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DEDICATION

 


 


For all those farmers, who have fought the
good fight against wind, dirt, tornadoes, infestation, and
financial loss; to those who have struggled against giant
corporations taking over the family farm, and ever-changing
political and economic tides; and to those whose hardy spirits,
like those of their forefathers, endure.


PROLOGUE

 


 


The March winds cut across the prairie,
nipping at the exposed limbs of the people huddled around the open
grave.

Margaret Frazier shivered. She clasped her
black handbag to her waist, her fingers toying with the silver
buckle, twisting it back and forth, back and forth, frayed nerves
guiding her subconscious movements. Instinctively, she stepped
closer to her son. Brian was all she had now; they would have to
support each other in the days ahead. Her eyes studied him,
sweeping over the rigid jaw, the scowl across his forehead—so like
his father. Today, the wind teased his muddy brown hair, sending it
stiffly backwards, giving him a surprised look.

She shifted her attention to the woman at his
side, to Brenda. Her daughter-in-law leaned solidly against Brian,
a vacant stare clouding her already pale features. Willow thin, her
golden hair was drawn tightly into a clasp at the nape of her neck.
Her hands rested on Sean’s shoulders, while the three-year-old
studied the ground, shuffling his feet. He was so quiet; Margaret
had never seen her grandson so quiet.

My grandson, she thought. She didn’t
feel old enough to have a grandson. But then she didn’t feel old
enough to be burying her husband.

The smell of a dampened world, a musty odor,
invaded her nostrils. Tears welled up from within her, bitter
tears. She swallowed them. This was not the time. She looked away
from the steel-gray casket. The rolling grass within the cemetery
was a stark contrast to the surrounding straw-yellow prairie. Here
and there a bush, still barren from winter, marked a corner or
wall. Enclosing the cemetery, a wire fence trapped piles of
tumbleweeds, while within, hundreds of tombstones guarded the
graves—gray and pink granite, oblong, rectangular, and spirals—like
sentinels protecting those who could no longer protect
themselves.

Margaret heard the minister droning on, his
voice muffled by the howling wind. His words didn’t matter; she
couldn’t concentrate anyway. She didn’t want to concentrate. Her
mind was a circle of confusion, a spiral of disconnected events and
disjointed memories running together into one chaotic, unreal
blur.

The last thing she remembered with any
clarity was three days ago. Doing dishes, smoothly wiping the
dinner plates, she set them in the cabinet.

“I don’t feel so good,” Harley had called
from the sofa.

She had walked to the doorway connecting the
two rooms. “That’ll teach you to wolf down my spaghetti,” she
joked, as she twisted the dish towel in her hand, forming a weapon.
One of Harley’s favorite pranks was wadding up a towel and slapping
her gently, playfully with it. A harmless bit of mischief. Now it
was her turn to retaliate. Maggie grinned, cautiously ticking off
the six short steps to the sofa. She leaned over, prepared for the
attack, but it never came. The smile on her face froze.

Harley had rolled onto the floor, his massive
frame prone upon the carpet. An icy chill gripped her heart. Maggie
dropped the towel. Her hands shaking, she reached the sofa in an
instant and lifted her husband’s head, cradling it in her lap. His
mouth hung slightly open, his lips already blue. An ashen cast
colored his face. Small beads of perspiration dotted his forehead.
Maggie wasn’t sure how long she held him there, knowing the awful
truth, but refusing to believe.

She must have called the ambulance, must have
phoned her son. But she couldn’t remember doing any of that. She
didn’t know what she’d said or done or what she was doing now,
standing here in this cemetery, trying to concentrate on this
damned ritual.

There must be some mistake, some terrible
misunderstanding, she thought. Harley couldn’t be dead. He was
only forty-seven. For God’s sake, forty-seven wasn’t old. She
struggled to maintain her composure, forced herself to tune in the
voice of the man standing in front of her with an open black Bible
in his hands. She picked up a fragment. “…I shall dwell in the
house of the Lord forever.”

But even those words couldn’t hold her.
The house of the Lord, she thought. What kind of a God
would take Harley? What kind of God would let this happen—a
God whose supposed to be all knowing, all powerful? It doesn’t make
sense. She stifled her rage, her anger, letting her thoughts
drift away from the moment. For the past three days that’s how she
managed, that’s how she kept her sanity—telling herself that this
was a horrible nightmare and that she’d wake up, and Harley would
be standing there. Her heart insisted that her husband was not in
that cold, steel-gray box—not the man she’d known since college,
the man who had always been there, the man who had taken care of
her for the past twenty-five years.

She brushed against Brian. His face was
expressionless, a white cast under the gray day. Maggie shivered
again, a sense of helplessness washing over her. How she wished she
had someone to explain what was happening because none of this made
any sense. At that moment Brian’s arm surrounded her, pulling her
closer. Yes, she did have her son, her daughter-in-law, and
grandson.

Somehow she’d waded through the last three
days, scheduling the service, selecting music, approving the
funeral notice, even finding a suit for her husband to wear. And
all the time, she kept repeating to herself that this was a cruel
hoax. But each day the sun came up, and each day it went down, and
Harley was not there. The house seemed lifeless, void, sterile, not
a sound, not even a dripping faucet. Brian and his family came and
ate meals with her and left. Neighbors dropped in with casseroles
and salads.

She ran a load of laundry and scrubbed the
bathtub—busy work, trying to erase reality, but denying it. When
Samson crawled onto her lap, she stroked his orange fur, comforting
herself as much as him. But the gruff laughter of her husband was
gone. He would never wad up another dish towel and flick it at
her.

One part of her mind acknowledged his death,
but her heart refused to accept it. He was the only man she’d ever
loved, the only man she’d ever slept with. How could she live
without him, without his smile, without his stubbornness? And how,
dead God, could she run the farm without him?

Through her daze, Maggie saw an approaching
figure. The minister had stepped to one side. The services were
over. Soon she’d be able to collapse in her bed, away from the
pitying eyes of people. Someone extended a hand toward her, and she
took it, trying to smile, trying to accept the love and concern of
their friends. Pete Bowman, Harley’s best friend, towered over her.
Without a word, he circled her with his arms. Buried against her
neighbor’s chest, Maggie felt the tears rise to her eyes. But she
would not cry. Not here. She would wait until she was alone.

She pulled away. More friends waited in line.
She didn’t know what to say to them. She wasn’t sure what to do.
She just wanted them to go, to leave her to sort things out for
herself. She fought an urge to run from this place, to flee those
offering her sympathy. But she could not. She must hold on for a
few more minutes. As Harley would say, it was her duty, her
responsibility. She had to endure the gaping hole a bit longer, the
hole that waited, as the cold, gray casket hovered above it. Soon
the workers would come, lower the box into the ground, and cover it
with the sandy soil. At least she wouldn’t have to witness that; by
that time she’d be home.

Finally, it was over, and she felt her legs
wobble like a drunk toward the car. Her stomach was churning,
empty. Food was the last thing she’d wanted today. The wind shoved
against her body, peeling off her hat and sending it swirling
across the tombstones and markers. She didn’t go after it. Instead,
she let her copper hair fly in all directions, tangling in the
wind, just like her life.


CHAPTER 1

 


 


“I’m sorry, Maggie. You know if there was any
way to help, I would.”

Margaret Frazier looked across the desk at
the banker. She’d known Clifford Brockman for years, since she’d
first come to Cimarron, since he was fresh out of college with a
business administration degree. Now he sported a shiny spot on the
top of his head and a grey-speckled mustache. Whenever Harley had
been in trouble, he’d always relied on the banker, and over the
years they’d done a lot of business together. Surely, if anyone
could help her, Clifford could.

“I’ll be back in a bit,” Harley’d say in that
vague way of his. “Got to talk to Cliff.”

She never asked what they were talking about.
It was money, of course, how to keep things going on the farm. Once
or twice she’d offered to help, but Harley would look at her with
that infernal twinkle in his eyes and say, “Man’s business.” At the
time she’d thought it charming. Besides, she didn’t need to worry
about the day-to-day farm operations—Harley had always made a good
living for them. She told herself that he wanted only to protect
her from financial worry. And hadn’t he always taken good care of
her—at least until he died.

Now she sat in the banker’s office, her hands
clenched in her lap, unsure of what to say, how to convince him.
“There must be something I can do. It’s more than two months till
harvest. All I need is an advance, just enough to carry me. After
that I’ll be able to pay you back.”

She hated this. Begging. Surely, Harley
hadn’t gone through this every time he’d asked for a loan.

“I’m sorry, Maggie. I’ve talked to the board,
but your farm is already over-extended. There’s no way you’ll be
able to pay back what’s owed against it in your lifetime—not even
if you strike oil!”

Maggie remained silent. She knew all this,
knew that she was “over-extended”, the term that the bank used to
indicate that they had used bad judgment in lending more money than
the value of the farm. She’d heard it for almost two years since
her husband’s death, since the bills started rolling in. She’d been
forced to look at the farm operation with a critical eye, something
she’d previously known little about. Harley had always taken care
of business. In fact, he had discouraged her from the financial
end, perhaps protecting her, but now…now she struggled to meet
ends.

Maggie had been raised in the city, far from
the golden fields of wheat bending in the wind, ready for harvest.
A smile came to her lips, as she recalled an early date when Harley
had driven her past the fields in early spring, pointing out the
tiny green sprouts rising from the ground.

“Looks like it’ll be a fine wheat crop this
year.”

Maggie had eyed him suspiciously. “Come on. I
know I’m a city gal, but I know a few things about wheat.”

“Like what?”

“Like wheat’s yellow, golden colored.”

He had laughed that hearty laugh of his,
before explaining that wheat started as a plant, green like most
plants.

But today the smiles were gone, only
memories, as she contemplated her dilemma. After Harley’s death,
she suddenly was thrown into a pool filled with unpaid bills,
threatening notices. Maggie had had no idea of how much they owed;
she’d rarely written a check or used a debit card. Harley had
handed her cash for the groceries and household accounts. Yes,
she’d know it was a bit “old-fashioned,” but, after all, they’d
seemed to prosper, never wanted for food, clothing, or an
occasional movie.

As reality set in, panic had seized her. She
had to take control. After all, she wasn’t stupid; she had
graduated from college. She had a bachelor’s in education. But,
finally, determined to learn more about the finances associated
with her farm, she enrolled in a farm management class at nearby
Wheaton College. She’d made excellent grades all last semester. But
apparently all the management classes in the world couldn’t help
her—not now.

She pulled her thoughts back to the present.
She glanced at Brockman. His concerns and reassurances didn’t help
either. She had to eat and pay bills. Her pickup needed repairs,
and she’d have to hire a harvest crew. Without cash, none of that
was possible.

She picked up her purse. “Well, thanks for
your time anyway.”

“Do you have family, maybe friends who could
help?”

Her emerald eyes clouded with pain. She could
see her parents as they had been five years ago. During that visit
she’d tried to convince them to relocate to Cimarron or Wheaton, a
larger town about fifty miles away. After all, they were getting up
in years. Maggie had been a later child, born when Elizabeth Samson
was in her mid-thirties, and her father, Will, was five years
older. She worried about them, but her efforts were in vain. They
were determined to remain in their home, near their friends in
Englewood. Maggie had been disappointed and wondered if part of
their refusal wasn’t pride. They never wanted to be a burden to
her. Two weeks later her father died of a heart attack. Just like
Harley. Now her mother lived in Phoenix, with Maggie’s only sister,
Wilda.

“No,” she said. “There’s no one.”

“What about the insurance money?”

“Burial took a chunk of it and just the
day-to-day living expenses have eaten up the rest. Brian’s wages…”
Her voice drifted off.

The banker frowned. “Maggie. It’s none of my
business, but as a family friend…” He hesitated for a moment before
continuing. “Brian is an adult. Don’t you think it’s time you
treated him like one? Is there any way he can help?”

“He’s just getting his life started. He has a
wife and a child. Besides, it isn’t his problem.”

Brockman raised his eyebrows, a frown
registering between them. “In a way it is. His home is part of the
collateral on the current loan. A big portion of that is due to the
$100,000 Harley borrowed for the house.”

Maggie wasn’t sure how to respond. Brockman
was right, of course. Harley was always borrowing for Brian. A car,
when the boy was sixteen. A pickup when he wrecked the car.
College. And when college didn’t work out, a house. Always, it was
Brian. As long as she could remember. Once she’d actually accused
Harley of loving their son more than he loved her.

The big man had laughed, his voice booming
through their ranch-style home. “Yeah, that I do—as a son. But I
love you in a different way. Come here and I’ll show you.”

She smiled, remembering. Somehow things had
to work out. Somehow. Some way. She would not take bankruptcy. That
was the last choice.

The banker seemed to read her thoughts. “What
will you do?”

As she shook her head, an unruly shock of
copper hair fell over her forehead. In spite of her situation, she
managed a smile and a flare leaped into her green eyes. “I’m not
sure, but I’ll think of something.” She stood.

“I’ll be glad to refer any buyers to you, if
I come across anyone who might be interested…”

“If what you say is true, if the loans are so
heavy, why would anyone consider buying the farm? How could they
afford to?”

“Sometimes people with money, people who are
looking for a tax write-off might be interested. There are many
reasons. Sometimes we can work with them, take a small loss.”

“I’m really not interested. The farm’s been
in Harley’s family for three generations.”

“Think about it, Maggie.” He rose and came
out from behind the desk. “There’s something else…”

She stopped at the door, her hand on the
knob.

“If we don’t get a sizeable payment after
harvest, we may have to foreclose. That means Brian’s house, too.
I’ll be glad to talk with him, if you want me to.”

“No, I’ll let him know.”

Brockman sighed. “And unless we get some
moisture around here, no one’s going to have much of a crop
anyway.”

Knowing her neighbors were also experiencing
a drought wasn’t much consolation, but most of them didn’t have her
burden of debt. Even if this year’s crop failed, they should be
able to borrow something, and most of them had crop insurance. She
had nothing. Harley had always been such an optimist. Since his
death she had discovered that they were under-insured in every
area—the farm, medical, life insurance.

Brockman patted her hand reassuringly, and
Maggie slipped out of his office. She crossed the lobby with its
plush green carpeting and sterile tables and teller cages. A
half-dozen employees sat at various desks, and she saw their eyes
raise to meet hers as she passed. She knew them all. One of the
disadvantages of a small town was that everyone knew you. Everyone
knew your business. Or thought they did. Just like now.
Undoubtedly, everyone in the bank knew her account was almost
depleted, knew her savings had long ago been used up, and knew that
she was begging for a loan. They all felt sorry for her; she was
sure of that. Oh, sure they nodded and tried to appear as if
nothing was wrong, but she knew what they were thinking. Poor
Margaret Frazier. Look at the mess Harley left her in.

She closed the glass door behind her, her
head held high. She sighed. They’d never hear her complain.
Sometimes even after twenty-five years here, she still felt like an
outsider. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever fit in. She’d been born in
Denver, and although it was only about two hundred miles away, it
might have been two hundred light years.

In the beginning people had seemed clannish
to her, but over the years she’d adjusted to their low key, quaint
ways, and to the community and church socials. She still remembered
all the school activities when Brian had been a boy—football and
basketball games—more than she could count. He had wanted to be in
everything, and Harley had encouraged him. Even though Maggie
wasn’t a sports enthusiast by nature, she faithfully attended each
and every game, cheering her son to victory. When the team went to
state, Harley transported a bunch of the seniors, hauling them in
his van to Denver. Brian had been so busy with activities in those
high school days he hadn’t had time to help with the farm.

Maggie looked around. The town was pretty
much the same as it had been when she’d arrived as a bride in 1980.
In fact, she thought everything was probably the same as it had
been for forty or fifty years. Some of the buildings wore brick
fronts, but most were wooden, painted a dingy white. Several like
the hardware, had most of the paint stripped off and had
deteriorated to a pasty gray. The owners didn’t bother to paint it.
Either they didn’t have the money or the motivation. Maybe
both.

Maggie understood. For the first time since
she’d arrived in Cimarron, she was scared. She had no money. Even
if she scrounged enough cash to make it until harvest, and even if
harvest was good, would it help? Ultimately, wasn’t she just using
a Band Aid to cover up a condition that required surgery?

She reached the grocery store. Outside, its
windows were plastered with bright blue and gold sale signs. Bacon
$5.95; Tuna, 89 cents; Eggs $2.30. The last thing she cared about
today was shopping for specials. But she did need eggs, bread,
milk, and coffee. Inside, she selected a cart and quickly rolled up
and down the aisles, anxious to get home. At times she missed the
luxury of big-city grocery stores, even a Walmart, where you could
find everything from a bakery to a florist. But here, the shopping
was easier. True, there were fewer selections, but she was able to
save time wheeling up and down the aisles, questioning her
judgment, comparing prices.

Checking the eggs for cracks, she placed the
carton in her basket and glanced up only to spot Sally Walther
browsing among the pastries. Maggie instantly recognized the golden
hair, frizzled into tight spirals all over her head. Sally glanced
up at the squeak of Maggie’s cart.

“Hi. Prices going up again. Every week, a few
more cents on every item.”

“Seems so,” Maggie responded, despite her
gloomy mood. Sally was a friend, but one she’d ignored lately.
“Guess it costs more to produce and transport—like everything
else.”

“It doesn’t sound like it’s going to get any
better. Predictions are that it’s going to be a long, hot summer.
The climate change thing. I mean, the way the wind’s been blowing
top soil off the fields, it’s scary. Some old-timers say we’re
heading for another Dust Bowl.”

“Well, let’s hope not.” She wasn’t in the
mood for small talk, crops or weather.

“Say, don’t’ forget craft club this week.
We’ve missed you, Maggie.” She placed an arm on the other woman’s
shoulder. “Don’t forget, we’re supposed to bring a craft, something
we’ve made for our secret sister.”

Maggie nodded, a twinge of guilt sweeping
through her. She’d missed the last half-dozen meetings. She’d had
homework from college and was intent on finding a way to make the
farm pay. Besides, she wasn’t sure she had any homemade items on
hand. She didn’t want to buy something and try to pass it off as
her own creation—especially with her funds so short. Surely, she
had something lying around, something left over from one of her
earlier craft periods.

She resisted an urge to tell Sally she
wouldn’t be there. Maybe she just wouldn’t go. That would solve the
gift problem, and it would also resolve the fact that she simply
didn’t want to go, that she had lost interest in the club. Since
Harley’s death she found herself moving away from the weekly club
lessons on everything from crochet to macramé, from ceramics to
stenciling. In the beginning she had tolerated the group as a way
to get acquainted, make some friends. And, although she had come to
enjoy several of the women, she’d never felt as if she were a part
of the organization. At times she’d felt as if the club was a
throwback to Mayberry. She tried to tell herself that her feelings
were fostered by her big city upbringing. Something was wrong with
her. These were friendly folks, who were willing to give her a
chance.

Yet she’d always felt like an outsider.
Certainly they’d been nice to her. They had given her and Harley a
wedding shower only a week after their arrival. They had included
her in invitations and all kinds of community picnics and events.
They were good people; it was her. She’d gone to college and had
her own ideas about life, had actually looked forward to getting
her teaching certificate. But that had never happened. Harley, the
farm, Brian, everything had taken precedence.

Sometimes she’d find herself sitting in a
corner alone at some gathering, listening to the idle chit-chit
about her. She longed to converse with someone about…what…anything
intelligent. A bit of Sartre’s philosophy, a quote from Bellow, the
theme from Phantom of the Opera. Anything besides weather,
the next playoff game, some reality TV show. But she realized that
even bringing up such a topic would mark her. She would be treated
as some intellectual smart-aleck. In the end she would be even more
isolated. So she kept quiet. She followed the flock.

“Maggie?” You okay?” Sally leaned closer.

“Fine. Just a little preoccupied today.”

“Listen, why don’t we have coffee? I’ll check
out and we can go over to Clara’s.”

“Oh, I can’t right now. I’ve got…well, I’ve
got to get back.” There was no need to tell her friend about the
episode at the bank. Everyone had their own problems. As Harley
would say, “Keep your garbage in your own kitchen.”

She smiled at Sally. “I’ll try to make club
Wednesday.” She gave her cart a shove, and with a wave of her hand,
moved down the aisle. Sally had been a good friend; they had shared
colicky babies and hailed-out crops together. They had helped with
Christmas programs at the church and served as PTA officers
together. Maybe Sally was right. Maybe she needed to sit down and
talk.

She reached the front of the store and waited
in line. Only one other person stood in front of her—an advantage
of a small community, she reflected. In fact, Maggie couldn’t be
sure why she was so dissatisfied. She’d been happy here. She’d had
a good life with Harley. Sure, they’d had their moments, like any
couple, but most of their spats had been minor and over in a few
minutes. The biggest quarrels had been over Brian. She resented the
way Harley spoiled him, but in the end she always gave in. That’s
what a good wife was expected to do; her husband was the boss.
That’s what Harley believed, and it was what she believed. Now she
sometimes wondered if her thinking had been wrong. Maybe it was her
fault that Brian was rootless and that the farm was in such rotten
shape. Maybe if she’d been stronger, paid more attention.

She stepped up to the counter and unloaded
her groceries. She watched as the clerk rang up the merchandise.
Carol Foster was about eighteen years old—younger than Brian, and
now she was checking groceries. She’d probably be checking
groceries the rest of her life. Maggie could remember attending the
baby shower right after Carol was born. Maggie sighed. It was hard
to believe that she had a son who was twenty-five. Hard to believe
that she was forty-six and that the years had gone so fast. She
didn’t feel like forty-six, whatever it was supposed to feel like.
She wrote a check for the groceries and in the back of her mind
pictured her diminishing bank account.

Outside, she dumped the sacks into the
passenger seat of the ’95 Dodge pickup. She slammed the door hard,
knowing that if she didn’t, it would stick. Then it would rattle
all the way down the highway, driving her crazy with the constant
chatter. The next time she tried the door it would refuse to open,
and she’d fight the latch, and then finally, as though it had an
intelligence of its own, it would slip open easily, as if nothing
had been wrong, and she had simply imagined it all.

But that wasn’t the big problem. The vehicle
was making strange sounds, a high-pitched whining noise that
persisted despite her constant probing under the hood. She didn’t
notice it much on the highway. But whenever she rolled the windows
down, the sound surfaced again. Something probably going out. But
she didn’t know what. Adding oil and fuel was the extent of her
mechanical knowledge.

The pickup’s plight came at a bad time, a
time when she still owed on the last repair bill and hadn’t made a
payment in three months. Asking Jake Carlin to tackle another
“free” project wasn’t fair. She’d hold out as long as she could and
pray the problem wasn’t serious, that it wasn’t anything that would
cause a wreck. Surely, it would survive through harvest.

She turned the key in the ignition and
listened as the high-pitched noise kicked in immediately. She
popped the lever into drive and urged the pickup forward. The sound
of loud, throbbing music grabbed her attention. To her right, she
spied a half-dozen teenagers sprawled on the city park lawn,
laughing, rolling on the green grass. Parked next to the park a
bright yellow low-rider vehicle was the culprit—blasting forth with
the latest, faddish music, she supposed. Margaret drove past,
memories of her past teen days surfaced. The Eagles. Styx. Bee
Gees. When she did occasionally hear music on TV or young people
sitting in the park, it was foreign to her. So different from what
she’d experienced. The truth was, she’d paid little attention to
music since her college days, since slow-dancing with Harley.

She glanced back at the young people, tapping
their feet, singing along with the music, lyrics she couldn’t make
out. I must be getting old, she thought. And it must be
getting late, if school’s already out.

Maggie reached the edge of town where a few
scattered businesses stood. A filling station, totally modern with
its food shop and self-service island, Jacob’s Tractor and
Implement, Cimarron Auto. The businesses that could pull in
travelers, people traveling from Oklahoma to the Colorado vacation
spots, were doing fine. Others, the downtown businesses, like
Sybil’s Dress Goods were floundering. A half-dozen empty store
fronts stood on Main Street. Gas and groceries did okay, as did the
Stompin’ Place, the local tavern. Taverns flourished in good and
bad times, she decided.

The town fell away behind her, and Maggie
picked up speed. Immediately, she felt the pressure on the vehicle.
Sally had been right when she’d commented on the wind. But she’d be
home in twenty minutes with no trouble. Maggie surveyed the green
fields, sweeping to each side of the highway. The winter wheat was
still holding the soil, more so in some parts of the county than
others. The crop next to the road didn’t look half bad—not as
lifeless as her crops. She eyed the tiers of green that had
followed a winter of nourishment by the warm soil. The green plants
would grown steadily taller, mature and turn a golden yellow in the
summer sun, if the weather cooperated. But here, here on marginal
land, the slightest tip of nature’s scale could imbalance the crop.
A nice covering of winter snow would have provided the wheat with a
strong base for success. However, moisture had been scarce this
winter and the spring crop was fragile in most areas.

Looking around she saw that the Colorado sky
sparkled like paradise in spite of the gusting winds. She smiled,
trying to put her experience at the bank out of her mind. Lazy
clouds, fat and fluffy like cotton balls, stretched across the
horizon. She reached for her sunglasses to shut out the glare of
the brilliant sky. Today would be perfect, she thought,
if it weren’t for the bank’s decision. Although being turned
down for the loan was a blow to her self-esteem, it was more than
that. Without a few thousand dollars, she wasn’t sure she could
make it to July harvest. Maybe Clifford was right; maybe she needed
to talk with Brian or maybe just forget it, move to Wheaton and
find a job.

Another gust of wind grabbed the pickup, and
she tightened her grip on the wheel. Suddenly, she realized that
the sky that had been so glorious only minutes before, had now
filled with a brown haze. More wind, stronger, shoving her toward
the left. With both hands on the wheel, she focused on the road
ahead. Only a few more miles. Maggie knew that in this tiny corner
of southeast Colorado the wind could mount furious attacks, swiftly
and from out of nowhere. And when it lifted the topsoil, traveling
conditions could quickly become dangerous.

Once she accused Harley of moving her to
Kansas, to the tornado capital of the world, undoubtedly based on
her viewing of The Wizard of Oz. He’d only laughed and
replied, “There are those who draw the state line where the
mountains end.”

Over the years she’d never completely
adjusted to the blowing winds and black dirt storms that swept
unannounced across the prairie. But they weren’t that frequent and
certainly nothing to compare with the Dust Bowl Days, she told
herself. Yet, at this moment she was tempted to turn around and
head back to town. Maggie shook off her apprehension. Sure there
was a heavy wind, but nothing to get excited about. Harley would
have scoffed at her. Besides, only a few more miles and she’d be
home.

Wham! The wind hit with such fury, the pickup
was wrenched across the road. Maggie held the wheel, riding out the
blast, straightening the wheels. The turnoff—I’m almost there.
When I change directions, surely the wind will let up. But the
brownish dust had now turned to black, an ominous sign that top
soil was being wrenched from the fields. Suddenly, it seemed as if
the landscape had been transformed from a tranquil day to a
nightmarish dust tornado. The pickup rocked from side-to-side, and
she gripped the wheel even harder, her knuckles glued in place. Her
eyes searched for the median strip that marked the corner road, but
the white line was invisible, swallowed up in the churning
dust.

She was alone—alone against the elements of
this God-forsaken land. Suddenly, she hated this place, hated its
unpredictability. Only moments before, urging the pickup north over
the railroad tracks, there had been only a hint of wind. Now nature
unleashed its fury. She stiffened when she felt yet another gust
grab the vehicle. A tornado, she thought. But then she
reminded herself that there had been no early warnings, no funnel
clouds. And now there was only wind and dirt, violent enough in
their own way. Just last month the wind had ripped most of the
shingles off her roof and knocked out a half-dozen windows. Repairs
that needed to be made immediately. More expenses. So she knew that
the wind could certainly flip a vehicle off the road.

She estimated ten more miles. Ten more miles
before she could exchange the battering winds for the safety of
home. She felt a tear form at the edge of her lid, but she would
not cry. Hell, she couldn’t even brush it off for fear of losing
control over the pickup. After all, this was her fault. She had
opted to remain here when Harley died. She had decided to take over
the farm and learn the day-to-day complexities of running the
operation.

But just this moment, fighting her way down
the highway toward home, she wanted nothing more than to leave. She
choked on the dust that was already sifting thought the vents.
Nothing wanted to cooperate with her. No one. Not Brian. Not the
banker. Not even Mother Nature. She fought the sudden flow of
tears. Instead, she steadied the pickup with her left hand and
reached for the bandanna on the seat beside her. Dropping the red
fabric beneath the thermos jug, she punched the spigot and felt the
water drain onto the seat. If she held the bandana to her mouth and
nose, it would shut out most of the dust. But she’d have to stop
along the highway to do so and that might prove dangerous. She
pressed her shoulders against the seat. Her neck was stiff, tight,
and an ache was already radiating down her back. Surely, the
turnoff was soon. Or maybe she had already missed it…

Her eyes searched the road. She was creeping
now, barely ten miles an hour. If one of the eighteen-wheel rigs
rammed her…Maggie tried not to think about it. She coughed again,
tasting the grit as it lodged in her mouth and throat. He eyes
stung, dust clinging to the lids. Raising the bandana, she wiped at
her face.

Damn! She’d almost missed the turnoff.
She braked, praying that no one was behind her, praying that she’d
make the turn without toppling into the ditch. The Dodge slid from
one side of the road to the other, but finally remained on the
road. Maggie lowered her foot to the accelerator.

That’s when she saw him. Barely a shadow, as
he struggled to stand upright against the wind. A darkened blob
outlined against the dirt. Intuitively, she lifted her foot. Here
was someone who needed help, someone alone in the storm without the
shelter of a vehicle. The man waved his arms, beckoning her. The
pickup edged closer, and even through the dirt, she picked out
details. He was tall, maybe taller than Harley with equally broad
shoulders. A sense of loss filled her at the sight, an indefinable
longing. But as she braked, reason ruled. Picking up a perfect
stranger could be dangerous, even a stranger who needed help. For a
woman alone, such an action could be deadly.

She urged the Dodge on, but the wind shot an
arm outward, lifting the vehicle, shoving it roughly to one side as
easily as if it were an aluminum can. She yanked at the wheel and
sent the pickup sliding east, toward the ditch. Damn! She
cursed herself for over-correcting, and in the same moment saw the
pit, wide and dark. She had a vision of rolling end-over-end,
pinning her within, crushing the life out of her body. Maggie
jockeyed the wheel, hoping to ride out her mistake.

The Dodge rolled to the edge of the ditch,
its heels slipping precariously off the shoulder. The wind shoved
and kicked, inching it closer to the pit. Maggie felt her breath
sucked away, as easily as the wind sucked up the field dirt
surrounding her. Before her loomed the barrow pit, steep and
narrow, and the pickup was already sliding, sliding straight into
the ditch.


CHAPTER 2

 


 


Blowing dust, fine and thick, beat against
his face, blinding him. His feet sank into the loose soil with
every step. Once he’d been in a tornado off the Gulf Coast and once
he’d been on the San Francisco freeway during an earthquake, but
Michael Warman had never known anything as vicious as this Colorado
dirt storm.

And I wanted to escape the city, he
thought. I wanted to get lost in rural America. Silly
me.

A shadow passed in front of him, barely
visible through the blowing dust. He rubbed his eyes, knowing he
was pushing the dust even deeper into the sockets, but at the same
time attempting to clear them enough to see the object. Squinting
through the darkness, he spotted the outline of a pickup. The
vehicle crept down the road, its motor drowned out by the screaming
wind. He waved his arms, thrashing them above his head, yet knowing
he could lose his balance at any moment, and the wind would send
him sprawling across the landscape.

Surely the pickup would stop. No one would
leave another person at the mercy of the elements—not on a day like
this. He hadn’t been in Cimarron long, but the townspeople were
reputed to be neighborly folks who went out of their way to help
others.

The pickup slowed. He struggled through the
wind toward it, his jogging shoes buried up to their tops. Sand
burrowed under his heels and sifted around his toes, but he plodded
on. Just as he reached the edge of the ditch bank, the vehicle
spurted forward.

“Wait!” he cried aloud, swallowing a mouthful
of grit.

He stumbled toward the road, and then watched
helplessly as the pickup veered toward the south, its front end
aimed at the ditch. The wheels rolled forward, down over the edge,
its tires sinking into the dirt, as it came to rest slightly over
the shoulder.

Michael leaped forward—at least he hurried as
quickly as the wind would allow. Once he lost his footing and was
shoved to the ground, but he quickly regained his balance and
labored on. He reached the vehicle, and grasping the handle, yanked
at the door handle. Locked! Coughing and choking, he pounded at the
metal. He struck at the window. His throat and nose were filled
with fine particles of dust, and just breathing required
concentration. He couldn’t last long in this. He had to find
shelter—soon.

He pressed his face to the window. Inside,
the driver’s head slumped against the steering wheel.
Unconscious, he decided. Another gust sent him reeling
sideways into the back panel of the truck. Damn! He should
have clung to the frame. Back on his feet, he grasped the side
mirror for support, and then gathering all his strength, he kicked
at the door.

 


Maggie Frazier bolted upright. She froze at
the sight of the wild man. His eyes were glazed over like some
demon from the depths of hell. His hair flew out in all directions,
and his mouth was twisted and distorted. Obviously, he was
deranged, perhaps escaped from some prison or asylum. She’d heard
stories about how the highways were full of such drifters. Just
recently the evening news carried a story of a woman found dead in
the foothills. Someone had raped and murdered her when she’d
stopped at a roadside park. Trembling, Maggie tromped the
accelerator to the floor. Too late, she remembered the Dodge wasn’t
in gear. Her hands shook. Her head throbbed, as she tried to think.
She had to escape, had to get out of here before the stranger
opened the door.

She shifted into low and once more hit the
gas pedal, but, in a panic, she had ignored the slant of the
wheels, the way the pickup was precariously sitting on the edge of
the ditch. The vehicle shot forward. Maggie shrieked in disbelief,
as it roared down the slope over the embankment. She had no time to
react, no time to cry out. The steering wheel rammed itself against
her chest. Gasping for breath, she felt an ache rise up within her,
as if someone had just punched her in the stomach. Then the world
turned black.

 


By the time Michael reached the pickup, his
eyes itched and burned. But he could see that the vehicle had
rolled to one side and was wedged against the embankment. He tried
the driver’s door. The wind battled him for possession, lashing out
at him with each effort. Inside, the woman had been flung against
the passenger’s door. She was not moving. She could be dying and a
few moments might make a difference in her survival. Michael had to
reach her, but he needed help. He reached in his pocket for his
cell phone, only to discover that it was missing. He must have lost
in when he fell earlier.

He grasped the door again, praying for a
break in the wind. When it came, he yanked with all his might. The
door flew open and Michael flew with it. His body hurled across the
front wheel, landing roughly near the bottom of the embankment.
Lifting his head from the sand, he spit, forcing the infernal grit
form his mouth and nose.

Moving slowly, he sat up. In the distance he
spotted a building. He couldn’t be sure whether it was a house, a
shed, or a deserted homestead, and in the blowing dirt, he couldn’t
gauge the distance. Since it was discernable through the storm, he
decided it couldn’t be too far. Right now all that mattered was
that he’d found shelter.

Struggling back toward the pickup, he reached
the woman. Carefully, he examined the limp figure for injuries. His
two-years as a volunteer paramedic made him keenly aware of the
need for proper procedures. Once he determined that her injuries
appeared superficial, he pulled her from behind the wheel. Then,
trying to shelter her against the wind, he lowered her to the
ground. He jumped off the pickup, landing beside her. He knew he’d
have to carry her up the slope and through a fence in order to
reach the building, and he’d be battling the wind all the way.

Well, I better get started, he sighed,
bracing himself for the trip. Michael hoisted her into his arms and
immediately realized just how difficult the going would be. The
wind pummeled their bodies, tossing them about as if they were
merely twigs. He gripped the woman more tightly, his determination
growing with every step. He would not be defeated by this blasted
wind. He’d already had enough defeat. First his ex-wife. Then a
career gone sour. But, by God, he wouldn’t let a simple wind storm
drive him away.

Then just as he adjusted himself to the
current and was making steady progress, the fence loomed in front
of him. He was forced to place the woman on the ground while he
maneuvered his body between the strands of barbed wire. Then he
carefully raised the lower wire and wedged her beneath it. Once
more, he lifted her still limp frame and continued the trek.
God, I wish she’d wake up and use her own legs, he
thought.

His back and legs ached. His feet felt numb,
his shoes filled with the fine dust. He plunged on. And then the
shadow in the distance began to take shape. He narrowed his eyes
and stared ahead, concentrating. A shack. Nothing more than a
broken-down shack. It wouldn’t provide much more protection than
the wrecked pickup. Still, it wasn’t as likely to fill with sand,
and maybe they’d be able to catch their breath. He stumbled against
the building, fumbled for the opening, and slumped inside.

He almost dropped the woman. Finally he
steadied his footing and lowered her easily to the ground. Then he
lay almost motionless for the next five minutes, listening to the
gasping of his own breath. Slowly he came alive and began pawing at
his eyes, trying to remove the debris that was causing them to
water. His head throbbed, as if the top of his skull was about to
explode. He needed a drink and something to rinse out his eyes.

I have to go back, he decided. Maybe
there was water in the truck. Maybe supplies. He stood, and against
his will, feeling like Zebulon Pike, readying himself to explore
the unknown reaches of the west, he moved forward. The trip was
necessary, but his legs and his brain fought against it.

He glanced back at the woman. She was still
unconscious, but she’d be safe enough here. His eyes traveled over
her, stopping to rest on the flowing copper hair, the frail
features barely visible through the dust. She wore a blue plaid
shirt and faded denims that emphasized her generous curves. She was
not a girl, he decided. Not a girl, but a woman. He caught his
breath at the realization, suddenly aware of the quickened beat of
his heart. He turned away. He had not come to Cimarron to gaze upon
women. That was the least of his concerns. He turned back to the
entrance, shaking his head.

What’s the matter with me? he thought.
Here I am practically buried in a dirt storm, and I’m having
woman thoughts. He peered outside. Even through the continuing
wind and dust, he could see that night was quickly approaching.
He’d better get a move on.

By the time he returned to the shack, he
collapsed with exhaustion. But he’d found more than he’d expected.
A blanket, a water jug, and a rag. He swallowed from the jug, and
then wet the rag, dabbing at his eyes. Quickly, he soaked the
fabric again and began wiping at the woman’s face. As he worked, he
found himself once more studying her. She wasn’t pretty in the
conventional sense. Almost plain. Pencil-thin eyebrows that barely
showed through the grime. Were those freckles or dirt strewn across
the bridge of her nose? He found himself sponging her face with a
gentleness, a strange fascination. He resisted the urge to linger
around her mouth, to trace the outline of her lips with the now
dusty rag. He pulled away. Perhaps it was the vulnerability written
in her soft features. Perhaps it was his own tiredness, his own
loneliness. And he was becoming increasing worried about the bump
on her head. She’d been out far too long. She should be in the
emergency room.

 


Maggie heard the wind, heard it far off like
it was whistling down a long hollow tunnel. She knew she was
dreaming. She had to be dreaming. The dirt storm. Her pickup. The
stranger. All of it a dream. Her eyes remained shut, her body
tired, incredibly tired, as if she had just completed a Jane Fonda
workout (or did they even do those anymore, she wasn’t sure).
Everything was muddled. Her head felt like she’d been hit with a
sledge hammer. I’m so exhausted, she thought. I just want
to sleep. I’m tired of trying to balance books, tired of trying to
save a farm that can’t be saved.

The wind grew louder, roaring in her head.
She sensed movement about her, sensed that she needed to wake up,
to go home. Darkness surrounded her, but somehow she fought her way
back toward the light. Shades of gray and brown materialized. Then
she felt a dampness, something wet touching her face. She struggled
upward, willing her eyelids to open. Gradually, her vision focused
on a ceiling of rough wooden planks. Boards pocked full of holes,
splintered. Then a smell. Dusty, suffocating. Dirt hanging in the
air, sifting in from somewhere, suffocating her, burying her.

She twisted her head and a pain shot through
her shoulder. “Ow!” She faced a wall, a wall with more gray, aging
planks. Where was she? Some sort of shed. How? She shifted her
weight onto the right arm, rolling over. A vision of her pickup
sliding, sliding toward the ditch… she had to get home.

“Whoaa! Better take it easy. You took a nasty
blow on the head.”

A scream leaped from her throat. She
scrambled backwards, back against the wall, not realizing that she
was shoving herself into a defenseless corner. The man in front of
her had to be the drifter, the wild man who’d pounded on her truck,
demanding entrance. Outside, the storm still raged. Inside, the
dust continued sifting through two holes that once had been
windows.

“Didn’t mean to scare you.” The voice was
deep, steady.

Maggie looked up, for the first time getting
a full view of the stranger. Even in the growing darkness, she
could make out the dark, unkempt hair, tangled about his shoulders,
a front hairline slightly receding. His eyes were as dark as the
storm raging around the cabin. Shaggy brows framed his eyes. His
rugged features, almost savage in appearance, sent a shudder
through her body.

She tried to think, tried to envision what
her next step should be. How dangerous was this man? He hadn’t
threatened her, hadn’t displayed any signs of violence—yet. Perhaps
he wouldn’t. Perhaps she was being paranoid. He could very well be
a nice man stranded in the dirt storm, much like herself. She
glanced at him again. The rough clothing, the wild look in his
eyes. No, not very likely, she decided. He’s been
drifting a long time. Maggie tried to remain calm, hoping that
he wasn’t a sociopath, some insane maniac who might spring on her
at any moment. In the meantime, she’d keep her eyes open for a
weapon. Maybe a loose board, a rock…

“You all right?” He scooted closer to
her.

“I’m fine…” she stammered. Maggie backed up,
finding herself situated against a wall. She tried to think
logically. I can’t let him see I’m afraid. I must act natural,
as if all this is a perfectly normal occurrence, a perfectly normal
conversation. But she felt herself inwardly quaking at the idea
of spending the night in a shack with a demented-looking stranger,
while the storm raged about them.

“Here. Better take a drink.” He extended the
thermos to her. Maggie recognized it immediately.

She took the jug and swallowed. The water was
cool, and she felt the dust dissolving in her mouth. She spit a
mouthful out before taking another and allowing it to slowly
trickle down her mouth.

The man watched. “Easy,” he cautioned.

She sat the jug down.

“You gave me quite a scare. Sure you’re all
right?”

Maggie nodded. “Fine.”

He pulled something out of his pocket. She
recognized the bandanna. Had he pilfered her pickup? she
wondered.

Wetting the fabric, he passed it to her. “I
tried to sponge you off a bit, but I’m afraid I didn’t do a good
job. Here. You’re nothing but eyes and a mouth. The rest is all
dirt.”

Maggie felt herself bristle. Without
thinking, she shot back. “Me? You ought to see yourself? You look
liked you stepped out of a vacuum cleaner bag!” Instantly she
regretted the words. If the man was a crazed killer, he just might
take offense. She grabbed for the bandanna and scrubbed at her
face, then handed it back.

Once more the stranger rinsed the scarf and
mopped his own face and hands. Maggie watched as the grime peaked
away and revealed a bronze face and a strongly etched jawbone. She
felt her pulse quicken as the blazing, almost black eyes, locked
with hers. She swallowed hard, and quickly glanced away.

“Where are we?”

“It’s not the Sheraton, I can tell you that
much.”

She caught herself glancing back, almost
hypnotically drawn to him. Maybe he wouldn’t notice how she reacted
to his chiseled good looks, the intensity of his eyes. She felt
torn between the danger he represented and an unreasonable
attraction.

He looked up and his eyes locked with hers.
He smiled. “By the way, I’m Michael Warman.” He extended a
hand.

She looked down at the dirty, square hand. It
wasn’t wise to anger a stranger, she told herself. He might be
attractive, but he could be anyone. A mass murderer, an escapee
from prison, or just a bum looking for a handout. She couldn’t take
a chance, so she pressed her hand against his.

Warm and a bit rough, his hand clasped hers,
swallowing hers in an instant, large, full of strength. Maggie felt
her stomach tighten, her throat suddenly grew dry again. She could
hardly find the words to reply.

“I’m Margaret Frazier,” she managed, at the
same moment wishing she’d given a fake name.

‘And what are you doing out on a day like
this, Margaret Frazier?”

She struggled for words. His voice was deep,
exuding control. He seemed the kind of man who would be in
control—anywhere. At a board meeting, behind the counter of a parts
store, or in a southeast Colorado dirt storm. She hesitated. One
part of her continued to insist that this man was a stranger.
Another hinted that she could trust him. Still, what did she know?
She’d never had many dealing with men. Harley handled all the
business. Except for Harley, she wasn’t sure she understood men. It
was best today not to trust her feelings, best to be cautious.

“I had business in town,” she ventured. “The
storm came up on my way home.”

He grinned, a broad, generous grin that
relaxed the hardness of his jaw line, as it spread comfortably
across his face. “I didn’t mean to scare you back there.”

He looked friendly enough. But even in the
dim light, she could see he was still studying her. She looked
toward the window, anything to avert his eyes. Who knows?
she wondered. He may be getting ideas about me. She had
never been comfortable with men, certainly not on dates. Sometimes
she wondered how she’d managed to meet and eventually marry Harley.
If this stranger should try to accost her, Maggie wasn’t sure what
she’d do.

“I don’t pick up hitchhikers,” she finally
explained.

“I understand. That’s generally a good
idea—except during dirt storms.”

She looked back briefly, long enough to catch
the flash of his smile again.

“So long how you lived here?”

“Twenty-five years,” she blurted out. Then
she caught herself again. Lord, what am I doing giving
information about myself to this man?

Michael could sense her nervousness. His eyes
darted back and forth. She was unwilling to trust him and that was
understandable. A woman alone. Yet there was something else. When
she raised her eyes again, he saw a hint of tears at the
corners.

“Is it always like this around here?”

“The storm? No, but this spring has been
especially bad. Old timers say it’s worse than the ‘30s, the
dustbowl days.”

“You got family here?”

He was prying again. She knew that, but what
should she do? Argue with him? Ignore him? “Yes, and they should be
looking for me, if I don’t show up soon.”

“So, why’d you move here?” He emphasized the
word here, as his hand swept the air.

“My husband’s from here. I came after our
marriage.” She raised her chin, almost defiantly, determined that
he would not read anything into her answer. There was no need to
tell him Harley was dead. No need to let him know she was alone,
all alone in this desolate land.

Michael shook his head. “Look, I’m not going
to hurt you. I know you have every reason to be suspicious of me,
but we’re probably going to be stuck here for a while, so we just
as well make the best of it. “

Maggie still looked away. “How do I know I
shouldn’t be suspicious?”

“I guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

“Right.” Her sarcastic tone said
otherwise.

“If I wanted to hurt you, I had plenty of
time while you were unconscious. And I’ve had plenty of time
since.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

“We needed shelter. I thought it was a house
or barn. I couldn’t tell in the distance. Anyway, your pickup was
in a ditch, lying on its side, missing a door. Didn’t seem like it
would provide much shelter.”

“Oh, no…” Her voice trained off, and he
spotted frustration in her face.

“The insurance should take care of it…”

“Uh huh. It’s just that…never mind…” How
could she explain to a stranger that wrecking the pickup was just
another string in a long line of negative events that had piled up
over the last two years. But it was her problem, and she’d face it
as squarely as she could when the time came. Like she always did.
Like she was tired of doing.

Michael heard the sigh in her voice. “Can’t
be too easy living here.”

“It’s okay. The people are nice. Farming’s
hard sometimes.”

“You farm? With your husband?”

“No, I mean, yes.”

He recognized the confusion in her face. She
was still suspicious of him, rightly so, and was trying to throw
him off. Perhaps she was divorced, like he was. Left to pick up the
pieces of her life, just as he was. He would respect her lack of
self-revelation.

His mind leaped across the continent and
formed a picture of Sheila almost instantly. Pale blonde hair and a
pouting mouth with limpid eyes. Their divorce had been final less
than a month when she’d remarried. He hadn’t seen her since, and
he’d avoided her during those final months in L.A., choosing to let
their attorneys handle any controversy. It was better that way—far
better than reliving his bitterness at discovering his wife with
another man. Sheila had always seemed so helpless, had made him
feel needed, bringing out the “man” in him. That was a laugh. She
had played him for a fool, and he had fallen into her trap because
his one fatal mistake had been loving her.

He glanced back at Margaret Frazier. She
looked so frightened. Why was he always attracted to vulnerable
woman? He studied her face more closely. Maybe she wasn’t so
vulnerable after all—this one who endured dust storms and farming
emergencies. At any rate, it didn’t matter. He was determined to
avoid any future entanglements with woman. Wasn’t that why he came
to live on his uncle’s abandoned farm—to escape relationships?
Well, one of the reasons anyway.

“I didn’t mean to pry,” he said, after a
pause.

Like hell, she thought. That’s all
you’re doing—prying. Why did he have to be on that corner when I
turned off the highway? she wondered. But another voice stabbed
at her. Maybe he saved my life. Maybe if he hadn’t come along, I
might have been trapped in the pickup all night, with dust covering
me. Suffocated. Except…

“Wait a minute.“ Her voice quivered, rose.
“This is all your fault. It’s your fault I wrecked my pickup!”

“My fault? I don’t understand.”

“Don’t look so innocent.” Her eyes flashed
like neon signs, spitting fire at him. “I slowed my pickup for you,
and then you frightened me to death, banging on it like some
banshee! Without thinking, I hit the gas pedal.”

“And that’s my fault?”

“If you hadn’t been there, I’d be home by
now.”

“You won’t believe this, but I stayed up all
last night planning this. I said to myself, ‘how can I wreck the
day for Margaret Frazier?’ So I deliberately jogged out here. I
waited patiently for your pickup to arrive. I just love hanging out
in dirt storms antagonizing beautiful women.”

Maggie glared at him. “You needn’t be
sarcastic. I just meant…” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t want to
argue with him. She didn’t like arguing. She’d always tried to
avoid confrontations with Harley. It wasn’t worth the pain. She
could still remember that last argument—the one that happened only
the week before his death. Maybe that’s why it bothered her so
much. Nothing had ever been resolved. Nothing ever got resolved
between them when it came to Brian.

Harley had approached her after supper.
“Brian’s thinking about goin’ back to school…” The words tumbled
out slowly, while he sloshed coffee in his mug. Harley always
sloshed coffee like that whenever something was on his mind.

She sat down at the table and picked up her
own coffee cup. She’d just put away the last dish after supper. “He
doesn’t seem to want to farm—not really,” she agreed. “Maybe he
should go to school, learn a new trade. He could pick up some
carpentry or welding courses at Wheaton. Maybe even some computer
stuff.”

“I don’t think he wants to do that. He’s
talking about the university.”

“Fort Collins? What does he want to study?”
She felt herself bristle that neither Brian nor his wife had said
anything to her. Instead the boy had gone to his father, where he
knew he’d find an ally. Nothing ever changes, nothing, she
shrugged.

“He’s not sure. Maybe Agriculture Education.
Teach Ag. That might be a good thing.”

“Harley, I really think before Brian goes off
on another tangent, he needs to be specific what he wants to do. He
needs to have a long-range plan in place.”

“I think this is a step in the right
direction.”

“Maybe. But what about Brenda and Sean? How
is he to support them?”

“We’re helpin’ out now. I’d rather help out,
knowin’ he’s in school, doin’ something about his future.”

“They have the house…”

“They can probably rent it out while they’re
gone.”

“And what if they don’t come back? Have you
thought about that? About all the money we’ve put into their house?
Their cars? “ Suddenly, she stood, her breath coming in short
gasps. She was so tired of it—so tired of supplementing Brian’s
life. He was twenty-three years old. He should be making his own
way by now. If he wanted to go to school, he could apply for a
student loan, get work study, something. That’s what she’d had to
do.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is fair.
Someday Brian is going to have to grow up. I don’t think we should
keep supporting him.”

“But this farm will be his someday.”

“Will it?” Maggie bent over the sink, staring
out the window, out past the pale green wheat fields, just starting
to sprout. “Maybe, but I don’t think so. He doesn’t want to farm.
He doesn’t care if the farm has been in your family for three
generations. It means nothing to him!” Her words leaped out, fueled
by years of standing back and watching her husband indulge the
boy—first with toy trucks and then with real ones.

Harley, too, stood. She saw the veins on his
neck pop out, and she knew the fury his anger held.

“This is not your decision, Maggie. This is
between Brian and me!” He stomped toward the door.

“Please, Harley. Let this stop now. Let him
arrange for his own education—or whatever new whim he has.”

Harley looked back and then shoved his way
through the door. That was it. That’s the way it had always been.
If Harley had lived, Brian would have been in school by now, maybe.
But perhaps he’d been right. Maybe that’s where Brian belonged. God
knew he certainly wasn’t doing her or the farm any good.

Michael interrupted her thoughts. “Look, why
don’t you get some rest? You had a bad bump on the head, and that
shoulder is still pretty stiff. We may be here for hours.” He
decided it would be better not to talk. Better if he didn’t learn
too much about this feisty redhead with fire in her eyes and ice in
her heart. And it would be far better if she didn’t know anything
about him. He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes.

She watched him for a minute. Maybe I was
too harsh, she thought. But what do I care? He’s just
a drifter. I’ll never see him again. Once more she surveyed the
chiseled features, the stubborn look of his jaw. It might be
interesting to know more about Michael Warman and what he was doing
along this road. Maggie caught herself short. God, what am I
thinking? She winced.

Crack! An explosion rocked the shed.
Wood flew in all directions, crashing over her head, striking her
limbs. Lumber splintered and twisted, as the wind ripped the shack
apart.

“Tornado!” she yelled.


CHAPTER 3

 


 


Michael threw himself against the woman,
cushioning her body between his and the nearest wall.
Instinctively, he lowered his head, as wood rained upon them. The
debris pounded his back, splinters implanting themselves in his
skin. The minutes stretched out before him, as the clamor
continued. A numbness swept over him, a sense of quietness, that
nothing mattered anyway. Not the storm, not the mess of his life
that had brought him to Cimarron. He felt tired, incredibly tired.
Then he caught himself. No, his mind insisted. I won’t
give up. I can’t pass out. Not now.

He fought the light-headed sensation that
threatened to shut off his consciousness, and breathed deeply, as
the moment passed. The wind still whistled around them, whirling
the debris of the world at them. Huddled there in one corner, he
was keenly aware of the woman pressed against him, the warmth of
her body, the heat of her breath.

 


Maggie flinched when the blast ruptured the
building. The sound was as deafening as the roar of a 747. Nature
had gone berserk like a madman out of control, seeking vengeance
with no concern for the path of destruction carved. She heard the
howling in her ears, sensed the obliteration of all she’d worked
for, of all that Harley had worked for. In that instant, she saw
her husband’s crooked smile, the determined gleam in his eyes,
heard the gravel in his voice. Maybe he was waiting for her. Maybe
this was her day to die.

With a sudden resolution, she stirred beneath
the man. She didn’t want to die, not yet, and not in this place.
Her body was shaking, her head swimming, but she knew she had to go
on, somehow she would survive.

Then, as easily as if a switch had been
flipped, the roar died, replaced by a low moan. She stirred beside
the man, suddenly aware of his body twisted around hers, his arms
surrounding her. Her face had been buried against his chest, and as
she lifted her head, she was acutely aware of his dirty T-shirt,
ripped open at the neck, exposing a mat of curly dark hair on a
broad expanse of chest.

She quickly pulled away and rolled over,
bringing her body into a sitting position. Michael joined her. They
were stationed in the northeast corner of the shack, where the only
two remaining walls supported each other, just barely, and the
blanket and jug were nowhere to be seen.

Maggie stared at the landscape. In spite of
the growing darkness, she could see that visibility had increased,
with light blowing powder replacing the heavy dust. Her eyes
skimmed the fence, only about twenty-five feet away. Beyond that
rested her pickup, its nose rammed into the ditch.

“Are you all right?” Michael slowly unwound
his limbs.

She nodded. “I think so.” She glanced up at
the man.

He was not sharing his generous grin now; he
was serious. He seemed to be studying her, his dark eyes boring
into hers. Maggie turned away. She didn’t like that look. Maybe he
was thinking about her—about being alone with her, and now that the
storm had let up…She didn’t want to remain here any longer. She
wanted her pickup back, out of the ditch and running. She wanted to
go home, where she would be safe. Mostly, she wanted to escape from
his eyes, eyes that probed hers, that seemed to know her every
thought. He probably knew she wasn’t married and that no one would
come for her. He probably sensed that she was alone, maybe even
realized that she was a bundle of frustrations. But he could not
know just how committed she was to this land and the farm. Despite
her differences with Harley, she had loved him, and she would honor
that love by holding onto his farm.

“It’s let up enough. I’m leaving.” Maggie
stood. But even as she did so, a gust of wind shoved her back
against the wall.

“Better wait a bit. It should clear soon, but
I don’t think we can manage yet.”

What made him think he knew this land better
than her? He was, after all, a stranger—not only to the land, but
apparently the quickly changing patterns of eastern Colorado
weather. “It’s already dark. I have people worried about me.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll walk you home.” He
smiled.

Maggie turned away. There was something
intriguing in his words. She didn’t want this man walking her home.
Yet, the memory of him shoving her into the wall, of covering her
body with his, warmed her. He had protected her. He had helped her.
But perhaps it was only for some devious purpose.

She moved closer to the wall. He was right,
of course. She should wait; it would only be a few more minutes.
She let her head slump sideways, her eyes closed. Relax, she
told herself. Relax and wait out the wind.

The wind hadn’t always been here. Soon it
would go—another cycle in the nature of things. That September
twenty-six years ago the wind had been far away when she’d walked
with Harley over the prairie. The sky had been a blanket of indigo,
and the stars had shown like a million golden sequins. Wild flowers
and weeds brushed against her ankles. Harley’s arm draped casually
about her shoulders.

“I hope you won’t be upset with me,” she
stared, so unsure of herself.

“What’d you do? Overdraw the bank account?”
She could feel his smile teasing her.

“Not yet.” They’d been married only four
months, and Maggie was still uncertain about his reactions, unsure
of how to approach some subjects. This was one of those moments.
They’d never discussed the subject. Why, she wasn’t sure. Somehow
it didn’t seem normal in a marriage—or relationship. Still…she
thought, or at least she hoped, he would have a positive
reaction.

“What then?” He paused in his steps, putting
his hands on her shoulder and turning her chin up toward his
face.

“I’m going to have a baby.” She almost
whispered the words.

He stopped, holding his breath. “Are you
serious, woman?”

For a moment she’d been taken aback. Now,
looking back over those years, she felt as if it had been only days
ago. Time had imprisoned her, had made her think that she had
forever, that she and Harley would have forever. All the days had
merged together in one long blur. Now she longed to reach back and
reclaim them all, do an instant replay.

A moment blurred and briefly focused. She sat
up in the hospital bed, cradling all seven pounds, five ounces of
her baby son. Her fingers moved over his tiny fingers and toes,
examining the perfect ears, mouth and nose of the infant. He was
beautiful and when he grew older, they’d have another child, and
maybe another. Except it never happened. What was it John Lennon
said, “Life is what’s happening to you when you’re busy making
other plans.”

 


Michael watched her face. Half-asleep, her
expression was restless. He sensed that more than the storm
troubled her. A woman alone in this country. He was certain of
that, no matter what she said about someone waiting for her. She
was alone, probably trying to run her farm alone. Her hesitation
regarding her husband verified his conclusion. She was divorced,
even though she still wore the ring. Maybe her husband was dead.
And here she was in this harsh land—whatever her reasons. He shook
his head.

Most of the women he knew were singers or
agents, often overly-aggressive types, maybe trying to prove
themselves. Sometimes using sex as a tool. He realized that he was
stereotyping, using Sheila as an example. Cool blonde with searing
green eyes. A swimsuit model in every sense of the word. Sheila had
been a part of him for so long, well two whole years. His wife.
Well, make that ex-wife. Sheila. Her whole life revolved around
celluloid and dollars. The lady who wanted to be a household word,
on the cover of some tabloid or eventually People
Magazine—wanted all that more than she wanted him. A movie
contract had more value than a marriage contract, he thought
bitterly.

He forced his mind to turn in a different
direction. He didn’t want to remember that time with Sheila, those
months before she’d decided he didn’t fit in her life anymore. The
truth was that his value as a ticket to success didn’t work once
his career had stymied. No, he didn’t want to think about women.
Period.

 


Instead, his focus should be on his future.
His last conversation with his agent was a stark reminder. His
career was gone. He needed to make some drastic changes, if he were
to survive in the business. Jay’s words still rang true.

“Times have changed, Mike. Smaltzy love sons
and ballads are not selling. Rap, Heavy metal, Hip Hop, Something.
Is it too much to ask? Isn’t writing music, writing, whatever the
type?” Jay made it sound so easy. It didn’t help that he continued
to pressure him.

“This is the age of the self-contained
artist. People coming into the business do it all. They can write.
They can sing. Play instruments. Hell, some of them can even
dance—act. Eventually, most of them produce their own material. You
know what I’m saying?”

Michael knew. He knew that meant he was
destined for extinction, going the way of the dinosaur. He would
soon be something for music historians to study as a matter of
curiosity, but nothing relevant to contemporary music.

Jay stabbed out a cigar. “I’ve never once
seen you in front of a mike.”

“No one uses a mike anyone.” He heard the
sarcasm in his voice. “Jay, I’m a writer. I wouldn’t mind cutting
my own album—like a Barry Manilow. You know, I used to do my own
demos. I mean, it’s not like I can’t sing.”

“I know. The Standards. Air Supply. But that
won’t pay the bills. Not today. Not unless this cycle changes. So
give me some heavier material. Something we can put on YouTube.
Mike, drop your current tunes onto a thumb drive and pull them back
out in twenty years when the business changes.”

Mike knew Jay stood to lose a lot of money if
he didn’t produce, but he didn’t want to compromise his talent.
That was the bottom line. Why do I have to write songs I
hate? Why do I have to produce just to make money? he
thought.

He should be grateful. After all he had
struggled on the fringes of the business for five years before
meeting any success. He knew full-well that most writers worked
half their lives before they experienced half of his
achievements—some never did. So he tried to be patient. He’d filled
the time and paid the bills by working odd jobs, driving a taxi,
painting a house, construction. Writing mostly at night, by day
he’d made the rounds, hanging around the offices of publishers,
record companies and agents. Finally his persistence had paid
off.

He still remembered sitting in on his first
session when a group calling themselves The Dream Machine recorded
one of his songs, Lady in Love. He watched with curiosity as
the engineers cut one track after another. As much as he had
studied music, as much as his keyboard techniques had been refined,
he still had little concepts of the actual process of creating a
C.D. He listened and watched carefully as the various tracks were
recorded, some done over several times before the producer
approved.

Later, as he became accustomed to the
process, he didn’t bother to go to the studio. He rarely knew when
anyone recorded his songs, until Jay advised him. But several high
profile performers cut his songs. In fact, some of the songs had
been recorded by two or three artists. One song in particular A
Lesson in Love had a country version, a pop version, and a
European version.

The Dream Machine had cut two dozen of his
songs over a four-year period—all of them selling immensely well.
But then the Dream Machine sold CDS like loaves of bread. They
toured annually, promoting his music as they went, and because they
couldn’t write themselves, Michael profited enormously from their
success. But eventually the sales declined. The market changed;
people quit buying the soft pop sound. The Dream Machine members
broke up, pursuing solo careers. Now fans listened to hard rock,
New Wave, rap, hip hop, everything except love ballads.

But Michael wasn’t worried about eating next
week. By that time dozens of entertainers had already cut his
music. His bank account looked healthy; his home was paid for. And
he had a beautiful wife, Sheila Dorn. An actress and model, Sheila
had met Mike while taping a video of Heavenly Woman. Sheila
had played the love interest opposite Damian Burton, the lead Love
Machine singer. But Burton didn’t seem to hole her interest off
camera. Instead, she gravitated immediately to Michael. By the end
of the first day they dined together, an intimate supper. By the
end of the week, they were lovers.

Sheila. His thoughts kept turning back to her
in spite of his determination to erase her from his mind, from his
life. Was she still living in their house? With her new husband? Or
had that relationship died as quickly as her movie career? He tried
to shove the image of her golden skin and blazing blonde hair from
his thoughts. But it was impossible. He’d been too much in love
with her, too hurt when he’d found her with another man. He’d never
forget how she’d looked that day. Bored. Almost detached. She had
shrugged her bare shoulders at him and asked, “What do you expect?
Your career is going nowhere. Dead.”

He’d fled the house. She was right; he hadn’t
had a hit in two years. So he shrugged his shoulders and walked
away from it all. Loading his clothes into the trunk of his car, he
drove the streets restlessly. There was nothing left for him in Los
Angeles. His wife had left him as easily as his creative abilities.
Finally, he filled the gas tank and headed east. For weeks he drove
aimlessly, crashing for two days in one town, three in another,
until they all began to look alike. The same fast food places, the
same motels. He grew tired. More tired than he’d been in L.A., but
he didn’t want to return. He wasn’t ready. Then just when he’d
decided to throw a dart at the map and settle there for the rest of
his life, he remembered a summer he’d spent on the Colorado prairie
with his uncle Gordon. His uncle had been dead for five years now,
but he knew the old house still stood empty, that the land had been
leased to neighbors. He made up his mind. He would take time off,
rest, think, maybe get his life back together in Colorado.

Since leaving L.A., he hadn’t touched a
piano. He hadn’t written a note or hummed a melody. Songs no longer
floated around in his head waiting to be picked out of the cosmos
and transcribed onto a lead sheet. Every word within him had been
exhausted. For a time he could live on royalties, but he wasn’t
sure how much he’d have left, if anything, when Sheila’s attorneys
finished with him.

Two weeks ago he’d arrived in Cimarron. The
farm house had been in disrepair, windows broken, boards missing
from the front porch. The interior blanketed with dust and cobwebs.
He spent the first three days cleaning, using a scoop shovel to
oust the millers and trash. Soon the house was livable, but the TV
had lousy reception. He’d need a satellite dish if he wasn’t going
to be bored out of his mind. In fact, he was so bored, he’d turned
to jogging. And that’s why he was in the mess he was in today.

 


He looked around. The wind had stopped. Stars
actually blinked down at them. Maybe he wouldn’t die in a dirt
storm after all. Too bad. Maybe Jay could have produced a tribute
album and cleaned up. He laughed out loud at the thought.

“What? What?” Maggie stirred and sat upright.
A wild look framed her face even in the darkness.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

She stood, surveying the prairie with a
critical eye. Even in the shadows Michael could see relief wash
over her face like switching a TV channel. “Storm’s let up.”

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here before it
changes its mind.”

Night was full-blown, but the moon hung over
the prairie, round and smiling, its beams stretching out to cradle
a cascade of stars on the western horizon. They reached the truck
in moments. Buried up to its bumper in sand, the Dodge pitched at a
right angle into the ditch. Maggie walked around it, shaking her
head, her shoes sinking into the sand. Once she lost her footing
and stumbled in the dark, but Michael caught her, pulling her close
against his frame.

“You okay?”

She could feel his breath heavy against her
face. She was acutely aware of his broad shoulders, the strength in
his hands, the heat from his body. There was a familiar smell about
him—not the dust, but something wild and sweet. Something very
masculine. She shoved her feelings aside. Good grief, she
reasoned. It’s been so long since I’ve been near a man, that I’m
acting like a sex-starved teenager.

His eyes burned at her through the night
shadows. For the second time he’d asked her if she was okay. He
probably did it just out of habit, concern. But as she felt the
intensity of his eyes, the strength of his body, something told her
it was more than that. She felt drawn. Irresistibly and
irreversibly drawn to this stranger, pulled by a force she didn’t
understand, a power she had never experienced, a feeling she had
never known even during her marriage.

Quickly she stepped away.

“I’m fine, but it looks like we’re going to
have a mighty long walk across the prairie.”


CHAPTER 4

 


 


The walk home turned out to be a dazzling
one. A million stars blinked off and on against the backdrop of a
jet-black sky. Illuminated by streaks of golden rays reflected off
the full moon, the night was so clear that Maggie could see the
craters on the moon above her, darkened areas that easily could be
mistaken for a “face.” She gasped at the beauty surrounding her,
feeling insignificant in the face of nature. First the power of the
driving wind. Now, the strength of calm and beauty. So contrasting,
yet so alike in their ability to stir her feelings.

She sighed and glanced sideways. Still
apprehensive about the stranger, she half-expected him to attack
her at any moment. She kept her distance, walking slightly ahead
and a good yard apart from him. She reminded herself time and again
that he had given her no reason to fear him, no signs of
aggression, and, yet…

Michael kept his attention on the road,
surveying the distance ahead, as if he could pierce through the
darkness with those deep brown eyes. He hadn’t said much since they
began the trek. Perhaps he was deliberately avoiding her. Perhaps
he understood how he’d caught her off guard in the storm. Perhaps
he was concerned truly concerned for her welfare.

Maggie thought she’d only driven a couple
miles after turning off the main road, three at the most—before
losing control of the Dodge. There were no other farm houses
between the highway and her place. That meant they had an
eight-mile hike ahead of them.

Just when she could stand the silence no
longer, just when she began groping for some general topic they
might discuss, the man broke the silence. “So, I thought someone
would be coming to look for you by now.”

She didn’t answer immediately, but continued
her steady motion forward, her shoes crunching into the sandy
soil.

His tennis shoes, on the other hand, kept
pace easily, almost silently with her. “Aren’t you even curious
about what I was doing out on a night like this? Where I come from?
Anything?”

“It’s none of my business.” She heard the
arrogant, almost hostile tone in her voice and instantly regretted
it.

“And here I thought that Cimarron folks were
friendly, polite, well, perhaps a bit nosey, but…”

“I’m NOT from Cimarron.” She spat the words
at him. Instantly, she wondered at her response. Why was she
over-reacting to his remarks? This is not like me, she
thought. Why am I so jumpy, so on edge? Is it just this
man, the storm, the bank, Brian, Harley? Is it
everything?

He continued monitoring the road in front of
them. “Maybe next time I’ll just leave you in your pickup, let you
sit there in the sand and wait.”

Maggie stopped and squarely faced him. “Look,
I don’t mean to be rude. But, after all, you are a stranger.”

“Everyone’s a stranger until they’re
introduced.” He held out a hand. “My name is Michael Warman. Glad
to meet you.”

Maggie stared at him for a moment. She
resisted a sudden urge to laugh. In spite of his best attempts at
sponging off his face, a coat of fine dust powdered his skin. His
eyes were like two round circles cut out of dust. He reminded her
of a raccoon. “You already introduced yourself to me earlier,” she
said.

“I thought maybe we should start over—get off
on better footing with each other.”

“It’s not necessary.” She turned back to the
road. “Surely you could understand my concerns…”

“I do, but I think you’re getting a bit
carried away.”

He was right, of course. But it occurred to
her that the other reason for her standoffishness had nothing to do
with him being a stranger or with the possibility of him attacking
her. The truth was, she was intimidated by him. He made her feel
tingly, tense, and warm. She struggled to understand the feeling.
It was nothing she’d known before, certainly not with Harley.
Harley made her feel like apple pie and a hot mug of coffee. This
man made her feel like caviar and fine wine.

She shoved her reactions aside. She was being
inhospitable; there was no reason for her to act like a shrew. He’d
already demonstrated that he had no intention of harming her. She
perked up. “So, what are you doing in this part of the world?”

“Jogging.” He raised a running shoe for her
inspection before continuing. “I live over in that general
direction.” He pointed south. “I was out for a walk, nice day and
all, when I got caught in that hellacious wind.”

“I’ve never seen you around Cimarron before,
and I know everyone.”

“I arrived only two weeks ago. I’m living on
my uncle’s place. Gordon Warman.”

“Yes, I remember him.”

He nodded. “I decided it would be a perfect
spot for a vacation.” He paused.

Maggie felt the hesitation. She picked up the
conversation. “He’s been dead what two, three years? Place must be
pretty run down by now.”

“It is—or was. Actually, I’m a fair handyman.
I’ve done just about everything in my day, including a stint at
carpentry.”

They topped a hill, and Maggie spotted the
lights in the distance. A yard light blazed at them, like a
faithful beacon pointing the way home. Maggie was grateful her
husband had erected the light. Every evening as regular as sunset,
the light switched on. How many hundreds of times had she
brightened at the sight, coming across the deserted prairie on a
starless night? Tonight, even with stars twinkling overhead, she
appreciated the beacon.

“That your place?”

“Yes. But it’s further than it looks. Out
here distances can be deceiving.”

Michael’s feet were already aching, but he
walked on, and on, and on. Despite the high tops of his Nikes, sand
had worked its way into his shoes, and now rubbed against the soles
and heels of his feet, sifting between his toes. He had already
dumped them twice. Right now he most wanted a drink of water and a
bite to eat. One thing was certain, this had been an excellent
lesson for him in the hazards of jogging on the southeast Colorado
plains.

He glanced down at the woman. She was a good
foot shorter than he, but she had kept pace with him all along.
Even now, her breathing was even, steady. He knew the storm had
been an expensive lesson for her—she’s lost a pickup. And from the
age and look of the vehicle, he doubted if it could be salvaged. He
owed her more of an explanation.

“I’d go straight to my place, but to tell you
the truth, I’m not sure of the direction. Guess I lost my bearing
in the storm.”

Maggie grinned. “It’s easy to do—you being
new here and all. When we reach my place, you can use the phone,
call your wife…” she broke off.

“I’m not married.” For a fleeting moment he
wondered if she’d deliberately phrased her words to discover his
marital status. If so, she hadn’t handled it very subtly. But her
face revealed nothing, as he concentrated on the beacon.

The light grew brighter. Michael was reminded
of a lighthouse off the San Francisco harbor. Once he and a friend
had been caught in a storm in a small boat, much too small for the
ocean, he knew now. At the time, he’d been very young, about
sixteen. Relying on the beam from a lighthouse, they’d survived the
experience. By the time they’d reached the shore, he’d been
shaking, thoroughly deluged and exhausted, and had a much healthier
respect for nature.

When they reached the driveway, Mike saw a
second light blazing over the front porch, illuminating the front
of the property. An oversized porch ran across the entire front of
the house, a house Michael judged to be perhaps twenty-five or
thirty years old. A sprawling rancher, its warm, ruddy brick facing
was clear even in the subdued light.

On the east end hung a two-seated porch
swing, its chains securely mounted into the overhang. Surrounding
the house, the four-foot high white picket fence, reminded him of
something from a storybook. He imagined that was Maggie’s touch,
since he couldn’t think that a tough rancher or farmer deliberately
adding a picket fence, especially in this country. In fact, the
fence’s location would present a nuisance, making it more difficult
to load and unload groceries or to mow the lawn.

A barn loomed as a large shadow to the south,
a big rambling metal building, one that had been shipped in
sections and put together on site like a big puzzle. Cheaper and
easier, he supposed. A small, wooden shed stood about ten yards
from the house. No garage in sight. He suspected the barn served
that purpose. The entire area was surrounded by a massive driveway,
solid and rock-like from the passage of vehicles and people over
the years.

Maggie swung open the gate. Mike spotted a
few clumps of stray grass outside the confines of the fence,
perhaps only weeds. Stepping inside, he smelled the sweet aroma of
grass clippings, saw the neatly trimmed lawn, edged with tulips
that had already opened, revealing wild bursts of yellow and pink.
If tulips can survive in spite of the wind and dirt, he reasoned,
so can I. As he mounted the porch steps, he heard a squeak. Loose
board, he decided, and then moved on, following the woman toward
the door.

Inside, a lamp glowed on a nearby table and
another beamed from a distant corner. Evidentially, the lights were
either set on timers or she left them on all the time. He doubted
that. A woman alone can’t be too careful, he reasoned. Maggie
flipped on a switch, and the room flooded with overhead light,
dazzling him. Without a word, she dropped onto the sofa, motioning
him to do the same. She inhaled deeply. Even though they had taken
their time coming over the prairie, and even though she was in
reasonably good physical shape, the journey had taken its toll.

Maggie pulled at her boots, slipping her feet
free and gently wiggling her toes. Sand sifted onto the carpet.
Michael followed her lead, loosening his own shoe laces. “I think
I’ll empty these on the porch. In the meantime, if you could find
me a glass of water, I’d love you forever.”

“I can find water. And the rest won’t be
necessary.”

She was gone then, padding into the kitchen,
while he cracked the door and stepped outside. He dumped the sand
from his shoes over the edge of the porch. Undoubtedly, Maggie kept
the porch as immaculate as her home and wouldn’t appreciate sand
scattered everywhere. He bent over, holding onto the second
shoe.

“EEEE-OOOWWWW!”

Mike dropped the Nike. He turned just in time
to see a yellow streak race across the porch.

“Whaaaa…?”

Maggie stood in front of him, holding a glass
of water. “Don’t worry. That’s just Samson, my cat. He’s not used
to strangers and was warning me.”

“An unusual watchdog.” Mike turned the glass
up and drowned it. He could taste the dust that floated from his
lips down his throat, but still the water was cool and delicious.
Now he had some inkling of what it must feel like to be stranded in
the Salt Flats. Looking up, he saw Maggie eyeing him curiously.
There was a tentative look about her, as if she wanted to say
something, but didn’t know how.

“I’d appreciate it, if you’d let me wash up a
bit before I start home.”

“Yes, well, I’ll show you the bathroom. I
have some leftovers we can eat, and then maybe Brian will give you
a ride home.”

“Brian?”

“My son. He lives just down the road.” She
was already stepping into the house.

Mike retrieved his shoes and followed her,
depositing the glass on an end table.

“This way.” The archway over the living room
led into a hall, and a half-dozen steps later, Maggie paused before
a door. “In here,” she said, opening another door and pulling out
fresh towels and wash cloths. To Michael they looked like manna
from heaven. “If you like, go ahead and shower,” she added.

Then she moved down the hall with the same
grace that she had displayed since their arrival. This was her
domain, undoubtedly. She knew every nook and corner. Michael looked
around. A grouping of pictures hung on the hall wall. A young boy
in a wide variety of poses, all the way from infancy to adulthood.
Brian, no doubt. A man and woman posed very stiffly on a sofa.
Margaret Frazier and her husband.

The husband? The words hung like a mystery to
him, as he ripped off his dusty clothes and watched helplessly, as
sand filtered to the floor. It was as if the infernal staff was
magnetized, clinging to everything, every fiber of material, every
tissue of his body. He had dusted himself off on the porch, but it
didn’t seem to matter. He’d have to apologize and leave it at
that.

He found the faucet and waited as the water
went from cool to lukewarm to hot. He adjusted the control until
the temperature was just right and climbed in. Immediately, the
flow fell over him like a summer rain, warm and refreshing. He
relaxed as the spray cut rivulets onto his arms, and the grime
flowed down his body and into the drain. He allowed himself to look
around. The glass shower door was already steamy. The ceramic tile
was a pale brown, with small variegated swirls cutting through the
monotony. In the corner, a parchment-colored plastic stand held a
maze of bottles, shampoo, soap, hair conditioner, even a razor. He
reached for the shampoo.

Ten minutes later he stepped from the shower.
He worked the towel, blotting the excess moisture from his body,
focusing on his eyes, his hair. It was several minutes before he
looked around, ready to step back into his clothes. The heap he’d
left lying on the floor was gone. He looked around. On the bathroom
vanity, a new pile took their place.

Michael sorted through the clothes. A blue
flannel shirt close to his size, at least it would work in a pinch.
The jeans looked too large in the mid-section, but he’d hoist them
up and make do. The length seemed okay. Even a pair of shorts were
buried in the pile. Her husband’s, no doubt. But if she was
divorced like himself, why keep her ex’s clothes around?

 


Maggie showered in the half-bath just off the
master bedroom. Before stepping into the room, she cautiously
locked the bedroom door. No use taking chances, even if he was a
neighbor. She adjusted the temperature, hoping she wouldn’t freeze
her guest. She remembered how Harley would get angry when she’d
turn on the shower at the same time he was in. Every now and then
she’d forget, turn on the faucet, and hear him explode all the way
around the corner from the bedroom.

“Damn it all anyway!” Still, the tone had
been understanding, even humorous. She smiled at the memory.

Now she hurried her shower. She wanted to
finish before Mike was out. Quickly, she changed clothing, letting
her hair remain towel-dried only, gathering it back in a ponytail
at the nape of her neck. As she changed, she realized he’d need
clothing. That’s when she moved to the dresser and pulled out some
of Harley’s clothes, clothes she hadn’t had the heart to toss out.
His favorites, his most comfortable things. Maybe someday she’d
discard them. That’s what she’d told herself for two years. But the
clothes were still here, four drawers that reminded her of Harley.
And that didn’t include things crammed into the back of the closet,
things still in the shed and the barn. She knew it was time, but
something always stopped her. She’d tell herself that maybe Brian
would want this or that. I know it’s an excuse, she
admitted. I just don’t want to let go.

After leaving the clothes on the vanity, she
moved to the kitchen. She’d call Brian first, see if he’d come for
Warman. Then fix them something to eat. She remembered the bread
and milk she’d purchased at the store that afternoon—still sitting
in the pickup. No big deal, just typical of the way her life was
going.

She dialed the phone. It rang six times. No
answer. She hoped the kids hadn’t run into problems with the storm.
Maybe they’d gone to a movie for the night and taken Sean to a
sitter when she wasn’t home.

She opened the refrigerator. Spaghetti. She’d
fixed far too much for herself the night before. Spaghetti had been
one of Harley’s favorite dishes. Of course, she didn’t do justice
to the authentic version, but when she chopped up onions and
peppers, added ground round and sausage and a couple of
not-so-secret spices, threw in a jar of spaghetti sauce, even an
expert would have to agree that it was prime cooking—so Harley had
said. Maggie had always priding herself on her cooking, but then
she’d had plenty of time to practice during their marriage.

She examined the bowls as she removed them
from the refrigerator. Every time she cooked, she had to remind
herself that she was down to one person. But still it was hard.
Hard to break old habits. So she continued to cook for three,
because she’d never fully broken herself when Brian left home, and
then Harley…. Maggie already weighed ten pounds more than she
should. If she kept preparing double and triple portions, she would
continue to grow as well. Silently, she vowed to control her
cooking habits.

She’d warm the spaghetti in the microwave and
heat the sauce on the stove. If she just had some bread, she could
butter it, sprinkle on a bit of garlic spread. What am I
thinking? She stopped herself. It had been a long time since
she’d had a guest in the house. Oh, sure the kids came by
sometimes, but generally they came only by invitation, a habit that
bothered her. Sometimes she sensed they didn’t feel comfortable in
her house—or maybe with her. Perhaps Brenda thought her
mother-in-law was too critical. Maggie put the thought out of her
mind, replacing it with the original. Why was she so concerned
about this meal, about pleasing the stranger, about offering him
anything at all?

She filled the coffee pot and began pulling
plates and cups from the cabinet. She moved quickly to the kitchen
table, the steps memorized from long years or practice. She turned
back to the cabinets for silverware, and as her gaze traveled
upward toward the doorway, she stopped, a chill grating through her
heart. Harley! The plaid shirt, the jeans frayed at the knees, and
patched several times. But as quickly as she’d lost her rationale,
she regained it. Of course. She’d lent the clothes to Michael, the
new neighbor, the man who’d rescued her and muddled through the
dirt storm with her.

“Didn’t mean to startle you.”

Hadn’t he said that before? In the storm
maybe. “It’s okay. I just didn’t hear you come in.”

“Something smells good.”

“Spaghetti. It’s only leftovers. I hope you
don’t mind.”

“Not even. It’ll beat my cooking any day.” He
leaned against the counter. Maggie felt an impression sinking deep
into her mind. His height, his lankiness. She was surprised that
Harley’s pants stayed up on his waist. His broad shoulders filled
out Harley’s shirt easily, almost as if it had been designed for
him. His hair, darker than Harley’s hung loose and long near his
shoulders. Harley wouldn’t like that, she thought. He’d
always thought that real men wore their hair short, neatly trimmed
above their ears. But tonight, somehow she found herself drawn to
the longer hair, as if there were something reckless, maybe
rebellious about it. But more than that, it looked good on Michael.
Very good, she thought.

Her gaze traveled quickly over his face,
taking in the strong lines. The Roman nose, the chiseled
cheekbones, the gentle curve of his mouth, his chin…Once more she
stopped herself. Truly, this man had a look about him, distinct,
something different from Harley and his friends.

Michael folded his arms across his chest. “So
when is your husband coming home?”

This was the time to lie to him, to tell him
“any moment now” or to explain that her husband was away on a
business trip. Her heart pounded, as her head spun through a list
of the various stories she could contrive, but nothing seemed
plausible, and she had a feeling he knew, that those infernal eyes
of his somehow saw and knew everything.

“I’m not married—now,” she finally admitted,
while a part of her mind reminded her that the knife drawer was
just to her left, and if he had lied about being her neighbor, if
he tried to harm her, she could reach for a knife at any moment.
But another part of her laughed at the notion, reminding herself
that she’d never had to defend herself. Would she even know how?
She prayed her instincts were correct.

“Divorced?”

“No. My husband’s dead.”

“Oh…” His words were hollow. She knew he
didn’t mean it coldly. The fact had caught him by surprise, and he
didn’t know how to react. He’d been acting so cocky…

“I’m sorry I don’t have any bread…” She
started to apologize, but he interrupted her.

“Actually, I’m not much a bread eater anyway.
I’d rather have a salad, if you have the makings.”

“I’m not sure.”

He was already at the refrigerator, pulling
open the door, as if he had plundered in her kitchen a hundred
times. His eyes skimmed the contents, and then he opened the
crisper. “Perfect.”

He began pulling romaine and tomatoes,
radishes and a bell pepper from the drawer. “I’m the world’s best
salad maker.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t cook.”

“Salad’s not cooking.” He smiled a broad
grin, lighting up his now scrubbed face. “It’s mixing, chopping,
well, you know.” He opened a top drawer and his hand closed over a
knife handle. It was a large chopping knife with a sharp, severed
blade. Maggie stared at it, remembering that only moments before
she’d assured herself that the knife was close at hand if she
needed it. Now the man had it. But he wasn’t watching her. Instead
he was rinsing the lettuce under her faucet, laying it aside, while
she stirred the sauce pot on the stove.

He fell into the mood, chopping, dicing,
tossing all in a large bowl she provided. As she watched him work,
Maggie couldn’t resist a smile. This was a job Harley definitely
would never tackle. “Women’s work,” he would say, whenever she’d
asked him to stir a pot or pop in toast. The only time he touched
food was to consume it or during the annual Lions’ Club cookout,
and then he’d line up with the other Lions and stand guard over
hamburgers and hot dogs as they sizzled on the barbecue grills.

But that was just Harley, that was life in
this community, and Maggie had never had a problem with it—at least
not until now when she caught herself stealing glimpses at this
stranger preparing a salad in her kitchen.

The coffee was done, and she poured them each
a cup. Michael deposited the salad on the table, a small wooden
circle, accented with a philodendron plant in the center. He turned
back to the counter, ready to lend assistance with the main course.
She allowed him to carry the steaming sauce, while she handled the
pasta. They dropped into the matching wooden chairs, and Maggie
quickly noted how Mike had taken Harley’s seat. It was like viewing
a ghost, this man, sitting there in her husband’s clothing, down to
the underwear, she thought, with a jolt.

He seemed to read her mind. “By the way, what
did you do with my clothes?”

“I burned them, of course.” The words leaped
out, impulsively.

He stared at her, wide-eyed. Then smiled.
“You probably should have.”

“Sorry. Silly joke. They’re in the washer.
Remind me to check them soon.”

He nodded and began scooping up the
spaghetti, signaling Maggie for her plate.

“Guess I’ve never had a man serve me a
meal—at least in my home.” She smiled.

He returned the smile. “I’m kind of used to
it. I was a bachelor for a lot of years before I married, and then
my wife didn’t like to cook, so I usually ended up with kitchen
chores. It’s kind of natural for me.”

She sprinkled Parmesan over the concoction on
her plate.

“I didn’t mean to pry—about your husband, I
mean.”

“It’s okay. It’s been about two years.”

Mike felt a stirring around his leg,
something brushing against him. He looked down. Samson the Cat was
now trying to make friends, after his earlier criticism.

“Is he bothering you? I can put him out.”

“No, he’s fine. Actually I like animals,
although I’ve not been around them much lately. I used to keep a
few horses.” His gaze dropped back to his plate, and Maggie sensed
they were treading on dangerous ground.

“You’re obviously not from around here.”

“No, Southern California, well, originally
Northern California, but I migrated south several years ago.”

“This must be very different for you.”

“You can say that again. I’m still getting
used to it. Haven’t been here that long.” He placed a forkful of
spaghetti in his mouth and wolfed it down. “Good. No excellent.” He
gave his unqualified opinion before continuing the conversation.
“But this afternoon’s experience is the strangest, most bizarre
I’ve known. Never seen dirt blow like that—and I’ve never been in
the thick of anything nearly that frightening.”

“The weather here is always unpredictable.
That the one thing about this land you can rely upon—its
unpredictability.”

“I thought Colorado was all mountains and ski
resorts.”

“Funny. Some say southeastern Colorado should
be annexed by Kansas.”

“Actually , I know a bit about the rolling
prairies. I remember the terrain from the summer I spend here as a
boy. Mostly, though, I remember the home cooking.” He laughed, a
chuckle that sprang easily from his throat.

A momentary, but easy silence hung between
them before he picked up the thread of the conversation again. “So,
your son helps you farm this place?”

She nodded, sipping at her coffee. There was
no need to explain that Brian rarely helped, that the few times
she’d conned him into helping with a project, she’d had to beg to
get his attention in the first place, and then she’d had to gripe
at him the whole time to keep him on task.

When supper was over, he helped her rinse the
dishes and load the dishwasher. Maggie often did the dishes by
hand, especially when there were only a few, rather than running
the machine. But tonight she loaded it and left it to its own
devices. Mike followed her into the laundry room like a small boy,
while she checked the washer. The cycle was complete, and Maggie
loaded his clothes into the dryer, turning the switch and setting
the cycle in motion.

Back in the kitchen, she refilled the coffee
cups and carried them to the dining room. They sat at the dining
table, a larger table than that in the kitchen. Maggie reached for
the phone. She punched in the familiar number, but the unanswered
rings on the other end reaffirmed her earlier efforts.

She shrugged her shoulders. “They must have
gone to town.”

He glanced at his watch. “It is late—or late
for folks in this part of the world. Almost ten-thirty.”

“Maybe you should sleep here, and I can get
Brian to drive you home in the morning. I’m sorry I don’t have a
spare car.”

“No problem. I can crash on your sofa.”

“Remember the guest room, where you took the
shower. Let me just check the linens.”

Then she was off, almost bolting from the
chair. Mike could easily discern her nervousness, that somehow she
felt uncomfortable with him on the premises. And yet she had
invited him to stay. Perhaps she didn’t get much company out here.
Obviously, she didn’t recognize him. He glanced around. A nice,
ordinary home, a farm, a son. She certainly had a lot more going
for her than he did.

Briefly he considered his own unexpected
feelings, the way he found himself studying her face, letting his
gaze sweep over her when he thought she wasn’t looking. The feeling
he had that he couldn’t get enough of her, like a thirsty man, the
way he’d downed the glass of water after their trek across the
prairie.

Quickly, he shoved his thoughts aside. This
wasn’t what he’d come here for, and he wouldn’t allow himself to
get sidetracked. He’d had enough trouble with women. Hadn’t he
learned the hard way that the only person you can rely upon is
yourself? When you give your heart and trust to someone else, it is
way too easy to get eaten alive.

He started down the hallway, just as she
emerged from the bedroom. “Those sheets hadn’t been changed in
months,” she commented before ushering him inside.

The room was warm and cozy. The south wall
was lined with walnut-stained bookshelves, strategically placed to
house hundreds of books. Hard covers, paperbacks, first editions.
His eyes traveled hungrily to them, his body gravitating as if they
were a magnet.

“I have a thing for books. My one vice,” she
admitted.

“So I see. His fingers followed the books
down a row, tracing over titles and authors. “Everything from Adams
to Wells, from King to Hillerman, from Shakespeare to
Solzhenitsyn.”

“I like everything. Great literature and
contemporary works. You name it, I’ll read it—once anyway.”

“Even history, I see.” He paused on an Ellis
History of the United States. He removed the book form the shelf
and opened it. “1895” he read the copyright date.

She nodded. “Now and then you can find real
interesting things at yard sales. Sometimes people don’t know the
value of what they’re selling.”

“Or care.”

“That, too.”

In the pale light she found her eyes seeking
his. He was replacing the history book.

“I may not get much sleep tonight,” he said.
“I may just sit up all night and read. You realize, of course, you
have a better library than in town. I’ve already read everything
there.”

“In two weeks?” She stopped, seeing the
glimmer spring to his eyes. “You’re exaggerating, of course. But
you’re right. I do have some books they don’t.”

Moving to the doorway, she paused. “See you
in the morning.”

He settled down with James Joyce. But long
before Stephen Dedalus was off to the university on his quest for
self, Mike’s eyes grew heavy. He couldn’t concentrate. Something
about the room, this house, this woman, something warmed him. A
hollow part of him, a part which had felt so empty, so stretched
out of shape, now felt full and peaceful, comforted. Perhaps it was
the spaghetti and hot coffee, the easy, untroubled talk. He put a
finger in the book and rolled over. The sheets smelled like
sunshine and lilacs. Clean, fresh. His breathing turned into a
steady rhythm, as he closed his eyes.

 


Maggie woke up with a jolt. Samson was
meowing in her ear. She was grateful the cat was so easily
disturbed; he was better than any watchdog. She stroked his soft
fur, listening. At first she heard only a distant scratching like a
mouse scampering across the floor. Muted movements, as if someone
were deliberately trying to keep quiet. She lay in the dark, alert.
The sound grew louder, gradually becoming footsteps.

Cautiously, slowly, she opened the nightstand
drawer next to her bed and removed the pistol. She didn’t like
guns, had never used one, and had bought it only at Sally Walther’s
suggestion, a few weeks after Harley’s death. At the time
purchasing a gun had seemed like a foolish idea. She examined the
metal in the dark, turning it over, wondering if she’d remember how
to fire it, wondering if she could fire it if she had to—perhaps,
if it was a question of her life.

She sat up and slipped on her robe. No matter
how she tried to avoid the reality, she knew it had to be Michael
Warman prowling around. She knew next to nothing about him. Was he
really her neighbor? Or a long-lost black sheep of the family?
Maybe he was living in his uncle’s deserted house and maybe he was
stowing away there. Now that she thought about it, she realized
there hadn’t been any identification in the clothing she’d
washed.

Gripping the pistol, she moved across the
carpet, cracking the door of her room and entering the hallway. She
saw the shape in the moonlight, vividly outlined against the
off-white of the living room walls. The man stood next to the china
cabinet, apparently examining its contents. Well, he certainly
wouldn’t find any gold or silver—or even loose coins—in there—or
anywhere in the house for that matter. Maggie stepped closer,
moving behind him, slightly to the right. If she could catch him
off guard, hold the gun on him until the sheriff arrived…It would
take twenty minutes or so. In that time he might subdue her and
escape. Nevertheless, she had to protect herself and her property.
She cocked the gun. The man stiffened, turned.

She spoke each word carefully, as her free
hand flipped on the light switch. “Don’t do anything stupid. Put
your hands on the wall above your head.”


CHAPTER 5

 


 


“Never point a gun at someone unless you
intend to use it.” His voice rang steady, with authority.

Maggie’s hand trembled under the weight of
the gun. She didn’t dare look at him. He’d see the insecurity, the
fear in her eyes. Instead, she stared at his hands, where he held a
photograph—a family shot taken in front of the Christmas tree the
year before Harley’s death. The five of them, all smiles, and
decked out in Sunday’s best, posed among glittering icicles and
blinking lights.

“I can use it if I have to.” She raised her
chin, tossing her tangled curls.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He paused.

She noted that he had never placed his hands
against the wall as she’d commanded.

“Look. I was restless, and I was prowling
around.” He put the photograph back on the table and turned to face
her. “So are you going to hold that gun on me all night? Call the
police? What?”

Maggie felt very foolish. Why was she always
jumping to conclusions and wrong ones at that? “I’m sorry. I heard
someone in the house, and I just…well…” She didn’t know how to
tactfully retreat from her position. Silently, she placed the gun
on the table.

Michael leaned against the wall. “I’m glad
you decided not to shoot me. Would have left a lot of blood on your
carpet.” He studied her briefly for a reaction. Apparently, she
wasn’t in a humorous mood. “Look. I’m sorry I woke you. I’ve got a
lot on my mind right now, and I just couldn’t sleep.” He stood
upright and stretched. “Those pictures are great. Family, happy
times. You have a very special world here, even if it is hard at
times.” He moved toward the hall. “Well, I’ll try again. And I
promise on my Boy Scout oath, not to do anymore prowling.”

Maggie reached out and touched his arm. Her
fingers brushed his bare skin. Suddenly, she felt acutely aware of
his bare chest, of the dark hair curled lightly against his skin.
He no longer smelled of dust and prairie, but of something wild,
tantalizing, very male. She felt her hands tremble. She knew she
had to break away, do something, say something before he realized
her discomposure.

“You don’t have a family, children?”

“No. I was married once. No children.”

Maggie felt the silence once more looming
between them. Apparently, he didn’t want to discuss the subject.
She glanced away, her attention drawn to the moon, filtering
through the slits in the venetian blinds. Following the rays, she
noted how they seemed to caress the side of his face, lending a
soft quality to his chiseled features. Michael exhaled deeply, as
if suddenly at peace. Then his hand closed over hers, holding it
against his arm.

“Guess we’d better get back to bed,” he
suggested.

She nodded, as his hand moved away from hers,
locating the light switch. The room flooded with darkness.

“I’ll probably never find my way to my room
now, without a guide,” he whispered, and she felt his closeness, a
sudden circling of his arms around her waist.

A part of her wanted to protest, but another
part had been whetted by the nearness of his masculinity. Drawn by
a force she could barely remember, Maggie quivered in his arms and
lifted her mouth. When the kiss came it was hot and searing,
passionate and searching. His tongue flicked against her lips,
tracing the lines, tasting her, and she responded, leaning into
him, savoring the moment.

Dear God, what am I doing? She asked
herself, even as she felt her body tense, her hips roll closer to
his. A strong hand surrounded her waist, pulling her closer.

“This is crazy.” He spoke in a whisper. But
he kissed her again, reaffirming the attraction between them.

“I know.” Her voice was barely audible. She
placed a hand on his chest and stepped back.

“Good idea,” he agreed.

She remained breathless, aching for him,
shaky. Then with sudden resolution, he reached for her, pulling her
back into his arms, branding her with his kiss. She raised herself
on tiptoe. God, he felt so good. How could this strange man make
her feel so much, make her feel things she hadn’t felt with her
husband? She backed away then, very quickly and retreated to her
room without a “good night.” Maggie was trembling when she climbed
in bed, and she wasn’t sure if it was from fear or passion.

 


Mike smelled coffee, strong and welcoming,
drifting through the air. He rolled over and slowly edged up from
the blanket of night. He hadn’t slept so soundly in months. His
feet touched the floor, and he glanced at his watch. Seven.
Probably late on the farm, but by nature he was a night person, and
to get up before nine was unthinkable. He pulled on Harley’s
clothes and ambled toward the kitchen, drawn by the strong
aroma.

Slowly his mind digested the night’s events.
Prowling the living room. Switching off the light. Pulling Maggie
into his arms. Damn! He almost spoke aloud. He hadn’t meant for
that to happen. He planned to stay at his uncle’s place
indefinitely, and he didn’t need complications, especially not
female ones. He couldn’t deny his attraction to Maggie Frazier.
Yet, he knew that’s all it was—a physical attraction. He’d have to
put it behind him.

“Is that coffee I smell?”

She looked up. “Yes. Hope you like hot cakes
and bacon.” Avoiding his eyes, she busied herself by filling the
coffee cups.

“Sounds great.”

Breakfast was strained. Uncertain of what to
say, he’d never before felt such a loss of words. Should he
apologize? Should he forget it? It wasn’t as if he’d done anything
intentionally to offend her. They’d simply shared a kiss, well,
two, or was it three? Certainly, he’d expected nothing more. Yet it
seemed that his intentions, his rationale, didn’t match his
actions—or his emotions.

He added butter to his hotcakes, poured syrup
over the stack and cut into them. The smell wafted up to him, hot
and fresh. He’d been eating fast food for months. Only during the
past two weeks had he settled into a routine or preparing his own
meals—or trying to. But they were nothing compared to this. He
chewed, allowing the taste to fill his mouth. Light and airy, sweet
and fluffy. He swallowed, already shoveling in another forkful.

“Great breakfast,” he told her afterward,
helping her carry the plates to the sink.

“Thanks. But now I’d better get that ride for
you.”

Maggie dialed Brian’s number and listened to
the hollow sound on the other end. Brenda picked up after the third
ring.

“I’ve got a problem,“ Maggie began. “Last
night in the storm my pickup slid off in a ditch.” She continued,
explaining the predicament to her daughter-in-law. “Anyway I need
to pull out the pickup and take my neighbor home. Do you think
Brian could run over?”
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