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He opened the pickup door
and grinned at her. She wished he wouldn’t do that—he knew very
well what his smile did to most women. Not her, of course, but most
women. “It’s never hard on a man’s ego when a woman thinks he’d be
good in the sack.”

 


Rita rolled her eyes. “Well,
it was the drugs talking, not Mom.”

 


“You think so?” Instead of
getting in the rig, he strode toward her and put his hands on her
waist.

 


She gazed into his eyes,
darker in the evening light. “I know so. I’ve never heard her say
such things.” She knew she should pull out of his grasp, but
somehow her body didn’t obey her mind.

 


“Doesn’t mean she wasn’t
telling her real thoughts.” His face drew nearer hers.

 


“Don’t believe what she said
about how I feel about you.” Her voice breathless, she knew she
should escape, but somehow she couldn’t.

 


“No?” His hands tightened on
her waist and his eyes darkened.

 


She held still, hoping he
wouldn’t kiss her, but not able to resist staring at his lips.
“Lord, help me.”
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Chapter 1

 


 


Grasmere, Idaho

 


Humans are so
stubborn.

 


But never let it be said
that we mules don’t take care of our humans. Mine is Brody
Alexander. I’m Socrates, master of cogitation and entertainer of
both large and small children.

 


Infinite patience is
required to endure Brody’s obstinance. Granted, we john mules do
have it easier than men. We don’t have this hormone thing going on
so we don’t spend our lives trying to make little mules.

 


That gives us lots more
time to cogitate. And believe me, I can think of a few more species
who could do with a little thoughtful uncommon sense.

 


Human males, for instance.
Why, they seem to spend every waking hour thinking about sex,
getting sex, or being disappointed by not having sex.

 


That’s how I see it. Except
I left one thing out—human males need more than sex. They need
love. My human could use a little loving these days. Why, he’s been
moping around worse than a porcupine on a bad hair day.

 


That’s where the cogitating
comes in. If testosterone hadn’t clouded Brody’s thinking, he’d
already know what he needs. Funny thing, those hormones.

 


The way I see it, my job is
to help his brain listen to his other parts—especially his heart.
And I have the answer. Yes, sir, I do. I just saw a pretty little
filly drive down the road, the very same one who mooned over Brody
ten years ago.

 


It’s time for
action.

 


* * * *

 


Brody Alexander stomped into the house
and threw his battered Stetson on the table. “Luke, have you seen
that dang mule? He’s let himself out of the barn again.”

 


Luke smashed his cigarette in the
ashtray. “Nope, but I s’pose he’ll show up once he gets a little
hungry. Or cold. Old Socrates don’t like the cold.” Luke slurped
his coffee and let out a satisfied sigh. “There’s scrambled eggs on
the stove.”

 


The phone rang. He nodded toward it.
“That might be him now.”

 


“Don’t be a smart ass.” Brody yanked
the handset off the cradle. “Hello.”

 


“Howdy. Your mule’s in our pantry
eating apples.” He recognized the partly annoyed, partly amused
voice of Judy Markum, the middle-aged widow from up the
road.

 


“Uh, sorry, ma’am. I’ll be right
over.”

 


Luke chuckled. “It was him, wasn’t
it?”

 


“Smart ass.” Grabbing his hat, Brody
made for the pickup and hitched up the trailer—the splint on his
left arm not making the task any easier, or his humor any better.
Sometimes he’d like to kick that dang mule into next
Sunday.

 


Perseus, his Australian Shepherd,
hopped into the pickup before Brody had the door halfway open. The
old ’62 Chevy was already warmed up from hauling feed to the
cattle. The heater worked even if the rest of the pickup decided
not to—a blessing in the crisp autumn Owyhee mornings. He took off
for the Markum place.

 


Five minutes of bumpy dirt road later,
he pulled in front of Judy’s white stucco house with yellow trim.
Snapdragons and petunias grew along the perimeter of the house, and
the tinkle of the wind chimes seemed to smile on
visitors.

 


She stood in the front doorway propped
on her crutches, waving him in. At least she had a smile on her
weathered face. He got out of the pickup and tipped his hat at
her.

 


“Good morning, Judy.”

 


Her dog, Beauty, ran up and nuzzled his
hand. He obliged her with a few quick scratches behind her ears. A
late-model tan Volvo was parked beside the Markum barn. He smirked,
knowing that no local would have an expensive, foreign car with no
ground clearance. Socrates had picked a mighty poor time to work up
a hunger for the neighbor’s apples.

 


“Come on in, Brody.” Judy seemed quite
happy for a woman with a mule in her house.

 


He took off his hat and trudged in.
“Evenin’, ma’am. I’m sorry about Socrates. Where is he? I’ll get
him out of your hair.”

 


“It’s my apples I’m worried about, not
my hair.” She pointed to a curtained room off the kitchen. “He’s in
there. Probably the happiest miniature mule in the world right
now.”

 


Brody made for the pantry, ready to
give that mule the what-for. But the obnoxious beast beat him to
the punch, sauntering out with a Red Delicious in his mouth.
Socrates dodged Brody’s one-handed grab for the halter and trotted
into the living room.

 


Brody gritted his teeth. Judy’s guests
would be in there, and here he had to chase a flea-bitten mule. Oh
well, might as well act the clown. After all, he did it for a
living.

 


“I do not want that animal on my new
carpet!” Judy hobbled after him.

 


He held her back and called to the
mule, “Socrates, get your tush out here.” In two long strides,
Brody managed to grab the mule’s halter. “What in the Sam Hill do
you think you’re doing? Let’s go home.”

 


“Hello, cowboy.” The feminine voice was
sultry, and familiar.

 


Brody stopped cold, took a breath, and
turned toward the voice.

 


There she sat on the couch, little Rita
Markum, holding the apple Socrates had brought her. Only she wasn’t
little anymore. Not that she’d grown taller or gotten fat. Nope,
she’d filled out into one helluva woman. He felt a certain amount
of compassion for old Adam in the Garden of Eden. If Eve bore any
resemblance to Rita, poor Adam never had a chance.

 


He couldn’t help but notice the
tasteful tan linen business suit she wore—and the smooth, shapely
thigh exposed when she crossed her legs. Brody’s mouth went dry.
Whew, baby. Her hair was still blonde, although shorter, and her
blue eyes even bluer. He hoped she still wanted him like she did
that day of her high school graduation, because he sure wouldn’t
mind taking up where they left off.

 


“Brody Alexander, if you don’t get that
infernal animal off my carpet, I’m going to beat you both!” Judy
stood behind him with a crutch raised, ready to inflict bodily
damage.

 


“Yes, ma’am.” He tugged on the halter,
but Socrates wouldn’t budge. Brody swore under his breath—on
account of ladies being present.

 


“After you get that stubborn mule
trailered,” Judy said, “come back in and I’ll make some coffee. I
baked cookies yesterday.”

 


He stole one more glance at Rita. The
mule took a step and Brody thanked the Good Lord above.

 


He wished he could stay, but Luke had
already fixed breakfast and wouldn’t be too amused if Brody didn’t
eat his cooking. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to get back to my morning
chores.” His stomach growled.

 


The mule put on his brakes, leaning
back on his hind legs and stiffening his front legs. Brody pulled
and yanked, but old Socrates wouldn’t budge an inch.

 


Rita arched an eyebrow and folded her
arms beneath her bosom. “Looks like you’re working up an
appetite.”

 


Such a sweet bosom, too. He didn’t
remember her being so well endowed. But he could mull the matter
later. Right now, he needed to get this ornery mule out of the
house before Judy clobbered him. It looked like he was going to
have to pick up all three hundred pounds of the stubborn creature
and carry him out of there. “Yes, ma’am.”

 


Socrates took a step, and Brody was
glad to get out before he made a total ass of himself. “But I do
have to get going.” The mule stopped again. Brody pulled harder,
but the mule wouldn’t budge.

 


“I doubt that. It’s eight-thirty,” Judy
said. “You should have all your chores done by now.”

 


Maybe coffee and cookies would hit the
spot. He sneaked another glance at Rita’s bosom. The scenery
wouldn’t hurt his digestion any, either. “I’ll be right back, as
soon as I can convince this apple thief to go outside.”

 


Socrates bolted toward the door and
nearly jerked Brody’s arm out of its socket in the process. The
suddenly frisky mule made the trip through the kitchen downright
perilous as Brody had to hop over a kitchen chair, then barely miss
getting his nose plastered all over the door frame, but he refused
to let go of the lead rope. He opened the trailer gate and the mule
hopped in, pretty as you please. Brody shook his head, wondering
what in tarnation had gotten into the old boy.

 


By the time he’d returned to the
kitchen, Judy sat at the table while Rita poured three cups of
coffee. A plate piled high with homemade chocolate chippers looked
mighty inviting. And a cookie or two certainly wouldn’t spoil his
appetite for Luke’s dried-up scrambled eggs.

 


Judy motioned to the chair opposite her
and Brody sat in it.

 


“I guess you and Rita will have to get
reacquainted. You two have come and gone over the last few years—I
don’t imagine you’ve seen each other for quite some
time.”

 


Brody tipped his hat at Judy’s
daughter, then remembered his hat was still on in the house, for
Pete’s sake. He whipped it off and ran his fingers through his hair
for good measure. “Howdy,” he said, smiling his most charming
smile.

 


She smiled back—a faint one, but she
smiled, nonetheless—and placed a cup of coffee in front of him.
“Almost ten years.”

 


He nodded his thanks, wondering what to
say to her. He’d known her when she wore painted-on pants and ran
for rodeo queen at the local rodeos. And he’d turned her down flat
when she wanted to find out what lovin’ was all about. Heck, she
had been jailbait then. But she was a full-grown beauty
now.

 


And fair game.

 


“How long does it take to heal up after
knee surgery?”

 


It took a minute for him to realize
that Judy had spoken to him. Then he remembered he and Luke had
offered to drive her to the hospital for her surgery in the
morning.

 


“You’ve had knee surgery, right?” she
asked again.

 


“Uh, yeah. Three times. Don’t take the
pain medication after three days. Flex until it hurts. Don’t do
anything that hurts too much until the doc gives you the go-ahead,
but don’t let it lie still, either. It’ll seize up on you and then
those damned, er, excuse my French, physical therapists will get a
hold of you and turn you six ways from deliverance. Then after you
heal up a bit, chuck down a pain pill and exercise the hell . . .
er, heck out of it. You’ll be dancing a jig in no time.”

 


Judy took a sip of coffee. “I’m no
spring chicken like you. It might take me a bit longer.” He could
tell she wasn’t looking forward to tomorrow by the deep furrow in
her usually smooth brow.

 


“Don’t worry about it.” He patted her
hand. “They can fix you up good as new.”

 


Rita sniffed. “You ought to
know.”

 


He stared at Rita, wondering why she
sounded so snide. She was well aware that bullfighters got banged
up all the time. Hell, he knew a guy who’d broken over a hundred
bones, including his back and neck, had a steel plate in his head,
and still fought bulls. In fact, he knew several men like that.
Once bullfighting got into a man’s blood, it stayed
there.

 


She daintily dabbed her napkin on her
lips. She hadn’t eaten a thing yet, so he figured she was mindful
that she’d just said a dumb thing.

 


“I see you still have
Socrates.”

 


“Yes, and now I have a skunk,
Guinevere, and a dog, Perseus, too. I’m traveling the circuit,
clowning and bull-fighting. Might have to go in the can in a year
or two, though.”

 


“You don’t need to say it that way,”
Judy protested. “It’s certainly no disgrace to be a barrel
man.”

 


“Nope, but I like being in control of
cowboy protection, and you can’t do that from the
barrel.”

 


“I don’t suppose that has anything to
do with your limp or the cast on your arm.” Rita placed her napkin
on her lap. “Why don’t you just retire?”

 


“Rita!” Judy glowered at her daughter.
“That’s not your call.”

 


Retire? She had to be out of her mind.
“I’m just a little sore, is all.”

 


Shrugging, Rita said, “He’ll end up
just like Dad—stove up and dead. At least men in the city have more
sense than that. David certainly does.”

 


David? The possessive way she said his name annoyed the hell out of
Brody. Who was David? Probably some jerk who counted assets on a
spreadsheet all day. Poor sap. But a damned lucky sap if he’d
managed to hook up with Rita. Counting her assets would be a
pleasure. Brody wondered if she would’ve been so hostile if it
hadn’t been for that one sorry night when he’d had to turn her
down—one of the hardest things he’d ever done. While he didn’t
regret it, he’d sure been sorry to see her move to the city to
partake of the favors of corporate life.

 


And damned glad he’d made his own
escape from it.

 


Judy took a cookie and frowned at her
daughter. “So when are you going to introduce me to your
fiancé?”

 


Fiancé? She planned to marry the
sap?

 


“At the wedding, I suppose. He’s far
too busy to take time off to travel here, but I’ll call him this
evening and invite him to the ranch to meet you.”

 


The scrumptious cookie turned to
sawdust in Brody’s mouth and he stopped chewing. So why did his gut
feel like it was tied in a half-shank? He shouldn’t give two hoots
or a holler whether she invited her city boyfriend out here. And he
didn’t.

 


“Of course,” Rita reiterated, “I’m sure
he won’t have time.”

 


Judy shrugged. “It seems mighty
ungentlemanly of him to marry my daughter without asking me
first.”

 


“Oh, Mom! You’re so old-fashioned.
Couples don’t ask consent from their parents anymore.”

 


“Old-fashioned or new-fashioned,
there’s such a thing as manners.”

 


Brody scooted his chair back and stood,
ready to beat a hasty retreat. He didn’t mind facing down a
two-thousand-pound charging bull, but he’d learned long ago not to
get in the middle of a mother-daughter argument. Discussions, they
called them.

 


“Luke and I’ll be over at five in the
morning to take you to the hospital. Thanks for the cookies and
coffee.” He nodded at them both, jammed on his hat, and made his
escape.

 


“That won’t be necessary,” he heard
Rita call. But he pretended not to hear. Rita would need help
getting Judy home tomorrow evening whether she wanted to admit it
or not. Besides, he wouldn’t be able to keep Luke away with a brace
of Peacemakers and a whip.

 


* * * *

 


Rita stood in the doorway watching
Brody drive down the road. She took a deep breath and blinked a few
times to get a grip on herself. He’d taken her by surprise, he had.
Her heart had skipped a beat while he’d been tussling with the
four-legged apple bandit. She cursed her childhood crush on the
handsome bullfighter that had stayed with her all these
years.

 


Every girl around had had a crush on
him back then. She’d wanted to lay her head on those broad
shoulders of his since the day she’d first met him ten years ago.
His left front tooth was just a teench crooked, making his smile
all that much more engaging. And no one, absolutely no one had such
a self-confident strut. The jerk.

 


“Rita?”

 


She turned to her mother, who had
concern written all over her face. “Yes?”

 


“You can shut the door now.”

 


“Oh.” Rita stared at the door, waiting
for her mother’s instruction to register with her gray matter. “Of
course.” She pulled the door closed, then grabbed the broom propped
on the kitchen wall where her mother had left it. “I’ll sweep up.
Socrates probably made a mess.”

 


She shoved through the pantry
curtains—away from her mother’s gaze—so she could have some time to
think. Picking up the few strewn apples decorated with mule tooth
marks, she lamented that Brody hadn’t found her attractive all
those years ago. Certainly, that had to be the reason he’d turned
her down. After all, his escapades with women were
legendary.

 


She remembered him muttering some
nonsense about saving her honor. Hrmmph! Lousy excuse. But if she’d
had her way, she might not have such a good life now—a great job
and a prestigious fiancé.

 


David had found her attractive, and
looks were of utmost importance to him. Why he’d bought her a
membership to the gym and preferred she wear dresses that made
frequent visits to the gym very necessary. He enjoyed parading her
in front of his friends, and she enjoyed making him happy. She also
enjoyed working out, so it certainly wasn’t a sacrifice.

 


In all honesty, though, she’d never
been as drawn to David as she had been—and apparently still was—to
Brody. But Brody obviously didn’t share that attraction, then or
now, since he could hardly wait to get away from her.

 


“Rita, there’s not that much floor to
sweep. Come on out and help me pack up for the
hospital.”

 


“Okay, Mom.” She propped the broom in
the corner, picked up the apples, and dumped them in the barrel
before joining her mother in the kitchen. “I can’t believe they’re
going to rebuild your knee and it’s only day surgery.”

 


“They do practically everything in day
surgery now. Phyllis —you remember Phyllis at the Pie Palace—had a
partial mastectomy and it was day surgery. These days they don’t
keep you in the hospital unless you’re hooked up to an IV and about
ready to croak.”

 


“Of course I remember her. How’s she
doing?”

 


“She had breast cancer. They got it
all, though, and she’s doing fine now.”

 


Judy sounded cavalier, but Rita knew
deep emotions ran under that shell of understatement. “I’m glad
she’s okay—must’ve been really scary.”

 


“Yes, we were concerned, but you know
our Phyllis—can’t keep her down. She only closed the diner for a
few days.”

 


Translation: the neighbors
worked the diner for a week while Phyllis bossed them around. On
the day and day after her chemo, a neighbor would
happen to stop by the
diner and assist. Rita knew the ways of country people. Good ways,
especially the strong sense of community—truly caring for one
another, was what she missed most about being away from
home.

 


“I’ll have to drop by the diner and say
‘hi’ to her.”

 


“I’m sure she’d like that, but she’s
coming here the day after my surgery so you can visit then. You’ll
get to see her boy, too.”

 


“She has a baby?”

 


“No, a four-year-old boy that some
bucklebunny friend of hers left. But he might as well be
Phyllis’—he calls her ‘mom’ and doesn’t even remember his
own.”

 


Bucklebunnies, girls who claimed
cowboys’ trophy buckles in return for sexual favors, had clung to
Brody since he first hit the rodeo circuit—not that he seemed to
mind.

 


After changing clothes and catching up
on the rest of the local gossip, she made a last-ditch effort to
pry some funding out of MOMMI, the charitable organization
associated with Pettybottham Enterprises. She’d told her mom and
Phyllis that procuring funding for a children’s home not under some
kind of governmental aegis was futile, but still, she had to
try.

 


“Caroline Pettybottham
speaking.”

 


“This is Rita Markham calling about the
Grasmere Children’s Home.”

 


“The one with no children, no sponsor,
and no license?”

 


“That would be the one. You see, the
people in Grasmere want to take care of their own. These children
don’t need social workers and psychologists—just a roof, warm
clothes, and a lot of love. I wrote a proposal covering each of
those aspects which you should’ve received by now.”

 


“I received it. And filed
it.”

 


In the circular file, more than likely.
“Then you see we have the children’s welfare foremost in our
plans.”

 


“Miss Markum, you must understand that
in order to maintain our status we must adhere to certain
standards. Unfortunately, your project comes nowhere close to what
I can allow.”

 


Rita’s heart sank. She’d given several
thousand dollars to the project herself, but it wasn’t nearly
enough. Even after they built the house, the budget had to include
operation and maintenance costs, and more importantly, the children
needed money for care. If ever there was a time to cowboy up, it
was now. By hook or by crook, those children would be cared for
right here in Grasmere where they belonged.

 


She spent the rest of the day making
applesauce—three dozen pints of it. Rita didn’t care if she ever
ate another bite of the stuff. Her mom hovered, always wanting to
help and not the least bit comfortable with having someone else
take over her kitchen.

 


“You might as well get used to it.”
Rita screwed rings on the last seven jars. “You won’t be cooking
for at least a couple of weeks yet.” At least, not if she had
anything to say about it.

 


This was the first time in Rita’s
memory that her mom had ever shown physical infirmity. She’d cooked
meals, collected eggs, and fed cattle through bouts of colds and
flu, sprains and pulls, rashes and bruises.

 


“How many head of cattle do you have
now? And who’s feeding them?”

 


“Fifty-three head, and I’m feeding
them, of course. They’re my cattle.”

 


“I’ll be feeding them as long as I’m
here, starting tonight. Just let me know what and
where.”

 


“Luke can feed them. You don’t need
nasty calluses on your pretty hands. Rita, I told you not to come
out here. I’d have done fine by myself, and you have a busy
schedule to keep—and a rich man on a string, too.”

 


Rita placed the final batch of jars in
the canner and turned the burner to high. “I refuse to let you go
through this by yourself. You’d never leave me in a lurch if I
needed help. Besides, David will do fine for a few weeks, and when
I get back I’ll work out the final details of the
wedding.”

 


While the jars cooled and sealed, Rita
took the apple peelings to the backyard and threw them to the
chickens. No matter where she looked, memories flooded in. A
sawhorse with steer horns nailed to one end leaned against the
barn. Her dad had tried to teach her to rope, but she’d never been
very good. She tried hard, though, because she didn’t want him to
show her again, since every time he threw the rope he was in deep
pain even though he didn’t let on. But she knew. And it was hard
for him to keep his balance in the wheelchair.

 


Enough reminiscing.

 


Back in the house, she wiped the sticky
counters clean. This sort of work was exactly why she’d rather be
number-crunching in Seattle. She could buy applesauce at
Safeway.

 


“I guess we’d better get you some
supper, Mom. It’s nearly five o’clock and you aren’t supposed to
eat anything after six.” She grabbed some green beans and a
spaghetti squash from the cupboard.

 


Judy limped to the refrigerator and
opened it. “I’ll fry up the chicken.”

 


“No, you won’t!” Rita commandeered the
chicken and led her mother back to her chair. “I didn’t come clear
out here from Seattle just to watch you stand in front of a hot
stove on your sore knee.”

 


“I’m not too hungry, so don’t fix much
for me.”

 


“I’ll fix a whole meal. Remember, it’ll
be a long time before you get to eat again.” Rita hated to admit
it, but she actually enjoyed doing things for her mother. It was
kind of a payback, she supposed. Her mother had always knocked
herself out trying to meet her daughter’s needs, and most of her
wants, too. “You’re probably just nervous.”

 


“How long are you planning to
stay?”

 


Rita picked up a spatula and scooted
the Crisco around in the hot skillet. “The doctor said you won’t be
up and about for six weeks, so that’s how long I’ll be here. I had
some vacation coming, plus I took four weeks’ unpaid
leave.”

 


Her mother sighed, then cleared her
throat in that way of hers when she had something uncomfortable to
ask. “So doesn’t your David mind you being away from
him?”

 


Dredging the chicken
breasts in seasoned flour, Rita placed them in the pan. Did David
mind? Yes. He’d expressed his disappointment that she wouldn’t be
there to supervise construction of their new home in an upmarket
neighborhood on Mercer Island. And he’d insisted that she finish
the financial reports she’d been helping him with. Actually,
helping wasn’t quite the
correct term, since she’d done all the research, calculations,
spreadsheets, and write-ups herself. But he’d do the same for
her.

 


“Rita? You’re a million miles
away.”

 


“Oh, I’m just concentrating on the
cooking. I don’t cook much in Seattle, you know.”

 


She glanced at her mother, who wore a
decidedly skeptical expression. Darn, she never could fool her
mother. Yes, coming here was a pain in the rear, but her mother
needed her, and she was here. That was that.

 


“Brody’s as handsome as ever, isn’t
he?”

 


Warmth crept up Rita’s cheeks as she
concentrated on stringing the beans. “Yes, Mom. Handsome as the
devil.” Her knife slipped and she nearly took a hunk of her thumb
along with the string. For the first five years after she’d left
home, Brody had been her first hope when she woke up and her last
dream before she drifted off to sleep. But she was over him
now.

 


“A helpful neighbor, too.”

 


“I’m sure he is.”

 


“He and Luke came over this spring and
plowed and harrowed my garden.”

 


“That’s nice.” She rinsed the beans,
plopped them in a saucepan with water and salt, and put them on the
stove to boil.

 


“When we had a fundraiser for the
children’s home, Brody donated two beeves.”

 


“Two’s more than one.”

 


“Yup. And when the bills closed in on
me, he lent me some money. I told him I’d go over and fix him a
meal and clean his house once a week.”

 


“I bet he needed his house cleaned more
than he needed the money.”

 


“Rita! Well,” her mother conceded,
“there’s some truth to that. Anyway the agreement goes through
January.”

 


Rita froze. It was September. Did her
mother expect her to clean Brody’s house and fix his meals?
Obviously, yes. She squeezed her eyes shut and sighed. Of course
she would help her mother meet her obligations, but going to
Brody’s house every day seemed a bit above and beyond the call of
duty.

 


“There’s one thing, though. I don’t
want you spoiling things with your city boyfriend.”

 


“Why would you think I’d do a stupid
thing like that? David and I are in love.”

 


Her mother frowned in obvious doubt. “A
man like Brody can sweet-talk the chirp right out of a sparrow.
Stay away from his charm, or you’ll end up barefoot and pregnant,
married to a broken-down cowboy. There’s no future in that,
honey.”

 


Her mom was right. Rita didn’t know how
she could avoid melting like a teenage virgin every time he glanced
her way. But that’s exactly how he made her feel.

 


* * * *

 


Five a.m. came way too soon for Rita.
Armed with an insulated cup of strong coffee, she felt a little
sorry for her mother, who could only have the smallest sips of
water, and only for meds, before her surgery.

 


“I’ll warm up the car.”

 


“No need. Brody and Luke will be here
in no time.”

 


“Hmph! You’ve been telling me all my
life, ‘No cowboys,’ yet here you are, letting not one, but two of
them take you to the hospital.”

 


On cue, an extended-cab
pickup with a camper that had Brody
Alexander—Rodeo Bullfighter and Clown emblazoned on the side pulled into the driveway, over the
grass, and rolled to a stop directly in front of the kitchen door.
Luke opened the passenger door and made a gimpy, but hasty jump
out. “Ready?”

 


Before Rita could respond, Judy hobbled
out of the house. Luke helped her into the back seat and buckled
her in. Rita wasn’t sure what she thought of such an intimate
gesture, but maybe she made too much of it. Then Luke hopped in
beside Judy—amazingly agile for an old busted-up bullrider—and Rita
instantly took a disliking to him. He seemed entirely too familiar
with her mother.

 


Rita held her tongue, but
later she’d give her mother the same lecture that she’d received
when she was a teenager and again last night—No cowboys!

 


Brody waved at Rita and she nodded
back, doing her best to remain calm at the sight of
him—bullfighters counted as cowboys. No, they were worse than
cowboys.

 


Gripping her travel mug of
strong coffee, she climbed into the passenger seat beside him. She
had no idea he had a brand new rig, and she wondered why he had
chosen to drive the old beater Chevy the day before. But it was
none of her concern. He
was none of her concern. She’d told herself that
the entire previous sleepless night.

 


In fact, she wouldn’t even think about
him.

 


Or how his Old Spice aftershave made
her want to run her fingertips along his jaw.

 


Or how he was only a foot away from her
and she could easily reach out and put her hand on his
thigh.

 


Or how he somehow pulled her gaze to
him without doing a thing.

 


She squeezed her eyes shut. This
two-hour drive promised to be a very long one. For sure.

 


* * * *

 


Brody stole a glance at the
pretty filly sitting in the passenger seat every chance he got. He
just couldn’t get enough of her, even though her stiff posture and
pinched lips spelled stay
away. He should pay heed, too, because he
smelled trouble lurking about her tempting flowery
perfume.

 


But then, he never could resist a
challenge.

 


Not that he’d had many when it came to
women. Challenges, that is. He’d always had all the women he
wanted. As long as they stayed their distance afterward, he was a
happy man. A few times he’d been momentarily caught in some
bucklebunny’s net, but not often and certainly not
recently.

 


He glanced at her
again. Keep your eyes on the road and
drive, buddy. This was going to be a long
trip.

 


Ninety minutes later, the hospital
finally came into view—a sight Brody never thought he’d actually be
happy to see—and he pulled into the passenger loading zone of the
Outpatient Surgery Center.

 


A nurse who sat on the bench sipping a
Diet Coke broke into a wide grin when she saw him and waved. He
rolled down the window.

 


“Hey, Brenda.”

 


She ran to his door. “Hi, Brody! You
here for another patch job?”

 


“No, darlin’, I brought the neighbor
lady in for knee surgery. Do you have Judy Markum on your
list?”

 


“Sure do. I’ll get an orderly out here
to wheel her in.” As she turned to go back into the building, she
asked, “Want to go out for drinks later?”

 


He shook his head. “Next time. I’m
taking Mrs. Markum home after surgery. Two-hour drive, you
know.”

 


The nurse shrugged. “Darn. But I’ll see
you around today.”

 


After she left, Brody killed the motor
and got out of the rig to open Rita’s door. He knew he was in a
heap of trouble the second he saw the blaze ignite in her eyes.
Women were a puzzlement.

 


“I knew I should’ve brought Mom here
myself!” She jumped out and jammed her hands on her hips. “Do you
know the odds are that you’ll be in the hospital three times this
season?” She leaned forward. “And did you know that by the time you
reach thirty-five, that number will probably increase by
two?”

 


Stepping closer, she wagged
her finger in his face. “And did you know that odds are that if
you’ve dated that nurse, that you’ve probably
dated—if you call
it that—at least six nurses at this hospital alone? That is, of
course, if there are twenty single women working here.” She swatted
her hands together, turned her back on him, and stomped
off.

 


Brody realized his jaw sagged at her
ridiculous calculations, and snapped his mouth shut. She was wrong.
He’d only dated four women from this hospital. He’d spent
considerably more time in the Boise hospital.

 


Luke stepped up, shook his head, and
hooked his thumbs over his belt buckle. “What did ya say to crinkle
her hair, Romeo?”

 


“Beats me.” Brody rubbed the stubble on
his chin as he watched an orderly wheel a chair toward the pickup.
“But that woman needs to do a little more livin’ and a lot less
math.”

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Well, it’s seven a.m. and
Guinevere should be executing phase two of our plan right about
now. She was a little reluctant about the whole thing, worried
about getting her fur ruffled as all skunks are, but she finally
agreed to help after Perseus said he would as well.

 


I wanted to sneak into the
camper, too, but my ears brush the cabinets and that annoys me. My
ears are perfectly shaped and my hair lies just so. I don’t like it
rumpled. At any rate, I didn’t see a way to get into the camper
without Brody noticing, and he always checks the corral and barn to
make sure I’m there before he goes anywhere.

 


But back to the plan. I
remember way back before Rita went to college, she batted her
eyelashes and wiggled her hiney every time she saw Brody. And Brody
always looked, and I mean always. No, not like he looks at the
bucklebunnies—it was different with her. And yesterday I saw that
it’s different now. He tries a little bit harder, but his easy
charm still gets all choked up. He’s a goner.

 


Yup, whether either one of
them know it or not, they belong together. Yesterday was only the
beginning. I have lots more tricks up my saddle blanket, and by
this time next year we ought to have a little Brody to take care
of.

 




 


Brody watched Rita walk alongside the
wheelchair as the orderly wheeled her mother to the surgery center.
In fact, he watched them go all the way up the sidewalk—partly to
make sure of his own safety from the unpredictable woman, and
partly because her buns had such a sweet wiggle.

 


After they’d entered the building, he
turned and opened the camper door. Luke leaned against the pickup,
making no effort to contain Perseus, who bounded onto the pavement.
The poor dog was full of pent up energy.

 


“Stay, Perseus.” Brody shut the door.
“I’d better get some water for him. He’s been cooped up for two
hours.”

 


“Yup.” Luke nodded. “He could use a
pee, a drink, and a run. Why don’t I take him out and you head in
with the ladies?”

 


“Coward.” Perseus leapt four feet in
the air and laid a slimy doggy kiss on Brody’s cheek.

 


“That, and old bones. I need a walk
myself. Maybe a pee and a drink, too.” Luke grabbed a jug of water
from the cab and took off for the field across the street. “C’mon,
Perseus. I see tall grass and a ditch full of water. Sounds like a
good time to me.”

 


After Luke and the rambunctious dog
left, Brody stared at the hospital door, willing himself to join
Rita and Judy in the waiting room. He knew right where it
was.

 


Damn, he hated hospitals. For
bullfighters, hospitals meant lost work and long lectures from
orthopedic surgeons. And they meant he’d made a mistake in
judgment. One misstep in front of a charging bull and a man ended
up in the damn hospital. Again.

 


It was part of the job, so
he had no complaints. As the saying goes, “It’s not
if you’ll get hurt, it’s
when and how bad.” But no thrill on earth compared to facing off
with an angry bull.

 


Clowning and bullfighting had been his
obsession ever since he could remember. There was no greater rush.
Not that his mother understood that. He’d almost rather be stuck in
the hospital than in his family’s corporate offices—but no one in
Grasmere, or the rodeo circuit, for that matter, needed to know
anything about his former life.

 


He took one look at the outpatient
doorway and decided he needed to go for a walk a whole lot more
than he needed to sit in the waiting room with a bunch of worried
relatives. Besides, he needed the exercise.

 


* * * *

 


After Rita helped her mom fill out the
hospital admission papers, insurance forms, consent forms, privacy
forms, and forms to say they’d filled out all the other forms, the
orderly wheeled Judy into the surgery waiting room. "The nurse will
be right with you, Mrs. Markum,” he promised as he left the way
they’d come.

 


“Well, it’s nearly time.”

 


“You nervous?”

 


“Not a bit.” Rita stared at her, not
believing a word. “Okay, a bit. But remember, I’ll be asleep the
whole time. It’s your job to worry.” Her mom smiled, just as she
did when she told Rita that her dad had gone to Heaven. It wasn’t
reassuring at all.

 


At least a dozen patients of all ages
filled boxy chairs lining the periphery of the surgery waiting
room. Rita wondered what ailments they each had, then dashed the
thought from her mind for even considering invading another’s
privacy. Still, they all seemed as uneasy as she felt—and she
wasn’t even having surgery.

 


Her mom tapped her fingers on the chair
arm, then clasped her hands over her bosom as if in prayer. Maybe
she was. Maybe Rita should join her.

 


Rita searched for something to divert
her attention and focused on the coffee table in the middle of the
room. She studied the tall vase of plastic irises perched
precariously on a pile of well-worn periodicals in an attempt to
avoid looking at anyone. Nevertheless, she caught herself
people-watching again.

 


A young woman sat in the chair opposite
Rita and Judy, gazing fondly at her toddler son who stood between
her knees, rubbing his lollipop all over her pants. Rita couldn't
understand why the woman didn’t take the sucker away from the child
to prevent more smears on her slacks. But the young mother seemed
content to watch her son take a lick, then smear the wet candy on
her clothes.

 


Judy stopped picking her nails and
smiled at the boy. “I swear, I didn’t have a clean piece of
clothing for longer than five minutes until the day I put you on
the bus to first grade.”

 


Rita, still befuddled by a mother
allowing this behavior, shook her head. “Why on earth didn’t you
make me stop?”

 


“Oh, it’s a mother thing.” Her mom
chuckled. “I didn’t mind the suckers and the peanut butter so much.
It was your boogers on my jeans that got to me.”

 


Rita deemed it best to let the
conversation drop, disgusting as it was, although at least it did
keep her mother from fidgeting. She’d never known her mother to
fidget, even in the most dire of circumstances.

 


She patted her mom’s shoulder. “I’ll be
right here waiting for you. Everything’s going to be all
right.”

 


Judy smiled wanly, looking extremely
uncomfortable sitting in the wheelchair, and Rita knew that her mom
had to be nervous. She’d only been in the hospital once as a
patient and that was to have a baby, Rita, twenty-eight years ago.
Her mother drummed her fingers on the arm of the waiting room
chair.

 


An old man snorted, then his head
drooped to his chest and he started snoring. His wife turned the
page of her book and didn’t seem to notice.

 


Rita picked up a dog-eared
three-year-old issue of People
Magazine for want of anything else to do,
but before she got past the table of contents, a nurse carrying a
clipboard loaded with a raft of papers stepped in front of them.
“Are you Mrs. Markum?”

 


Judy nodded.

 


“We’re ready for you now.” She glanced
at Rita, then back to Judy. “Is this your daughter?”

 


“Yes.”

 


The nurse turned Judy’s wheelchair
toward a hallway in the rear of the waiting room. “Your daughter
may come in with you to help you undress. During the procedure
she’ll be in a waiting room outside of recovery, where we can keep
her informed of your progress. We estimate surgery time to be about
an hour. As soon as you show signs of waking up, we’ll bring her in
to see you and help you dress. You’ll be able to go home as soon as
you’re stabilized and aware.”

 


Rita swallowed a lump in
her throat, realizing that the distant concept of surgery was here
and now, and that it was her mother
going under the knife. For a split second she
thought about grabbing her mom and running out of the hospital, but
in the back of her mind she heard her dad say, “Cowboy up, girl.
You’ve got to show ‘em who’s boss.”

 


She gathered her mother’s crutches and
purse, then stood and faced the nurse. “Thank you. We’re
ready.”

 


Shrieks sounded from the reception area
and all hell broke loose when the doors to the surgery waiting room
burst open.

 


“Call animal control!” screamed a nurse
as she vaulted onto a gurney.

 


Blue-shirted orderlies ran toward the
exit, nurses fled toward the waiting room—all crashing into each
other, falling down, and picking each other up, then dashing
off.

 


The receptionist jumped on top of her
desk, screaming, “HELP!”

 


A little black and white animal the
size of a fluffy cat streaked by as a shouting man in coveralls
chased it. He held a blanket at arm’s length—presumably for the
animal’s imminent capture, but probably for his own
protection.

 


The young mother snatched her son from
the floor and held him to her breast. “I wanna pet the kitty!” the
boy cried.

 


The critter scurried under the chairs,
completely circling the room. Twice. People either jumped on their
chairs, or froze, huddled into little balls. Rita dropped one of
her mom’s crutches and prepared to use the other for a baseball bat
when the frenzied animal made a bee-line for her.

 


“Come over here, you little devil!” the
animal’s pursuer cursed, shaking a bed sheet as if the critter
would jump into it.

 


The elderly man boomed, “Huh? Did you
say something, Gertrude?”

 


His wife patted his knee. “No, Harley.
Go back to sleep.”

 


“Get that cat!” her mother’s nurse
yelled, as if shouting would help the man catch it
sooner.

 


Judy sat quietly, smiling as if she
knew this would happen all along. “Such a to-do over a scared
kitty.”

 


Rita put the other crutch down, ashamed
that she’d been close to panicking, too. “Yes, they’re just scaring
the poor creature more, poor thing.”

 


The custodian chased the animal into a
corner, but it performed a speedy U-turn on the wall. After
knocking the plastic flowers off the coffee table, it clambered up
Rita’s jeans, then nestled itself in her arms. The little beast
shivered like a paint-shaker.

 


Only then did she realize she held a
skunk!

 


“Omygawd,” she murmured,
not wanting to scare it any more. One false move and she’d have no
friends for years. Decades, even. She stood stone still and closed
her eyes, praying that someone
would do something.

 


When she finally worked up
the nerve to open her eyes, she saw the skunk peering at her
inquisitively. The animal had stopped trembling. But that didn’t
remedy the impending odor problem. She continued to stay put,
waiting for a white knight to rescue her. Cursing the danged knight
for not being there. Now.

 


“Who’s responsible for this?” a
stern-looking nurse demanded.

 


“Shhh,” hushed Rita, her mother, and
her attending nurse.

 


The surgery waiting room
door slid open with a whoosh
and a silhouette of a hunky man strode toward
them. Rita couldn’t help but think it was her knight—tall,
broad-shouldered. . .oh, dear, but that strut! It could only be . .
.

 


Brody!

 


“What’s all the commotion?” he
asked.

 


The Stern One held up her hand like a
traffic cop and marched over to him. “Do not panic or make noise,”
she ordered in a low, calm voice, enunciating every syllable. “We
have a skunk in the building, and I suggest you wait outside until
the problem is rectified.”

 


“Maybe I can help. I have a trained. .
.” He slapped his forehead. “Oh, God. Show me this skunk. It could
be mine.”

 


The nurse led him to Rita. The skunk
hadn’t moved a muscle, and neither had she. But one look at Brody’s
calm in the face of disaster and she was ready to throw the stupid
animal at him.

 


“Yup, that’s Guinevere, all right.” He
reached out to take the skunk, brushing Rita’s breast ever so
slightly. But not slightly enough that she didn’t feel a tingle
clear down to her toes.

 


He grinned at the Stern One. “Don’t
worry, she’s descented.”

 


The nurse huffed up like a cobra.
“Mister. . .”

 


“Alexander, darlin’. Brody Alexander,
bullfighter and rodeo clown, at your service.” He smiled and,
bowing, doffed his Stetson.

 


Quite chivalrous for a rogue. Rita
figured he’d met his match, though. Nurse Iceberg couldn’t be
melted by his charm.

 


“Mister Alexander, it is highly
unsanitary, not to mention disruptive, for you to allow your wild
animals to roam the hospital. Maybe even illegal!”

 


Brody looked properly contrite, but
then that practiced charming smile broke out again. “How about we
go show the children a few skunk tricks? I have all the skunk’s
papers in my rig, so we can do it up good and proper.” He held his
hat to his chest. “And Starbucks after? Just you and
me.”

 


The Stern One turned into Menopausal
Simpering Coquette right before Rita’s eyes. It was amazing. And
downright disgusting.

 


“Well,” the nurse
responded, gazing at him like a starry-eyed schoolgirl, “I
am off shift. I could
spend an hour or so with you. For the children, of
course.”

 


“Yes, for the children. And coffee
after.”

 


“Well . . .”

 


“I’m buying, pretty lady.”

 


Rita couldn’t decide whether to laugh
or puke as she watched the two of them get into the
elevator—especially when he turned and winked at her. Winked! Rita
pretended to fuss over her mother, hoping he didn’t see the blush
that warmed her face.

 


He had just demonstrated why no sane
woman should ever fall in love with a cowboy. Love ‘em and leave
‘em. That’s what they all did. Whatever it took to get a lady in
the sack. Most of them were quite successful—in a charming way, of
course. But a middle-aged nurse? He’d gone too far.

 


“Let’s go to the dressing room now,”
her mom’s attending nurse urged. “Your room’s ready and the
anesthesiologist is early. Your daughter can follow us, and I’ll
show her to the other waiting room after she helps get you ready
for surgery.”

 


Rita, clenching her fists, followed the
two ladies. Too bad she’d ever met Brody Alexander. She just hoped
that her ridiculous lust for him would go away.

 


But it hadn’t in ten years, and the
prognosis didn’t look so hot—actually, entirely too hot.

 


* * * *

 


“Hey, there.”

 


Rita looked up to see Mr. Stud grinning
like he’d just slain another dragon. He probably could, too, if any
dragons were around. And he probably would. At least he was
skunkless—and sans the Simpering Coquette.

 


“You can read a lot of magazines in
three hours.” Rita flipped the magazine closed. “What do you want
to know about Tom Cruise?”

 


Brody sat in the chair beside her.
“Nothing. I don’t read that sort of stuff.”

 


“I don’t suppose you read
much.” Or at all.

 


“Nope. Used to, though.”

 


Yeah,
right. Probably the Sunday comics
and Western Horseman. “Oh? What did you read?”

 


“Uh . . .” He shrugged.
“Books.”

 


That’s what she thought. It didn’t take
a lot of intellectual stimulation to woo women or run in front of
bulls. But it did take a charming personality for the first, and a
well-toned body for the second—both of which he had in spades. And
the source of extreme irritation for her.

 


Her face flushed hot, and she didn’t
doubt red crept up her cheeks. She only hoped he’d think the cause
was something other than this inconvenient attraction—yes,
inconvenient was a genteel word for it—that just wouldn’t go
away.

 


In fact, she’d thought about kissing
him when she should have been worrying about her mother. Rita
sighed and waved the magazine in front of her face to ward off the
guilt and the heat. A decent daughter wouldn’t be thinking about
kissing a no-good cowboy while her mother was in surgery. And no
decent woman would even consider kissing anyone other than her own
fiancé!

 


The nurse came in. “Your mother’s awake
and we’re dressing her. You can come in, now.” She looked at Brody
and smiled. “If you’re driving, you can bring your vehicle to the
side door and we’ll meet you in about fifteen minutes.”

 


Brody practically bounced to his feet.
Obviously, five minutes of sitting with her was five minutes too
long for him. “Yes, ma’am.” He grabbed his hat and beat feet out
the front door.

 


Rita stood and followed the nurse, only
to find her mother sitting on the side of the bed, giggling. She
raised an eyebrow at the male nurse attending.

 


He chuckled. “You never know how a
patient will do with anesthetic. Sometimes they get, well, a little
loopy. You should have an interesting trip home.”

 


Judy looked up at him. “You know,” she
said with a cockeyed smile, “with a nice western shirt and a pair
of tight Wranglers, you’d be welcome to park your boots under my
bed.” She patted him on the butt.

 


“Mother!” Rita couldn’t
believe that her mom would even think such a thing.

 


The nurses didn’t seem to hear, or at
least be bothered, by her mother’s outlandish behavior and
proceeded to move Judy to the wheelchair. They carefully lifted the
bandaged encased knee to ensure it didn’t bump against the
railings. Rita imagined the hospital must own stock in the gauze
and bandage companies based on the huge blob wrapped around her
mother’s leg.

 


The male nurse handed her a couple of
bottles of pills. “One’s an antibiotic. Give her one tablet three
times a day. The other bottle is pain medication—two tablets every
four hours as needed.” He gave her a paper. “This explains the
after-care. We’ve had your mother sign it, but has anyone gone over
it with you?”

 


Rita took the instructions. “Yes, this
morning.”

 


“If you have any questions, or if she
starts running a fever, call us right away. The number’s at the top
of the page.”

 


Judy giggled. “I have your number, big
boy.”

 


“Let’s get out of here,” muttered Rita.
Maybe the outside air would calm her mom. It sure couldn’t make her
any worse.

 


 


 


She got worse.

 


Rita swore her mom’s mouth had run like
the Kentucky Derby ever since they put her in the danged
pickup.

 


“Why, I’m just so proud of my daughter!
She’s on her way to being an ashuary.”

 


“Ashuary?” Brody asked.

 


Rita kept her gaze trained on the road,
afraid of what her mother might say next. “Actuary.”

 


“Yup, an ashuary,” Judy continued. “My
daughter has passed all sorts of tests. She’s so smart. I tell her,
‘Don’t marry no damned cowboy,’ but I get a little worried when
she’s around you. But she’s got a fancy city dude convinced to
marry her, so she ought to be okay.”

 


“Mother!” Rita wished she could flatten
herself and crawl under the seat cover.

 


“Luke,” Judy went on, unfazed, “you get
better lookin’ every day for an old busted up cowpoke. What you say
we have a little ron-day-voo?”

 


Rita looked back just as Luke started
to pat her mother’s shoulder. “Don’t you touch her,
buster.”

 


Luke jerked his hands back. Rita
relaxed and faced front, satisfied, at least for the
moment.

 


Brody drove with one hand on the wheel
and held the other hand beside his face obscuring his mouth, as if
stifling a laugh. Rita’s blood boiled. It just showed the
coarseness of cowboys—and why she’d never want one. Okay, she’d
never want one for keeps. They’d be great if a girl was looking for
a boy-toy. Which, of course, she wasn’t.

 


“My daughter can do any math. Anything
you can imagine. Boy, I feel funny. Luke, would you feel my
cheeks?”

 


“Which set?”

 


Rita whirled her head around again.
“LUKE!”

 


“Any set you’d like, big
boy,” Judy smiled at him and batted her eyelashes. Her
eyelashes, for Pete’s
sake! Rita watched her own mother flirt unabashedly. This was
getting more revolting by the minute.

 


“Well, sugar, I think we ought to wait
until you’re feeling a might better, then we’ll see which cheeks
you want me to feel.” He took off his hat and fanned it in front of
Judy’s face. “Does this feel good?”

 


“Mmmmm.”

 


Rita relaxed her shoulders, hoping her
mother had said all she was going to.

 


“You’re a fine man, Luke,” her mother
cooed.

 


Rita tensed again, knowing whatever
Judy said next, it would most certainly be embarrassing. She
seriously considered stuffing a sock in her mother’s
mouth.

 


“Brody’s a fine man, too,” Judy went
on. “Really fine, in fact. I just hope Rita can keep her hands off
him. Why, before she went off to college, I thought Brody would get
in her pants for sure. But I guess she fended him off, ‘cause near
as I know, he never got to her.”

 


Nearly lightheaded, Rita breathed deep
to keep her composure. Was it legal to strangle your mother if she
were on drugs? Surely it ought to be.

 


Worse, both she and Brody knew Rita had
been the aggressor. She glanced at him. He stared at the road,
obviously trying to fake invisibility—but a hint of a smile played
on his lips.

 


Then he winked at her. She wanted to
smack that crooked smile right off his taunting, handsome—okay, a
little beat up, but handsome nevertheless—face. The
jerk.

 


Resigned that her mom’s mouth would
continue to motor for the next two hours, Rita changed the subject.
“How’re the plans for the children’s home coming?” Several children
needed a permanent home, and Phyllis was willing to keep them if
they had a place; otherwise, the state might find out and take the
kids some god-awful place, like a city. One thing about country
people—they took care of their own.

 


“Well, when Phyllis gets a little
farther along on it, we’re going to have Brody and Luke work with
the children.”

 


Brody cocked his head and raised an
eyebrow. “I’m not home much for six months out of the year. You’d
better rethink that.”

 


“Oh, but Luke is. And it’ll give me an
excuse to come see him.”

 


“Mother!”

 


Judy giggled, then groaned. “Ooh, that
hurt.”

 


Luke scooted closer to her. “Do you
need a pain pill? I have a jug of water right here.”

 


“Yes, another pain pill would be good,”
Rita agreed. “Maybe she’ll fall asleep.”

 


Brody shook his head. “Too soon. Don’t
want to OD her—she’s not used to taking medication. That’s why
she’s acting half-drunk right now.”

 


“Half-drunk,” Rita muttered.

 


“And did you know,” Judy went on,
ignoring the others’ comments, “that Rita is getting funding so we
can build a new house? She’s even contacted the MOMMI Foundation.
It’s a charitable organization she found out about through her
work.”

 


Brody whirled his head to look at Judy,
turning the steering wheel as he did so. The pickup nearly swerved
off the road, whipping the passengers about, but he expertly
regained control. “MOMMI?”

 


Rita looked back at her mother. “Are
you okay?”

 


Judy grinned crookedly back at Rita.
“That was fun. Can we do it again?”

 


“Not. Anyway, the MOMMI Foundation
turned us down flat. No state accreditation—no money. Period. So we
have to look elsewhere. A bunch of snobs operate that place anyway.
The woman I talked to, Caroline, is a Class-A bitch. I’d really
rather not have to deal with them.” Rita hoped she could keep her
mother channeled to the children’s home conversation and maybe
she’d quit talking about embarrassing things.

 


Her mom didn’t respond, and when Rita
looked back, she saw her mother fast asleep with her head on Luke’s
shoulder.

 


“You can relax now.”

 


Rita jolted at Brody’s voice. Yeah,
right. Not while she was in the same latitude and longitude as he
was. But at least her mom had quit running off at the mouth. For
the time being.

 


Rita prayed that her mother would sleep
for the rest of the long drive home.

 


* * * *

 


Brody thought the seventy-three miles
home might as well have been a hundred and seventy-three—the first
part with Judy’s downright screwy remarks and the rest punctuated
by awkward silence. Thank goodness they were almost to
Grasmere.

 


He’d felt a little sorry for Rita. Her
mom’s comments had obviously upset her. Still, he’d learned a
lot—that Judy felt a lot more than just friendly with Luke, for
one. He hadn’t been aware of that, and neither had Luke, that he
knew of.

 


Rita wasn’t as immune to him as she
wanted him to think, for another. Still, her engagement to the city
dude prevented Brody from using his charm on her. He had no
intention of seducing an attached woman. She was too dangerous for
him, anyway. He could smell a woman like her clear in the next
state—she wanted a long-term commitment. He wanted a good
time.

 


But her inquiry to the MOMMI Foundation
unsettled him. If she stuck her oar in too far, she’d find out a
lot more than he wanted anyone out here to know. Maybe he better
call his sister and tell her to let loose with the money;
otherwise, Rita was likely to poke her nose where he didn’t want
it.

 


Luke groaned as Brody pulled onto the
Markum’s bumpy ranch road and checked the mailboxes.

 


As he handed the mail to Rita, Brody
looked in his rearview mirror and saw that Judy still slept on his
shoulder. “Your arm getting a little numb?”

 


“Nope. Went past that stage more’n an
hour ago.”

 


“She looks real content, though. We’ll
have to wake her to get her in the house.”

 


“Might be easier said than
done.”

 


“I can take care of my own mother.”
Rita didn’t sound any too happy.

 


What an odd one. Most women would be
glad to have a couple of men around to haul a sick person in the
house. Not Rita—more stubborn than any mule ever born—even
Socrates. Brody shook his head. “Darlin’, I have no doubt about
that, but we’ll help her into the house. Help her to bed, if you
want.”

 


“I don’t want.”

 


“Rita,” Judy groaned, “I’m hurting. Let
the men help me to my room.”

 


Rita nodded almost imperceptibly. Brody
figured her concessions didn’t come often, but even she would bow
to her suffering mother’s wishes. And he knew the pain that
followed knee surgery all too well.

 


He braked the pickup to a crawl before
they got to the washboardy driveway. Slow as he went, the bumps
still jostled them this way and that, with an occasional moan from
Judy. His heart went out to her, but he couldn’t do a damned thing
about it. The mile-long lane seemed like a hundred.

 


He pulled into Judy’s yard,
still another couple hundred yards of bumps to negotiate. A red
Miata with the top down was parked by Rita’s Volvo. Who the hell
could this be?
Not only did Judy have company—a city slicker for sure—but Socrates
stood in the seat of the car with his front hooves propped on the
door. His back hooves were probably poking holes in the passenger
seat. Whoever owned that car wouldn’t be too happy when they saw
him.

 


Brody rolled down his window as he
slowed the pickup. “Get out of that car, you mangy
mule!”

 


“David,” Rita whispered, and covered
her face with her hands.

 



Chapter 3

 


I do not have mange, and I
resent his insinuation. Nevertheless, I can hardly wait to hear how
our plan worked out from Guinevere and Perseus. That is, if I can
get Perseus to hold still long enough and Guinevere to stop
trembling from fear. Skunks have no fortitude whatsoever. We mules
are often accused of being cowards—or stubborn—but we’re most
certainly not. We’re smart.

 


For instance, why would a
human jump out of a perfectly good airplane? A mule would never do
such a stupid thing. Or, in the case of my own human, Brody, why
would he taunt an already-mad bull that outweighs him ten times?
More befuddling, why would he do it with a broken arm and a
concussion?

 


A mule knows when to leave
well enough alone. We’re sensible.

 


But the most incredibly
ridiculous thing humans do is to deny their destinies. We all know
that Brody has a thing for Rita, and she has a thing for him. So
where are the little Brodys?

 


Humans are just plain slow
on the uptake sometimes. All we mules can do is practice the latest
of training procedures: set up the situation, wait for the human to
make the correct decision, then reward them for even the smallest
progress.

 


Believe me, as dense as
humans are, we need a lot of patience to train them. But it can be
done.

 


Still, there are some
humans that just aren’t worth fooling with. Like the dude that
drove to the Markum place in a silly sports car with zippo ground
clearance—far less than the little filly’s. No one with any brains
at all would drive a car like that on backcountry roads. But he
looked like a man on a mission, and I’m afraid the mission’s name
might be ‘Rita.’

 


It’s time to rally the
forces. This guy has got to go.

 


* * * *

 


As the pickup crept over the bumpy
driveway toward the ranch house, Rita’s heart pounded. She
concentrated on calming herself while she cooked up a plan to get
rid of David. Fast. Heck, maybe a few mule hooves poking holes in
the leather would actually help. At any rate, she didn’t want him
to know what a country bumpkin she had been—although it was a
little late now.

 


Brody braked the pickup slowly, but not
gradually enough for Rita. Nothing good could come from David’s
visit and she was embarrassed for him to see her humble beginnings.
The mule hopped out of the sports car and trotted to his owner’s
door, walking alongside the slow-moving rig. Rita rustled her
papers and gathered her things, hoping she’d look too busy to carry
on a conversation.

 


Brody reached out the pickup window and
patted the mule’s nose. “Luke, you gather up Judy’s stuff while I
start the generator. Rita, you go in the house and get her bed
turned down.”

 


As if she wanted to go in that house.
“I’ll get Mom ready.”

 


“No, she’ll need to lie down.” Brody
steered the pickup toward the walkway. “Besides, you need to let
your boyfriend know you’re here. Unless you want me to.”

 


Not in a dozen blue moons. “I’ll
go.”

 


She looked out her window and gasped.
David scowled as he walked toward the pickup. He opened the door
and she jumped out. The only thing worse than him seeing the place
where she’d grown up was him seeing Brody and getting the wrong
idea about the situation.

 


A tic in David’s cheek and his tousled
eighty-dollar haircut gave away his frustration. “Do you realize
that not one damned light works in this house? Besides, I couldn’t
find anywhere to recharge my laptop.”

 


His laptop? She was practically
speechless. He could at least act as if he were concerned about her
mother—or even jealous of Brody—but never did she think he’d be
more worried about his computer.

 


Brody had gone to the back of the house
and within moments she heard the generator’s shrieking starter
struggle to get the old thing to kick in. None too soon, it settled
down to a low rumble.

 


“What’s that noise?” David
asked.

 


She pivoted and grabbed her things out
of the pickup, clenching her teeth. “In case you’re wondering, my
mom is fine.”

 


“Oh, yes. I came to see how she was
doing.”

 


Luke came around the pickup, handed the
crutches to Rita, and opened Judy’s door. “Let me hold you around
the waist, sugar, and I’ll lift you right up and stand you on the
ground. Remember not to put any weight on that bum
knee.”

 


“I won’t.” Her mom sounded shaky, but
game.

 


“Brody and I will help you
in.”

 


Beauty trotted to the pickup and barked
once, a slobber dripping from her dewlap.

 


“That’s the God-awfulest, ugliest dog I
ever saw!” David remarked. “Is this a Lassie experiment gone
wrong?”

 


He belonged in the city—as did Rita—but
he didn’t have to say mean things about the dog. She scowled at
him. “Her name’s Beauty. She’s half bloodhound and half collie,
and, for your information, is a very loyal and well-behaved
dog.”

 


And, Rita conceded, not all that
beautiful. Beauty had the loose skin, dewlap, and heavy body of a
bloodhound, but the bark, heavily frilled collar, and long, skinny
head of a collie.

 


David nodded. “That was a
joke.”

 


“Not funny. I’ll go turn the bed down.”
Rita dashed into the house, hoping David wouldn’t follow. He did.
She thought about throwing the crutches on the ground to trip him.
David simply couldn’t stay. It was bad enough that he knew she grew
up in a podunk place that didn’t even have electrical service, but
who knew what Brody might tell him.

 


She flipped on the light in her
mother’s room and quickly turned down the bed. David stood in the
doorway. “I didn’t try the lights in here. Why do these lights work
and the rest of the lights don’t?”

 


Rita sighed. “They all work now. Brody
just turned on the generator. Don’t you hear it?”

 


“Who’s this Brody?”

 


She whacked the pillow to fluff it.
Then punched it again because it felt good. “My mother’s neighbor,”
she said, hoping she sounded nonchalant. “He owns the ranch you
passed through to get here. Luke’s his ranch manager. Now get out
of the doorway so they can put Mom in her bed.”

 


David stepped aside, letting the men
and Judy pass by him. “I need you to take a look at the report and
make a few changes.”

 


“Not now!” She gritted her teeth ‘til
her jaw ached, waiting for him to have the decency to leave the
room. He didn't.

 


“Move.” She placed her hand on his
chest and pushed him backward to the bedroom door. “Go sit in the
living room. Or the kitchen. Or in Seattle. We have work to do
here.”

 


“Are you trying to get rid of
me?”

 


Yes! “I have to prepare her supper, David. Go entertain yourself.
Recharge your computer. Whatever.”

 


Ignoring him, she gently placed some
pillows under and around her mom’s newly-repaired knee and pulled
the bedcovers over her. Luke put a glass of water on the nearby
nightstand.

 


“Hey, buddy,” Brody warned, “the lady
just had surgery. Let her rest.”

 


Rita flinched at Brody’s tone. She’d
been so consumed with getting rid of David that she forgot about
the two other men she didn’t want there, either.

 


“I left the report on the kitchen
table,” David said as he retrieved his laptop and disappeared into
the living room.

 


Luke patted the back of her mother’s
hand. “Let us know if you need anything.”

 


Judy nodded.

 


A man’s strangled yelp echoed through
the house. “RITA!” It was David.

 


She, Brody, and Luke elbowed each other
trying to be the first in the living room. As they burst through
the doorway, they froze when they saw her fiancé standing on the
couch with Socrates nipping playfully at his kneecaps.

 


“Get this wretched beast away from
me!”

 


Luke chuckled, shook his head, and went
into the kitchen.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19554
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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