. “Don’t say anything, Paige. For just a little while let’s
pretend that everything’s right between us.”

He pulled her close and held her tightly.
Tears welled in her eyes as she realized that he was right. This
moment was all they had. Her heart lurched. Time was running out
for her. The lyrics of love floating from the jukebox taunted her.
She closed her eyes and clung to him for what might be the last
time. He was hers right now.

“I like your dress,” Nathan whispered against
her hair.

“Thank you,” she whispered back. She smiled
to herself. She had rushed into town after calling Nathan to this
informal celebration and searched every shop on Main Street for
this flimsy little sundress. If tonight was going to be her last
night with Nathan, she wanted to make it special.

She absorbed the heat coming from his body.
Felt the power of his strong arms. Inhaled the essence that was his
alone. She lost herself in his instinctive rhythm to the music.
I love you, Nathan Blackrope, she said silently. I always
will.

 


~*~

 


Paige watched Calvin disappear into Robert’s
house. She looked up at Nathan, who stood watching her without
speaking. He had come around to the passenger side of his truck to
assist her in getting out, but that’s as far as they had gotten.
The truck’s interior light cast a dim glow, then faded to darkness.
They both stood in the near darkness, not saying anything. She
could sense that Nathan understood their time together was almost
over.

“I had a great time,” he said finally.
“Thanks for inviting me.” His black eyes pierced the darkness,
sending a spear of heat through her.

“Calvin and I couldn’t have done it without
you, Nathan.” She smiled and placed a tentative hand against his
tense jaw. Oh, how she wished she could change the events that were
about to take place.

He crushed her to him and kissed her with an
urgency that made her chest ache with guilt and pain. Paige plunged
her hands into his beautiful hair, felt its silkiness. She wanted
so for this to last forever. To tell him that she loved him. But
that would only make matters worse when she told him about Jesse.
She could never let him know how desperately she needed him. She
knew she had to let him go—let him find someone else. Her heart
grieved at the thought. Nathan deserved someone who wouldn’t hurt
him the way she was about to.

He kissed her harder, and Paige felt the
desperation in his rigid body. Tasted the despair on his lips. She
ached for him, for what she knew he wanted. Tears stung behind her
lids. If she could only undo the past, she could make him happy—she
knew she could. But she couldn’t change what had happened. Instead
she held this moment in the palm of her hand, her dark secret
poised to crush them both.

Nathan slid his hands under her dress and
squeezed her bottom. He lifted her and placed her on the edge of
the truck seat. “I need you, Paige,” he groaned into her mouth,
then leaned her back onto the seat, imprisoning her with his strong
body.

Desire gripped her with such urgency that
Paige dared not speak for fear of what she might say. She ripped
his shirt open, buttons clicked against the dash and to the floor.
Her fingers splayed over his chest. She would never forget how his
skin felt beneath her touch. Smooth, hot, stretched taut over
rugged muscle. This had to be the last time. After tonight Nathan’s
feelings toward her would be irrevocably changed. He would never
again be hers.

Desperate kisses. Hands everywhere at once.
Ragged breaths and ripping cloth sounded in the silence. And then
he was inside her, filling her. Nathan groaned and took her mouth
with his. His kiss was long and deep, heart wrenching.

His hands tormented her breast, massaging and
stroking as her thrust rhythmically inside her. “I need you so
much,” he murmured against her lips.

She ran her hands over his back and down to
his waist urging him on. “I need you, Nathan,” she confessed, ready
to burst into tears of pain…of joy…of need…of desperation.

She felt a distant tingling. Sensations
flooded her mind and body. She matched his movements, thrust for
thrust. He gasped for breath when the tremors started to shake her.
His own movements became more urgent as her tightening began.
Harder he plunged into her.

Climax crashed through her at his final,
urgent thrusts. Tension still vibrated inside him when his body at
last rested against hers, the same tension that threatened to
suffocate her with its intensity.

“Please don’t leave me, Paige,” he whispered
in the darkness, his voice raw with emotion. “I can’t lose you
again.”

Paige held him tightly to her. How could she
ever have let this happen? She knew when she came that she couldn’t
allow herself to get involved with him. And look what she had
done.

Nathan drew back to look into her eyes. “I
love you, Paige. I never stopped.”

 


 


 



Chapter Ten

 


Nathan closed his eyes and took a deep
breath. Paige slid her arms around him from behind.

“I’m so glad you stayed the night,” she said
and planted a kiss on his shoulder. She reached for the brush she
had dropped on the bed and tugged it through his hair. “I love your
hair. Remember when we were kids and I used to braid it for
you?”

“How could I forget?” He smiled in spite of
the tremendous ache in his chest. “Every time I sat still for more
than five minutes you were twiddling with my hair.”

“You loved it and you know it.”

“I guess I did,” Nathan admitted as she
continued to smooth the long strands. Though they had made love
again during the night, still he wanted her now. He shifted, the
jeans he had pulled on becoming uncomfortably snug.

“I think we should call Bubba’s and see if he
would consider sending over a hot breakfast,” Paige suggested
playfully. “I’m starving. And after we eat, we need to talk.”

“Let’s talk now,” he said. His smile relaxed
into a frown when he considered that during their lovemaking he’d
told Paige how much he loved her and that he wanted her to stay;
each time she had remained silent. Nathan knew she loved him. He
could feel it. He could see it in her eyes.

“You mean you aren’t hungry?” Paige asked,
surprised.

“Tell me about the surgery.”

She blinked, uncertainty shoved aside the
surprise in her eyes. “That’s one of the things I’d planned to talk
to you about. I just keep putting it off.”

“So tell me.”

“Cancer. I have…had cancer.”

He hadn’t been prepared for that. The words
slammed into him with such force that Nathan couldn’t speak for a
long moment. “Cancer?” he repeated tightly.

She nodded.

“But you’re okay now?” He heard the
desperation in his own voice. He couldn’t lose her now. He’d only
just found her again.

“Yes, but,”—she lowered her gaze—“I can’t
have children now.” She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “They
had to”—her gaze returned to his—“you know what they had to
do.”

He clutched her shoulders, fear gripping him.
“You’re sure you’re okay now? It won’t come back?”

“There’s no reason to believe it will.” She
took his hands in hers. “Nathan, facing this disease made me
realize the mistakes I’ve made. It made me see things more clearly.
I know I should have told you everything a long time ago, but I
thought—”

“Told me what?” he interrupted, fear and
concern clouding his ability to understand.

“When I found out, you had already married
someone else. I didn’t want to—”

He shook his head. “What are you talking
about?”

She took a deep breath. “Nathan—” A ring from
the telephone cut her off.

“Let it ring.”

“It might be important.” Paige released his
hands and answered the annoying instrument. She listened quietly
for a few moments.

Nathan could hear the caller speaking louder
than necessary. He hoped nothing had backfired for Calvin.

“Beatrice, I don’t understand. Slow down.”
Paige stood, clearly distressed.

Nathan got up and stood beside her, watching
her closely. Who the hell was Beatrice? What could she want?

“Jesse?” Paige paled as she uttered the name.
“Yes, I’m on my way. No!” She threaded her fingers nervously
through her hair. “I’ll be there in two hours. Just make sure
Jesse’s okay.”

Jesse. A knot twisted in Nathan’s gut
and a sense of foreboding settled over him. Who was Jesse? Paige
had not mentioned that name before. Nathan had a bad feeling about
this Jesse.

She pressed the disconnect button and placed
the receiver back on its base. “I have to go back to Memphis,” she
told him quickly without looking at him.

“What’s going on?” Nathan moved up behind
her. Fear gripped his heart. She was leaving and someone named
Jesse had something to do with it.

She blinked and shook her head. “I don’t have
time to explain. I’ll call you later.” She rushed to the dresser
and jerked out something to wear.

“Paige, tell me what’s going on,” he demanded
more firmly than he had intended, hands planted on his hips. She
wasn’t going anywhere until she told him the deal.

“Nathan, I don’t have time.” She tugged on
her jeans and slipped on a T-shirt.

“I’ll go with you then,” he offered.

“No,” she shot back, shaking her head
adamantly. “No. I’ll call you later.”

He knew true fear when he saw it. Paige was
scared. He watched as she pulled on her shoes and tied them with
trembling fingers. Something was very wrong. “What does this Jesse
character have to do with whatever’s going on?”

Paige leveled her gaze on his. “Nathan, I
promise I’ll explain everything later, but right now I have to go.
Tell Calvin I’ll come back for him later this evening.”

Nathan backed off when he saw the tears
brimming. He wouldn’t make things worse. Whatever she had to deal
with, he had no intention of adding to her anxiety.

“Bye,” she said hastily before dashing out
the door.

Nathan dropped back on the foot of the bed.
Helpless. He felt helpless to control any of this. He raked his
hands through his hair, pushed up from the bed and strode to the
window. He watched, his hopes sinking, as Paige sped away in a
cloud of dust and spraying gravel. She had said she would call. He
squeezed his eyes shut and considered his options once more. Stay
here and wait for her to call or come back. But he had done that
before and look where it had gotten him.

No.

Nathan wasn’t going to let history to repeat
itself. He would go to Memphis and find out just exactly what the
deal was himself. Calvin was supposed to go home, Nathan could drop
him off and save Paige the trouble.

Yeah, he thought with a smile. And that would
be his excuse for following Paige to Memphis. He would be doing her
a favor.

 


~*~

 


Paige parked in the long, half-moon drive
that curved across the lawn of the Weston estate. She sighed,
trying to dispel some of the growing anxiety. Mercy, she dreaded
this encounter. Her father had returned home earlier than
anticipated and the man had flown into a rage upon hearing of
Paige’s whereabouts. It wasn’t like Beatrice could have lied. Why
else would her father’s housekeeper have Jesse? How could anyone
have known that he would have returned home unexpectedly?

Paige got out of her car and walked up the
sidewalk, past the elegant landscape and the bubbling fountain. She
climbed the steps and crossed the immaculately kept veranda. Paige
pressed the doorbell and held her breath. Please, God, she
prayed, don’t let my father say anything that will hurt
Jesse.

Raymond opened the door. He smiled with
sincere affection. “Miss Weston, so nice to see you.” He stepped
back, swinging the door wide open.

“Thank you, Raymond.” She produced a smile as
best she could and stepped into the richly decorated foyer. Raymond
had been the butler for the Westons for as long as she could
remember. “It’s nice to see you, too.”

“Your father is waiting for you in his
study.”

“Thank you,” she replied, not feeling
thankful at all.

Paige walked down the marble-floored entry
hall until she reached the door to her father’s study. She
moistened her lips and firmed her resolve. She could handle this
situation. She had to handle this situation. Paige turned the knob
and pushed the door open. Her eyes came immediately to rest on
Jesse, sitting quietly on the sofa beside Beatrice. Paige had
waited silently on that same couch many times as a child. Waited
for her father to give her one lecture or the other regarding
propriety. A term she had learned was synonymous with Elliott’s
Rules.

“Mommy,” Jesse cried, jumping down to run
into her embrace.

Paige almost winced. Her father had never
allowed running in his house. Jesse’s arms flew around her as she
crouched down to meet him. She hugged him tightly and inhaled his
little-boy scent. How she had missed him. “Hi, sweetie.”

“Beatrice, would you take Paige’s son into
the kitchen for refreshments,” Elliott Weston directed. Elliott
never asked people to do things, he directed.

Her son. Anger shot through Paige at
her father’s avoidance of Jesse’s name. The calm, holier-than-thou
sound of Elliott Weston’s voice made her bristle. She and Beatrice
exchanged worried looks. She pulled free of Jesse’s loving arms and
allowed Beatrice to lead him from the room. He didn’t need to hear
or see any of this. The door closed with an audible click behind
them and Paige finally allowed her gaze to meet her father’s.

His disapproving gaze swept over her. Paige
knew she looked a mess. Worn jeans and T-shirt hastily pulled on.
Nathan’s scent sill lingered on her skin.

“Please sit down, Paige,” her father issued
the command softly, but firmly nonetheless.

“I think I’ll stand,” she replied without
flinching. She wouldn’t feel quite so vulnerable standing.

“Fine,” he acquiesced. He studied her for a
long while before he began. “Would you care to explain to me what
fascination Trinity has held for you the past few days?”

“Actually, no.”

“I believe I have the right to an
explanation, especially since I arrived this morning to find your
son in Beatrice’s care.”

Ever the lawyer, Paige mused. “Jesse is his
name and he’s your grandson,” she stated defiantly.

“Not a day goes by that I don’t consider that
fact.”

“It’s nice to know you think of us often,
Father.” Paige pasted a smile across her lips. How could he be so
cold?

She took a deep, steadying breath. She
wouldn’t lose it, because that’s what he wanted. She had his
number. Paige held her tongue.

“You are my daughter. Of course I think of
you often. Especially since…” His voice trailed off. He
straightened in his luxurious chair, “And, as you say, Jesse is my
grandson. How could I not think of him?”

“If it were only that simple with you,” she
said ruefully.

“Since you have no intention of telling me
why you went to Trinity, why don’t I hazard a guess?”

“Uncle Robert is on his honeymoon. I went to
oversee the renovations in his house,” Paige told him in a tone
just a degree short of scathing.

“Beatrice has already provided that cover
story.”

“Cover story?” Paige was a grown woman,
thirty years old. She didn’t have to answer to him. “Do I have to
remind you that I’m well past the age of needing your consent?”

“I know how old you are. Even if you don’t
act it.”

“This conversation is over, Father,” Paige
retorted. Enough was enough. She didn’t have to stand here and take
this. Why did she? Because he was her father and Paige wanted to
give him every opportunity to change his mind.

Elliott stood, rage blazing in his blue eyes.
“I know why you went to Trinity, Paige.” He rounded his desk and
moved closer to her. He shook his aristocratic head in disgust.
“Didn’t you learn your lesson five years ago? Nathan Blackrope is
no good. He wouldn’t have anything if Amos Collins hadn’t been
foolish enough to marry his mother.”

“I won’t listen to this,” Paige said through
clenched teeth.

“He’s nothing. A parasite living on the
misguided good intentions of a wealthy man. I can’t believe you
would lower yourself by crawling back to him. I raised you better
than that. Your uncle filled your head with ridiculous notions all
those years. I should never have allowed you to spend one summer
with Robert.”

“Stop it!” Paige shouted. “You’re wrong. Why
can’t you see how wrong you are? Are you that blind?” Her entire
body shook with rage. How could this man be her father?

“You’ve thrown your whole life away over that
damned man,” he bellowed. “I’ll treat the child fairly since Weston
blood runs through his veins, but if you insist on cavorting with
the likes of Nathan Blackrope, I’ll—”

“You’ll what? Disown me? Disinherit me?”
Paige spat vehemently. “Take your pick. I stopped caring long
ago.”

“This has gone on too long, Paige,” he
shouted. “You’re my daughter and I’m entitled to your respect. I
will not have you ignore me or my wishes!”

“Respect is something you earn, Father. You
don’t own me.” Paige shook her head. “I’m not a piece of
property.”

“You’re my daughter, Paige. I won’t lose you
over the likes of Nathan Blackrope.”

Beatrice burst into the room. “I can hear you
two shouting clear in the kitchen. And so can Jesse.”

Paige’s heart twisted with pain at the
thought of her son hearing this exchange. Episodes like this were
the reason she had stopped seeing her father more than a year
ago.

 


~*~

 


Nathan parked his truck next to Paige’s car.
He had dropped Calvin off at his grandmother’s house first. The
kid’s last words to him echoed in his head, “She loves you, Chief.
Don’t let her get away.” He tried to tell himself that Calvin was
right, but something kept eating at his insides. Something he saw
in Paige’s eyes each time he looked at her. It was more than her
revelation about the cancer and not being able to have children. He
just couldn’t put his finger on it. En route Calvin had gotten a
call from his grandmother, she was the Beatrice who’d called Paige.
Whatever the woman had called about, it had gone down at Paige’s
father’s house.

He took a long look at Elliott Weston’s home.
His stomach tied itself in knots when he considered the possibility
of coming face to face with that man again. Paige had said her
daddy was away on business. If Nathan were lucky, maybe he hadn’t
returned yet. All he wanted to do was see Paige and find out about
this Jesse guy.

With a heavy exhale, he emerged from his
truck. He slipped on his Stetson and strode to the Westons’ front
door. He stared at the intricately designed wood and glass that
stood between him and uncertainty. Nathan shook off the hate-filled
memories of Paige’s daddy and pressed the doorbell.

A formally attired man of at least sixty
opened the door and greeted Nathan. “May I help you, sir?”

“I’m here to see Paige,” Nathan told him
hesitantly. A butler, he realized. Nathan almost laughed in spite
of the tension he felt. Hell, he thought those guys were
extinct.

“I’m sorry, sir, but she’s not available at
the moment. Would you like to leave a message?”

Neither the man’s tone of voice nor his
facial expression varied the slightest when he spoke. Nathan
smiled. “I’ll wait.” He allowed his voice to convey his level of
determination. He would not leave until he had seen Paige.

“I see,” the man noted. “And whom shall I say
is calling?”

“Nathan Blackrope.” He tightened his jaw
against the other words that wanted to tumble out. If Paige’s daddy
was home, he would soon know without having to ask.

“Come in, sir.” The man allowed Nathan into
the long hall. “I’ll inform Miss Weston of your arrival as soon as
possible.”

Nathan removed his hat and thanked him. The
man turned and walked down the long hall, an air of dignity in his
step. Nathan shook his head. A butler. As if Elliott Weston
couldn’t answer his own door.

He surveyed the ritzy digs. So this is how
Paige had grown up. No wonder she loved her summers in Trinity so
much. This joint was no place for a kid. It reminded Nathan more of
a fancy funeral parlor or maybe a museum.

Heated voices caught Nathan’s ear. He
listened. One belonged to Paige. The other he knew to be Elliott
Weston’s. Nathan’s skin crawled at the sound. He set his jaw harder
and willed the anger to retreat. He hadn’t come to make a fool of
himself. No matter how Elliott provoked him, he would stay calm for
Paige’s sake.

“Hello.”

Nathan snapped his head around and then
dropped his gaze to find the source of the voice. His eyes came to
rest on a child and his heart stopped beating. A boy. Black
hair and eyes…dark skin. Nathan’s head spun and his pulse pounded
in his ears. He blocked out all other stimuli and focused
completely on the boy.

“My name’s Jesse.” The child stepped closer
and smiled up at Nathan. “What’s your name?”

Nathan sank to his knees. Partly to get a
closer look at the boy and partly because is legs would no longer
hold his weight. His gaze moved slowly over the child, taking in
blue jeans and a Spiderman T-shirt. Jesse. He had said his
name was Jesse. Nathan tried to keep his voice calm.

“Nice to meet you, Jesse,” he managed to
choke out and extend a shaky hand. “I’m Nathan.”

The little boy latched onto his hand and
shook it hard. His toothy grim widened. Nathan’s heart lurched at
the child’s touch. Jesse suddenly dropped Nathan’s hand and reached
for a long strand of black hair.

“You Indian, like me,” Jesse noted
innocently.

Nathan nodded, unable to speak. This
couldn’t be.

“I go to preschool,” Jesse said, reaching
down to touch the hat Nathan held. “Frankie said I was a Indian.
I’m four years old now. Soon I’ll go to big-kid school.” He took
Nathan’s hat and set it on his head and then pushed it up so he
could see.

Nathan swallowed hard and set his gaze on the
child’s angelic face. “When’s your birthday, Jesse?” Nathan held
his breath as he waited for the answer. This just couldn’t
be.

“I already had my birthday. It was March,” he
said happily, adjusting the large hat on his head once more.

Nathan quickly calculated the time between
the day of his mother’s funeral and Jesse’s birth month four years
ago. Nine months. The room whirled around him. His head pounded.
His unsteady gaze locked on the little boy wearing his hat.

Jesse was his son. His son. How could
Paige have kept this from him? There had to be some
explanation…

Angry voices sounded again from down the
hall, louder this time. Nathan jerked his gaze in that
direction.

“They’re fighting. Mommy and Grandfather
always fight,” Jesse said sadly.

Nathan felt an almost uncontrollable urge to
hold him, but he didn’t dare for fear of scaring the child. His
child. A child that looked exactly like him. Exactly. Nathan
closed his eyes to slow the spinning. How could Paige have done
this to him? Nathan had been wrong. Calvin had been wrong. Paige
didn’t love him. She hated him. The proof stood right before his
very eyes. Otherwise she would never have done something like this
to him. Rage and pain boiled inside him, vying for possession of
his senses. Nathan opened his eyes and looked at his son. His
son.

 


~*~

 


“I’m leaving now.” Paige spun away from her
father’s angry glare. She stormed out of his study, followed by
Beatrice.

“Miss Paige,” Raymond said, then cleared his
throat, “you have a visitor.”

“What?” she asked, slowing momentarily to
glance at Raymond. “Who?” Frustrated and knowing that her father
would follow at any moment, Paige didn’t wait for Raymond’s
response, but continued down the hall.

“Nathan Blackrope,” Raymond called behind
her.

Paige stopped dead in her tracks. Her shocked
gaze moved from Raymond, to Nathan who stood by the front door and
then dropped to Jesse who smiled happily up at Nathan.

“What are you doing here?” she breathed, her
words barely audible in the ensuing silence.

The look she saw in Nathan’s eyes at that
moment ripped her heat to shreds. “Getting to know Jesse,” he said
icily.

“Mommy, Nathan said I could have his hat.”
Jesse ran to her, displaying the black Stetson. “It’s really cool.
Look.” He perched the hat atop his sweet head.

“That’s nice, sweetie.” Paige smiled at her
son. She struggled to hold back the tears mounting in her eyes.
“Beatrice”—Paige turned to the woman at her side wringing her
hands—“please take Jesse out back for a few minutes.”

Beatrice grasped Jesse’s hand and urged him
toward her. “Come along, Jesse, we’ll go into the garden and show
your new hat to Ms. Julia. And maybe she’ll let us help plant
petunias.”

“Bye, Nathan,” Jesse shouted as he was rushed
away.

“So long, Jesse,” Nathan called after him.
His gaze followed Jesse’s departure until he was completely out of
sight.

Nathan finally faced Paige when Jesse moved
out of earshot. She steeled herself for what she knew would come
next. What she had done was unforgivable. She had to face his wrath
now…and quite possibly his hatred.

He shook his head slowly. “How could you do
this?”

“I’m sorry, Nathan,” Paige murmured, her
heart cracking with each word.

“You’re sorry?” he roared. “You kept my son…”
Nathan squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fists at his sides.
When he opened his eyes again Paige saw the one thing she had
prayed she wouldn’t—hatred.

“I wish it hadn’t happened this way. I wanted
to explain about Jesse…I’m so sorry.” She saw the shudder that
swept over him…saw the way he worked to hold onto control. Dear
God, what had she done?

“You kept my son from me for more than four
years and all you can do is say you’re sorry?”

“Nathan, you married someone else before I
even knew I was pregnant.” Panic overwhelmed her now. She couldn’t
think straight. Everything was going wrong. “When I found out, I
couldn’t tell you and risk breaking up your marriage. And then”—she
dropped her gaze to the floor—“everything got out of control. My
father—”

“I don’t give a damn about your father.” He
raked a hand through his hair and shifted with agitation, his shock
quickly turning to rage. “I can’t believe you did this. You’re
worse than your father!” he added, his words like acid on her
skin.

“That’s enough,” Elliott Weston commanded
from somewhere behind Paige. “I will not allow you to stand in my
house and speak to my daughter in that manner. The only reason I
haven’t already called the police is because I don’t want to turn
this ridiculous scene into a public spectacle.”

“Father, please. This is between me and
Nathan,” Paige appealed as Elliott moved to her side. Her heart
felt ready to burst from her chest and her head verged on
exploding. The last thing she needed was a showdown between Nathan
and her father.

“Don’t bother with him, Paige,” her father
replied haughtily. “Why waste your time? The man obviously has no
feelings for you. What did you expect from someone like him?” He
turned his hateful glare on Nathan. “Can’t you see that she’s been
through enough?”

Paige’s gaze collided with Nathan’s. She saw
the danger in his eyes. Her father was pushing too hard, treading
on perilously thin ice.

“Nathan, maybe we can talk somewhere else,”
she offered anxiously. Somehow she had to get him away from her
father.

“I have nothing else to say to you,” he said
coldly.

“You see. He doesn’t care about you. The man
has no right to even be here.” He turned his attention to Nathan.
“Leave right now, Mr. Blackrope, before I call the police and have
you escorted out of Memphis.”

“But—” Paige started.

“You’re right,” Nathan interrupted in a low,
ominous voice. “I have no right to be here.”

“Then go,” Elliott suggested
contemptuously.

Nathan stepped closer to him, his own
contempt etched across his angry face. “There’s just one problem.
That’s my son out there in your garden and if you think you can
keep me from him, you’re dead wrong.”

“Nathan,” Paige gasped, her worst fears
coming true.

Nathan moved his caustic gaze to her. “You
won’t keep him from me, Paige. You’ve deprived me of too much
already.”

“You’d better find yourself a good attorney,
Mr. Blackrope.” Elliott held his ground under Nathan’s glower.
“You’ll need one if you think you’re getting your hands on that
child. Now, get out.”

Nathan looked from Elliott to her. “I can’t
believe you did this, Paige.”

“We can work this out, Nathan,” she told him
in a shaky voice. Everything was falling apart around her. “This is
between you and me. My father has no say in it.”

Nathan only glared at her before turning to
her father. “Make no mistake, I will be back for my son.”

Paige watched, in silent shock, as Nathan
strode out the door, down the walk and then disappeared. Why hadn’t
she told him days ago? Then none of this would have happened. She
could have given him the news gently, explaining all the
extenuating circumstances as she went along. Now the damage was
done. Nathan hated her and she deserved it. She closed her eyes and
willed away the fresh flood of tears gathering behind her lids.

“Paige, you have got to get that…that man out
of your system,” her father urged. “He’ll only drag you down. It’s
bad enough that he’s Jesse’s father.”

She turned on her father then. “I love Nathan
Blackrope. Do you hear me?” Rage pushed away all other
emotions.

“You can’t mean that. The man is a savage in
every sense of the word. He doesn’t even deserve your pity.”

“Nathan is Jesse’s father and I won’t listen
to you speak badly about him. You don’t rule my life anymore. If
you can’t accept Jesse and Nathan, then we have nothing else to
discuss.”

“Paige, when I thought I might lose you
forever, I couldn’t bear it. We can’t let our relationship continue
this way.”

“No”—Paige shook her head—“we can’t. I love
you, Father, I always will. But if you can’t accept my son and the
man I love, then we have no relationship.” Paige turned on her heel
and stalked away from Elliott Weston.

Enough had been said.

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


Paige sat down on the shabby but comfortable
sofa in her modest apartment and expelled a long, deep sigh. She
had spent the entire week since the episode at her father’s house
sorting out her thoughts. Calvin had called to let her know that
his life was back to normal. Denise had things under control at the
office. Paige had called Robert and Silas to discuss the situation
and her tentative plan. Her uncle had been very encouraging and
helpful, but he couldn’t make the decision for her. She’d had to do
that all alone.

Once the decision was behind her, Silas had
started the ball rolling in Trinity. Paige had made the final
arrangements required of her in Memphis. Now all she had to do was
take the next step necessary to put her decision into action.

Paige sighed as she watched her little boy’s
fierce determination to build a fort with Legos. Hurt feelings and
poor choices made without looking at the big picture or the future
implications had robbed him of his father for four years. Now she
would have to explain why she had made those wrong choices. She had
to make this right.

It was past time.

If Silas had things in Trinity ready, Paige
could surely meet with Nathan and have her part of the plan in
motion by—she glanced at her watch—four this evening. That would
give her plenty of time to break the news to Jesse. She didn’t know
how much he would understand, but she had to try.

Paige reached for the telephone and entered
Silas’s number. There was no time like the present to find out just
what it would take to make amends with Nathan. Paige knew he loved
her. He had told her over and over again just how much he loved
her. Not to mention that he had shown her in no uncertain terms
that he wanted her to stay. He was angry right now and rightly so,
but he would calm down. No matter what she had to be for
forgiveness, she intended to win Nathan back. For Jesse’s sake and
for the sake of her own heart. But would he still want her now that
he knew she couldn’t have any more children?

 


~*~

 


With a frustrated puff of breath, Nathan
shoved the paperwork he’d been putting off across the big oak desk.
He couldn’t concentrate. His thoughts kept drifting back to
Memphis. To Paige. To his son. Jesse. The boy’s name echoed
in the emptiness that filled his heart. Nathan pushed up and
crossed to the window that overlooked his east pasture.

He had felt ready to tear the world apart
when he realized what Paige had done to him, but his love for her
eventually abated his anger. Nathan could just imagine how
frightened Paige had been when she discovered that she was
pregnant. He shook his head in deep regret that he hadn’t been able
to be there for her. Facing her father all alone with that kind of
news had to be the hardest thing she had ever done. If only he had
gone after her. They could have shared their child together. Pride
had cost him more than he had ever imagined. And then to go through
cancer. God, how had she managed virtually alone?

What could he do now to convince her to love
him? To give a life together another chance. She had already made a
life for herself and their son in Memphis. Nathan had serious
doubts that Trinity would hold more than fleeting interest for her
now.

He swung away from the window. He closed his
eyes. Damn. He hurt all over. He loved her so much. She had hurt
him, there was no denying that, but he loved her anyway. Loved his
son, though he had only been aware of his existence for a short
time.

Every night memories of making love with
Paige had tormented him. She hadn’t said the words, but he had felt
the emotions. Paige loved him. He knew she did. But she didn’t want
a life in Trinity. He had seen her in the courtroom…seen her with
Calvin. She had a special knack for helping people.

He dropped his gaze to the mountain of
paperwork on his desk. Work he no longer felt even remotely
interested in doing. Paige felt needed in Memphis in a way that he
couldn’t hope to make her feel in Trinity. He had nothing to offer
her here, except his love and evidently that wasn’t enough.

Nathan had made an excellent reputation for
himself in the world of quarter horses. He could more than provide
for his son’s needs. He laughed at himself then, a harsh, hurting
sound. What did his son need from him? Jesse had a wealthy,
powerful grandfather who could give him everything.

He shook his head in defeat and stalked out
of his office. Somehow—no matter the outcome of his relationship
with Paige—Nathan intended to know his son. Somehow…

Hell, he had done all the thinking he could
do for one day. His brain needed a rest. Nathan paused at the front
door to snatch up his Stetson. His hand hovered above the hook on
which it always hung and recollection slugged him right in the gut.
The image of his beautiful little boy wearing that big, black hat
invaded his mind. Nathan slowly lowered his hand and fought back
the overwhelming need to cry for the loss of something he had never
had.

A knock on the door jerked him back to the
present. He composed himself and pulled the door open to find Paige
standing before him. She held Jesse’s hand—and damn it—the kid was
wearing that hat. A smile tugged at the corners of Nathan’s mouth.
His gaze moved back up to connect with hers.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” he managed despite the tightness in his
throat.

“I’d like to give you a proper introduction
to someone very important,” she said with a harsh intake of breath,
almost a sob. One solitary tear slid down her soft cheek.

Nathan yearned to touch her, to comfort her,
but he had to hear her out first. This was too important to screw
up. He nodded, fighting his own tears.

Paige bent and scooped Jesse into her arms.
The hat tumbled to the floor amid Jesse’s loud protests. Nathan
quickly retrieved the Stetson and handed it back to the boy. His
gaze riveted to the animated child that looked so very much like
him.

“Nathan, I’d like you to meet Jesse.” Her
voice cracked. “And Jesse, this is Nathan.”

The child grinned widely. “Mommy says you’re
my daddy.”

Nathan’s gaze shot to Paige who nodded an
acknowledgment. He cleared his throat and smiled at Jesse. “That’s
right.”

“Can I ride a horse?” Jesse asked, looking
from Nathan to Paige and then back to Nathan.

“Sure, I’ll take you for a ride anytime you’d
like,” Nathan offered.

“Be careful what you say, Nathan.” Paige
inclined her blond head toward her son. “This kid never forgets
anything. Promises like that come back to haunt you.”

Nathan smiled. He would promise the boy
anything.

“Is it okay if we come in?”

“Sure, I’m sorry.” Nathan backed up and Paige
stepped inside with Jesse still in her arms.

“I’m thirsty,” Jesse piped up.

“What would you like?” Nathan asked, eager to
do whatever he could for his son.

“What you got?” Jesse fired back, cocking his
little head.

Paige laughed at the startled expression
Nathan knew had stolen across his face. “You’ll learn to narrow
down the choices,” she warned.

“Why don’t we do into the kitchen and see
what’s in the fridge?”

Jesse nodded enthusiastically. Paige shifted
toward Nathan, offering him the boy. “Take him,” she added.

Nathan hesitated, suddenly afraid. But when
he held out his arms, Jesse all but flew into them. The boy’s arms
went up around Nathan’s neck, his little body rested against his
chest. Nathan’s heart pounded at the feel of his child in his arms.
He smiled gratefully at Paige.

“Where’s your kitchen?” Jesse prompted.

“This way,” Nathan told him as they headed in
that direction.

“Is that a real gun?” Jesse asked when he
spotted the one hanging above the mantel.

“Yeah, it’s real. It’s an antique. A musket,”
Nathan told him. “maybe later I’ll let you look at it.”

“All right!” Jesse squealed.

 


~*~

 


Paige watched the two people she loved most
in the world leave the room. She had spent the last four years
secretly praying for this moment. It made her heart glad to see
Jesse in Nathan’s arms. She had done the right thing in coming
here, though she had been scared to death of what might await her.
She felt sure Nathan would be bitter and resentful. That he would
only be interested in seeing her across a courtroom in the
inevitable battle for custody of Jesse. But whatever awaited her,
she knew she had to come and face it. She wouldn’t make the same
mistake twice. She had no intention of losing Nathan again if there
was any chance he still wanted her. Fat chance, she thought
ruefully. But she would never forgive herself if she didn’t at
least try.

Paige walked to the kitchen door to check on
Jesse. He sat at Nathan’s table with a cola, the big hat still
hanging loosely on his little head. Nathan’s eyes never left him.
The mixture of emotions Paige saw on his face as he watched his son
sent a wonderful feeling surging through her.

Nathan caught her gaze and smiled.

“Jesse, if you’ll be okay for a minute,
Nathan and I need to talk,” Paige told them.

“Can I ride a horse now?” His eyes shined
with hope.

“We’ll have to do that a little later,
okay?”

“Okay, Mommy.”

“There will be plenty of time for us to take
a ride later. Promise.” Nathan stood and tapped the brim of Jesse’s
hat. “I’ll be back in a minute, partner.”

Paige led the way back into the living room,
tension coiling inside her. Now came the hard part. She sat down on
the couch and Nathan dropped in a chair directly across from
her.

“Before you say anything,” Nathan began,
delaying the speech she had opened her mouth to start, “I just want
to thank you for bringing Jesse here and for telling him that I’m
his father.”

Paige almost broke down into tears again at
the look in his eyes. So much pain, yet so much relief.

“I was afraid after the things I’d said last
week, that you might try to keep me from seeing Jesse at all.”

“Nathan, I know I made a mistake by keeping
him from you for so long. But I honestly thought I was doing the
right thing and I can’t change that. Jesse wants to know you. I
want you to be a part of his life.”

Nathan leaned forward and braced his forearms
on his widespread knees. He stared at the floor for a long moment,
and Paige swallowed tightly. What if he didn’t want her now? What
if he hated her as she had feared he would when he found out about
Jesse? What if she had made a huge mistake?

He finally lifted his gaze to hers. Paige
couldn’t quite read the tangle of emotions she saw in his eyes or
the carefully controlled expression on his face. Fear rose in her
throat, leaving her stomach in knots and her palms damp.

“I can’t say that you didn’t hurt me—because
you did.” He shook his head so slightly that she wouldn’t have
known had she not been looking at him so intently. “I wish I could
say that it doesn’t matter, but it does.”

Tears welled in her eyes. This was it. She
could see the disappointment in his eyes…She could hear it in his
voice. He hated her. Dear Lord, how would she ever live without his
love?

“I’m sorry, Nathan,” she said, her voice a
mere whisper.

He closed his eyes and let out a shaky breath
before opening them once more. “I know. I’m as much to blame in
this as you are. I should have protected you that first time, but I
didn’t. And when you didn’t come back, I should have gone after
you.” He pushed his hands over his face. “At the very least I
should have seen that you were okay after…after what happened.”

“We can’t change the past, Nathan,” she said,
summoning her resolve. “But we can change the future. Jesse and I
want you to be part of our lives.”

“You’re sure about that?” he asked, his gaze
locked on hers.

“I’ve never been so sure of anything in my
entire life. I’m prepared to do whatever is necessary to make that
happen.”

“Even to go against your father?”

“I’ve already set my father straight. What he
wants or doesn’t want is no longer an issue. It hasn’t been for a
long time now.” Paige clasped her hands together in her lap and
tried to steady herself against the trembling her slowly subsiding
fear left in its wake.

“So, where do we go from here?” His question
hung in the air for several long seconds.

Paige glanced at her watch. It was almost
time. “I have something very important I want to show you,” she
said, as she got to her feet. Time to play her trump card. If what
she was about to do didn’t convince Nathan of how sure she was,
nothing would.

“What?” He stood, his questioning gaze never
leaving hers.

“You’ll see. Now, get your son so we can
drive into town.”

Nathan raised a skeptical eyebrow. “I can’t
imagine anything that would be more important than this
conversation.”

“Trust me,” she said, the two words carrying
more significance than any she had spoken in her life.

Nathan stood stock-still for a long moment,
his black Apache eyes searching, hopeful, yet wary. “I do trust
you, Paige.” His gaze lingered just a little longer before he
turned and walked into the kitchen.

Paige released the breath she had been
holding. She closed her eyes and thanked God for his trust. She
heard Jesse repeating his request to go horseback riding and
Nathan’s patient reply that when they returned from town they would
go for a ride.

Please let this work, she prayed.

Nathan drove Paige and Jesse into town in his
truck. Jesse sat in the middle of the bench seat, squirming against
his seat belt to see everything they passed. It took twice as long
to get to town since Nathan had to keep slowing down and explaining
everything that captured Jesse’s attention.

Paige smiled at Nathan’s unending patience.
He was a wonderful father. Deep down she had always known he would
be. Her hesitation in telling him about Jesse had been more about
her own cowardice. And Jesse seemed to adore Nathan already. Her
pulse quickened. Mercy, the two of them looked so much alike.

“Park right here,” Paige said quickly, almost
allowing him to pass their destination.

Nathan frowned, but followed her
instructions. They parked in front of Silas Dutton’s law office.
The large storefront window that had read Silas Dutton, Attorney
at Law for as long as she could remember had been covered with
a tarp.

“Okay.” Nathan killed the engine and turned
to Paige.

“Hop out.” She opened the passenger-side door
and bounded out, followed by Jesse.

Nathan rounded the hood to join them. “I
wonder if Silas sold his practice?” he asked, staring at the
covered sign.

“Looks that way.” Paige urged them toward the
office.

“Paige, my dear, you’re right on time.” Silas
met them at the door.

Nathan looked from Silas to Paige in
confusion.

“Is everything set?”

“It sure is.” Silas leaned back through his
office door. “Chester, we’re ready. Sue Ellen, you come along,
too.”

Chester, a fiftyish man lugging a
professional-looking camera around his neck, sauntered out onto the
sidewalk. Sue Ellen, the waitress from Bubba’s, came out smiling
like the cat that had swallowed the canary.

“Chester, this is Paige Weston, Nathan
Blackrope, and their son, Jesse.” Silas smiled contentedly as they
all shook hands. “And I think you all remember Sue Ellen.”

Paige and Nathan nodded and exchanged hellos
with Sue Ellen. She and Silas had seen quite a lot of each other in
the past week.

Nathan looked even more confused at this
point. Paige crossed her fingers behind her back and sent one more
silent prayer heavenward.

“Chester,” Silas told them, “is from the
Trinity Tribune. He’ll be taking the pictures.”

“Well, let’s get started,” Paige said,
impatient to see Nathan’s reaction to her surprise.

“We can’t. We have to wait for one more
arrival.” Silas craned his neck to look beyond them and down the
street for whomever else it was he expected.

Paige frowned, confused herself now. “Who
else is—?”

“You wouldn’t start without me, now would
you, little girl?”

Paige’s breath caught and she whirled around.
Uncle Robert. Robert pulled her into his welcoming embrace.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, hugging him fiercely. He
smelled of cigars, Old Spice, and precious memories. “You weren’t
supposed to be back until the end of the week.”

“I wouldn’t have missed this for the world,”
he told her, his eyes relaying his approval of the decision she had
made. “Ginny, you remember my niece, Paige?”

Ginny took Paige’s hand and squeezed. “Of
course I do.”

“And this is her boy, Jesse.” Robert tousled
Jesse’s hair. “Nathan’s boy,” he added with pride.

“I’m a little confused,” Nathan said. “Did
you sell your practice, Silas?”

“Everyone, just step back,” Chester put in
before Nathan could get his answer. The photographer’s commanding
tone had everyone backing up without his having to repeat himself.
“Paige, you and Silas stand right here.” He motioned toward the
covered window.

Paige and Silas quickly assembled themselves
as directed.

“Now, Robert you and Nathan stand at each end
of this tarp and pull ‘er down when I give the signal.”

Paige smiled at Jesse who allowed his Aunt
Ginny to hold his hand. Paige squeezed Silas’ arm. “Wish me luck,”
she whispered to her partner in crime.

“You don’t need luck, little girl,” he
whispered, giving her a wink. “You’ve got love.”

“Okay, boys, let her go,” Chester ordered.
Nathan and Robert pulled and the tarp fell to the sidewalk with a
resounding thud.

“Paige, you and Silas shake hands and
smile.”

Silas took Paige’s hand in his and they both
smiled for the camera. Chester snapped two quick shots.

“That’ll do it,” he announced.

Robert and Ginny were hugging Paige again,
including Jesse this time. Paige pulled out of the group hug to
find Nathan. He stood before the large, plate glass window staring
up at the newly painted words.

“I don’t understand,” he said,
dumbfounded.

“Isn’t it perfectly clear?” Paige looked from
Nathan to the window. “Paige Weston, Attorney at Law,” she read
aloud. “I bought Silas’ practice.”

Nathan turned to her, his eyes glittered with
a mixture of hope and uncertainty. “Why? I thought you loved your
job in Memphis.”

“It was the only logical thing to do. We both
want our son in our lives. I couldn’t bear the thought of being
separated from him for a week or even a day—me in Memphis and him
visiting you in Trinity.” Paige touched Nathan’s cheek and traced
the line of his jaw. The feel of his skin sent a flush of heat
through her.

“You’d be happy here? Practicing law in
Trinity?” He clutched her hand and pulled it to her chest, a sense
of wonder filling his eyes.

Paige sucked in a sharp breath at the
pounding of his heart beneath her palm. She had to tell him. Now!
“I love you, Nathan. I know I’ve hurt you, but I still believe in
us. Even if friendship is all you can offer me, I’ll settle for
that—for Jesse’s sake.”

“And what does your father have to say about
this?” he asked, his words carefully measured.

Paige sighed. “Like I told you, Nathan, my
father isn’t the issue here. It’ll take time for him to come to
terms with the decision I’ve made, but that’s his problem. He knows
I love him and I know that deep down he loves me. Right now my only
concern is for Jesse and you.”

Nathan released her hand and speared his
fingers through his long hair. He looked at the large, bold letters
on the window once more and then back to Paige. “I need a
minute.”

Paige nodded, unable to speak.

Nathan walked over to where Jesse stood next
to Robert. Paige’s uncle had the group deeply engrossed in a
honeymoon tale of some sort. Nathan took Jesse’s hand and led him
down the sidewalk away from the chatter—away from Paige.

Paige’s heart fluttered in her chest as she
watched Nathan crouch down next to Jesse and speak to him. What
could he be saying? Jesse flashed her a look that gave away
nothing. Could she have made a mistake? Paige shuddered at the
thought that maybe she had been a fool to believe in any kind of
future with Nathan. She had hurt him—he had said so himself. Maybe
he couldn’t forgive her. She couldn’t give him the large family he
had always talked about. Her thoughts trailed off as Nathan and
Jesse walked toward her, hand in hand.

“Jesse and I have discussed the situation and
we’ve decided that you’re going to have to get this window
changed.”

“What do you mean?” Paige looked from Nathan
to her son, who bit his lip to prevent what from showing? Fear?
Worry? “I don’t understand.” She looked back to Nathan. “I thought
I was doing the right thing…that you’d be pleased.” Her heart
banged once against her chest and then plunged to her stomach.

“I don’t want to be just your friend, Paige.”
Nathan’s gaze burned into hers. He reached down and lifted Jesse
into his arms. “Two separate homes and two separate lives isn’t
good enough for my son…or for me,” he added, determination set in
his eyes, his voice, and his posture.

“What are you saying?” Paige’s voice
faltered. Her breath caught in her throat, her chest tightened.

“I’m saying that I don’t want to wake up
alone every morning.” He turned to Jesse, “Right, partner?”

“Right!” Jesse agreed, grinning from ear to
ear.

Paige looked from Nathan to her son. What did
he mean he didn’t want to wake up alone? She licked her parched
lips. Did he want to wake up with her? Could he mean—? Paige tamped
down the unfounded hope she felt rising at the possibility. She had
to be prepared for the worst. She took a deep breath, squeezed her
hands into tight balls at her sides and waited for him to continue.
She’d had her say, now he would have his.

Nathan settled Jesse back onto his feet. He
straightened, turned his attention back to Paige and closed the
small distance between them. “We’ve wasted too many years already,
each waiting for the other to say the right words or make the right
move. Life is too precious, I don’t want to wait any longer. I
won’t settle for anything less than having you as my wife. That’s
what I’m saying.” Nathan pulled her into his embrace. “I love you,
Paige.” He threaded his fingers in her hair and tilted her face up
to his. He looked deeply into her eyes. “Please say you’ll marry
me.”

Emotions flooded Paige—relief, love,
happiness. He still wanted her!

“Wait,” she whispered. Dread pooled in her
chest. “I told you I can’t have any more children. That doesn’t
matter to you?”

He shook his head. “Absolutely not. We have
Jesse. What else could we possibly want?”

Hope bloomed in her chest, absorbing the
dread. “Then, yes, I’ll marry you,” she breathed the words, hardly
believing it could be real. His lips eased into a slow, sexy
smile.

“Good,” he muttered. “I can’t bear to go
through another day without you.”

“Ditto,” she murmured, smiling up at him.

Paige heard Jesse’s shrill little voice as he
broadcast the news to anyone listening, but for the life of her she
couldn’t take her eyes off Nathan. She watched his firm, sensuous
mouth descend to cover hers. His taste filled her, restored her.
She pushed her arms around his neck and pulled him tightly to her.
His mane of black silk glided over her skin, tantalizing and
heightening her awareness of the man she held in her arms.
Sensation after sensation exploded in her body and mind. She had
loved this man for so long…waited for this moment all her life.

She kissed Nathan for all the years they had
lost. Kissed him with all the love that burst in her heart…for
their son…and for the future they would have together.
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