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More about Wyoming Wildflowers
“You and Taylor are standing under the mistletoe, so you have to kiss,” Matty proclaimed a second time over the background noise of a party in full swing. Then she embellished. “Otherwise it’s bad luck for the whole new year.”
Ambushed.
Cal Ruskoff looked from Taylor Anne Larsen, standing beside him with a flush rising up her neck like a long, slender glass being filled with rosy champagne, to the dancing eyes of Matty Brennan Currick and knew he’d let himself be ambushed but good.
As the owner of the neighboring Flying W Ranch, Matty was his employer. Which was one reason he was here at the Slash-C at her New Year’s Eve party.
She was also nearly the only friend he could claim, which was the other reason he was here.
“Never heard that,” Cal grumbled.
“Me either,” Taylor declared staunchly.
She stood beside him, as if they presented a united front, at the same time angling her face away from him. He saw only her light red hair and the turn of her jaw heading toward a pointy chin.
Maybe she’d been ambushed by Matty, too.
“You haven’t heard of it because neither of you grew up around here. Dave!” Matty snagged her husband’s arm as he headed toward the noisy hub of the party in the family room.
“Dave, isn’t it true that if you stand under the mistletoe with someone and don’t kiss them, it’s bad luck—terrible bad luck for both people, all year long?”
Cal could see clear as day the compelling look Matty focused on her husband. Dave Currick’s lips quirked, but he nodded solemnly.
“Terrible bad luck,” he concurred.
Matty beamed at Dave then turned triumphantly to Cal and Taylor. “You see! And with Taylor as my partner for the Dog Rescue League, I don’t want to take any chances of having to share terrible bad luck. Awful, terrible bad luck.”
“In fact, it’s such strong awful, terrible, bad luck,” said Dave with a remarkably straight face, “that even if you’re three feet away from the mistletoe and don’t kiss, you can get hit with it, so...”
He swept Matty to him with one hand at the small of her back and Matty cooperated fully. There was no time to look away before their lips met in a brief but sound kiss.
But it wasn’t the kiss that had Cal feeling as if prickles had gotten under his skin—it was what followed. Still molded against each other, the husband and wife exchanged a look that spoke of remembering past moments and of promising there’d be more—and soon—that would be well worth remembering.
Cal didn’t envy Matty and Dave having this. He just hated feeling like a starving kid with his nose pressed against the damned pastry shop window, watching what he wouldn’t ever have.
But maybe on New Year’s Eve, a night somehow separate from both the past and the future… For a moment…
“Oh, hell,” he growled, then pulled Taylor to him in much the same embrace Dave held Matty.
Only, Taylor didn’t lean into him, pliant and willing. She remained straight, even arched slightly back against his arm, as if to avoid contact with the front of his body. She didn’t entirely succeed, and they shifted to keep balanced.
Her head jerked back.
Shock.
That was what he saw in Taylor’s wide green eyes. Shock.
He couldn’t blame her. Taylor Anne Larsen was a nice woman. Even if she was a lawyer. The kind of woman who wouldn’t care for lies of either omission or commission. Polite, a little shy. He hadn’t meant to shock her. It wasn’t her fault he hadn’t had a woman in too long to think about. It wasn’t her fault that when he had thought about it lately her red-haired image had come to mind too often for comfort.
Well, there was no hiding his response from her now, so what the hell.
He pressed his mouth to hers.
Shock.
That was what he felt popping and sizzling and crackling through his blood stream and nerve endings. Had to be.
Soft lips. Soft warmth. Soft skin when his mouth trailed off to one side. Soft hair that brushed against his cheek when he shifted the angle. And all around, a soft scent like...like something he couldn’t quite name.
He sought deeper for it, finding an opening between her lips, and sliding his tongue inside.
She gasped, and pulled her mouth free.
He didn’t even realize he was reaching to kiss her again until she stepped back, abruptly leaving his arms empty.
“So now we’re safe against bad luck for the coming year.” Taylor smiled, but her voice wasn’t steady. She stood barely beyond arm’s reach. “Excuse me, I see Lisa, and I want to talk to her about, uh, the dog rescue project.”
One step, then she looked over her shoulder, her gaze going from one face to another, and said, “I’m sure I’ll see you again before midnight, Matty. And Dave. But I’ll say Happy New Year now, Cal.”
She walked away.
Something in Cal’s chest felt tight and heavy. It took an extra couple of beats for him to realize she’d declared that she didn’t expect to see him again for the duration of this party. Didn’t expect to …and didn’t want to?
“Cal.” Matty laid a contrite hand on his arm, then murmured, “I’ll go talk to her.”
“Not on my account.”
But Matty was already gone.
“I’m not sure if that’s mud in your eye, but I’m positive that’s lipstick on your mouth.” Along with the comment, Dave offered a small paper napkin.
Cal shook his head, and dragged the pad of his thumb hard across his lips. A smear of red showed on his thumb. Not bright red like the candles Matty and Dave had all around. More like the bow on that Christmas wreath Matty had insisted on putting on the grill of his truck, now that it had experienced a month of sun and wind and snow. Soft.
He rubbed the smear against the side of his index finger until it disappeared from both spots.
“Gone,” Dave confirmed.
Cal cursed. “Don’t know why grown people would go hanging mistletoe around their house in the first place.”
“I would think that would be obvious. Sometimes the pagans had the right idea.”
“If you say so. But why put mistletoe here?” Cal said, pointing above his head.
It had seemed a safe place to mind his own business. He’d been leaning against the doorjamb, not quite in the room, finding it the most isolated position to park until he could make a quiet exit, when Taylor had appeared from the hallway behind him. That’s when Matty had pounced.
“I’d think that would be obvious, too, Cal.” Dave nodded his head to the hallway at Cal’s back. “That leads to the bedrooms.”
* * * *
Cal stayed only because it was easier.
By staying till midnight, he wouldn’t have to listen to Matty yapping at him about being a recluse and a hermit and living like a monk. Least not as much.
Yet, as much as she got after him, she’d never pried into how he’d come to be here in Wyoming, not when she’d visited the Flying W before her great-uncle’s death and not since she’d taken over.
Maybe because at first they’d both been too busy working as hard and fast and cheap as they could to try to set the Flying W back on its feet. More likely because she hadn’t wanted him probing into her secrets in return. Like the one that she’d still loved Dave Currick a half dozen years after he’d broken off their youthful romance.
But since she and Dave had gotten back together, all that had changed.
Matty was happy, truly happy.
That would be good news if it ended there. But she was bound and determined that everyone else around her was going to be happy, too. He grimaced. She didn’t even care if her efforts to make someone else happy made them miserable.
“Thirty seconds till midnight!”
The announcement acted like a switch on a slow-motion mixer. People started moving, shifting across the room, seeking out the person they meant to be beside at midnight. Matty and Dave and several of the other married couples came together in quick order.
“Fifteen seconds!”
Dates shifted near each other in varying degrees of self-consciousness. A group of unattached men started to coalesce near the kitchen door. A knot of women formed in the center of the room.
“Ten!”
“Nine!”
“Eight!”
“Seven!”
Someone said something he didn’t hear. There was laughter, and the knot of women shifted toward the fireplace, apparently craning to see something.
“Six!”
“Five!”
“Four!”
All except Taylor Anne Larsen, who remained in the very center of the room, momentarily isolated.
“Three!”
“Two!”
And then Brent Somebody-or-Other visiting from Salt Lake City separated from the other single men, heading straight toward Taylor.
Cal pushed off from the doorjamb.
“One!”
He reached Taylor’s side as the final shout went up.
“Happy New Year!”
He took her shoulders between his hands and turned her to present Brent Whatever with her back. He had one second’s impression of her surprise, mixed with a glimmer of something else, before he muttered, “Happy New Year, Taylor.” The last word muffled as their lips came together.
Hers were parted. He stroked his tongue into her mouth, once, then again.
He slid one hand down her back, closing the space between their bodies. The other formed to the curve of her skull, supporting there even as the press of his mouth arched her neck.
He felt her hands clutch—one at his shoulder, the other above his elbow.
The scent was there again, all around him. A freshening breeze blending the lemon tang of freedom and the jasmine richness of gracious comfort.
And then it deepened and heated as her tongue slid against his, first touching, then seeking.
Her fingers skimmed the back of his neck, slipping under the ends of his hair, where the skin was tender and never exposed.
Someone jostled against his right side so hard that both he and Taylor had to take a step to keep from losing their balance, ending the kiss.
Their arms still around each other, their bodies together from chest to thigh, his wanting her was no secret to either one of them.
“Cal.”
That’s all she said. Almost a question.
A question he couldn’t answer. Not ever.
He’d never felt further from getting what he wanted in his life.
He turned around and got the hell out of there.
* * * *
From the passenger seat of Matty’s four-wheel drive vehicle, Taylor looked across the snow-dusted, wind-swept landscape passing beyond the windshield, and felt deep gratitude for efficient heaters.
“I don’t understand how anyone could leave a puppy at a rest stop,” Matty said. “It’s February in Wyoming for pete’s sake.”
When word came during their stint on duty for the Rescue League of an abandoned dog, Taylor had packed the gear they’d prepared, and Matty had picked her up twenty minutes ago.
“At least the truck driver who spotted him called in the report,” she said. “Those long-distance guys are on such a strict schedule it’s probably unreasonable to wish he’d brought it in.”
“Yeah,” Matty responded with an absentness that indicated her thoughts had shifted. “Time probably really flies by for them.”
These first six weeks of the year had taught Taylor caution in responding to Matty’s comments. Although she couldn’t see danger in this one, she kept her answer neutral. “I suppose.”
“I read somewhere that a sense of time condensing happens a lot. I mean, can you believe it’s been more than a month since New Year’s Eve?”
Uh-oh. Now Taylor saw the danger.
“It was a great party, wasn’t it?” Matty was saying. “I can’t remember giving a party I enjoyed more. As long as we’re on the subject, I was wondering —”
“Don’t wonder, please.”
“All I was going to—”
“Ask me again if Cal has called me. He hasn’t. He isn’t going to. I never thought he would—I told you that.”
“But he—”
“But he kissed me on New Year’s Eve. Yes. I know that. You know that. Everyone in Lewis and Clark counties knows that. I wouldn’t be surprised if all of the Rocky Mountain region knows that.”
“He didn’t just kiss you. He kissed you.”
Taylor really wished Matty hadn’t said that.
Not that way. Not the way that reminded her all too clearly of how thoroughly kissed she’d felt New Year’s Eve. The external sensations of Cal’s arms encircling her, his hard body pressed against hers, and his lips firm and sure on hers. The internal sensations of coiling heat and rushing blood. And the desire to let go—to let his hold be all that supported her, to rely on what his kiss told her and made her feel.
All those sensations made it all the more difficult to remember that behind the heat in those compelling blue eyes she’d seen such incredible bleakness. And despite all that heat surrounding her and inside her, she’d wanted to shiver.
“Believe me, he’s experienced complete, utter and absolute New Year’s Eve Kisser’s Remorse.”
“You’re joking, but I’m serious. Cal needs somebody like you. Other than Dave, there’s not a man I— ”
“I’m serious, too,” Taylor interrupted, not wanting to hear Cal Ruskoff’s virtues extolled. It was bad enough having to contend with the unshakable vision of his square face under ash brown hair nearing hers in the split second before he’d kissed her. “The guy exhibits all the symptoms. Crossing the street and sudden U-turns out of the cafe when he sees yours truly seated inside.”
She didn’t tell Matty that each of his evasive moves had left her simultaneously relieved and disappointed.
“Maybe I should—”
“No, Matty. Don’t do anything. Don’t say anything.”
“But—”
“There’s the exit, Matty. C’mon, let’s go rescue a puppy.” And forget Cal Ruskoff.
The first impression of the puppy tied to a fence post near the men’s bathroom was of a fuzzy toy with woefully inadequate stuffing. A piece of cardboard with “Free” traced several times in blue ink was tacked to the post. He was lying on a faded blue towel, worrying a corner of it.
As soon as he saw them, he stood, with the fabric still in his mouth, making him look slightly roguish. His long, fuzzy tail wagged slowly as he watched them with intense interest and a hint of wariness.
“Hi, baby dog,” crooned Matty, drawing off a glove.
“Matty, you should leave your gloves on.”
“He won’t be able to get my scent if I do.”
“He won’t be able to bite your hand, either,” Taylor noted dryly. “Remember what the manual said—most dogs react to fear of being hurt by running, but some attack.”
Just like men.
“I grew up with enough strays coming by the ranch to know when one’s mean. This one isn’t. Are you, sweet boy?” The animal stretched his neck to sniff.
“Boy?”
Matty looked over her shoulder. “You are from the city, aren’t you?”
“Suburbs. Where dogs wear identification and are nearly always connected to a human, who will tell you nicely if it’s a he or a she. And whether or not it’s friendly.”
“Oh, Baby Dog’s friendly, aren’t you? Taylor, untie the rope from the post.”
Matty kept talking in a crooning tone while Taylor started on the knot. “Let’s see, light caramel brown with white markings, pointed nose, ears that tip—well, one tips. I think you’re a collie, aren’t you, Baby Dog?”
“A collie, really?” As Taylor tugged the knot loose, the puppy took a step, and promptly sat down. “Oh, Matty, he’s weak. He can barely stand.”
Matty lifted the puppy. He made one feeble effort to get loose, then subsided. “Get the towel and let’s go. I want to get him to Dr. Markus.”
“The towel’s filthy.” But she was already following the order. An envelope fluttered from it, and she automatically snatched that up, too.
“We’ll wash it, but it’s the one thing that’s familiar to him.”
* * * *
Cal saw Taylor heading his direction from down the street.
He’d avoided her up to now, but surely enough time had passed to temper temptation. Surely he wouldn’t respond as strongly as he had New Year’s Eve.
That had been an aberration. A combination of too long without a woman, an unsuspected streak of sentimentality over the holiday and—okay, yes, no sense denying it—the woman.
But now... With his head down as if examining the menu propped in the cafe window, even though the offerings hadn’t changed in the nearly three years he’d lived here, he fingered the scrap of newspaper in his jacket pocket, the one he’d clipped from this morning’s Jefferson Standard.
Under the brim of his hat, he watched her walk toward him, her movements easy and smooth.
He had good cause to talk to her now. As a lawyer she’d know the ins and outs of wills, might be able to tell him what some of his options were.
Her gaze focused on him, and she stopped dead. With his head dipped, he still caught the motion of her looking around, as if seeking an escape.
Pivoting away from her, he started across the street.
It had been a bad idea anyhow. She couldn’t have given him any useful advice without telling her some of the story, and he’d be a fool to do that.
No, he’d stick to his first decision, to ignore the whole thing and go on as he had been. Although he would confirm the information first, get a few more details.
Without looking in her direction, he went into the Knighton Library.
* * * *
Taylor had washed the towel twice, using bleach. It would never be a thing of beauty, but it looked considerably more reputable than the puppy did the next afternoon, dripping flea-bath soapsuds into her bathtub in a second go-around of bathing. Once just hadn’t been enough.
And there was a dauntingly good chance that the puppy looked considerably better than either she or Matty did as they leaned over the bathtub, hair damp and mussed, clothes spattered and faces flushed. The scent of flea shampoo tickled Taylor’s nose and she sneezed.
“Tell me again, Matty, why we couldn’t have let the groomer wash him?” She rubbed suds behind his ears. The puppy half closed his eyes in apparent bliss. She smiled, and kept rubbing.
“I see no reason to spend Rescue League funds on dog-washing when we can do it ourselves.” Matty reached for the animal’s far hip.
“That’s because it’s not your bathroom,” Taylor said morosely, though she knew she had the better end of the deal—literally—at this moment.
“Would you have wanted Baby Dog to stay here without a bath?”
“No!”
“Then start rinsing.”
Finally, Matty sat back and announced grandly, “I believe we are ready for the first towel.”
“It’s right here.” Taylor reached behind her. “Just don’t let him—Oh, no!”
Taylor turned back in time to get a dog-shaken spray full in the face. If any surface had previously avoided being spattered, it wasn’t missed this time.
“Don’t you laugh, Matty Brennan Currick. Don’t you dare laugh.”
“I can’t help it. Sorry. It’s... I was thinking of what Grams used to call it—the most efficient water dispersal system known to man.”
Taylor stifled a chuckle and handed her friend a towel with a stern, “Dry.”
It took two more towels each.
“He cleans up pretty good,” said Matty. “He’s past the ball of fluff, adorable stage, but he’ll grab somebody’s heart.”
The puppy trotted to a pile of old towels, curled up, and promptly went to sleep.
Taylor had an odd lump in her throat. “He’s still adorable.”
Matty gave her a look, but Taylor shook her head. “Don’t even think about it. Even if my landlord would let me, it wouldn’t be fair to an animal in this tiny apartment.” She looked around. “All we have to do now is clean up, then find a home for Baby Dog—and fast, before Hugh Moski finds out his tenant is keeping a pet.”
“You promised you’d deliver Baby Dog to the new owner, right?”
“That was our deal. Why?”
“You know who needs a dog? And doesn’t have to worry about the landlord objecting?”
“Who?”
“Cal Ruskoff.”
“Matty —”
“Collies are herding dogs, so that’s perfect.”
“Sheep! They herd sheep, not cattle,” Taylor said. Arguing about the animal kingdom seemed much safer than her real objection. She was not ready to face Cal again, especially on his turf.
“He’ll adapt,” Matty said blithely. “Besides, Cal needs the company. With me living at the Slash-C, he’s all alone on the Flying W, and getting him out of there takes a crowbar, dynamite and a list of needed supplies a yard long. And don’t get that look on your face. It’s not because of you, so get that out of your head. New Year’s might have made it worse —”
Taylor gave an involuntary groan.
“But it wasn’t the cause. Cal’s been like this since he hired on. After Dave and I got together, I realized how solitary Cal keeps himself.” Matty gave her a serious look. “It’s not right. He’s a good man, but he keeps such a high wall between himself and the world, it’s like he lives in a... uh...”
“A shell?”
“I was going to say cave, but shell works. And I think you’re the one who could bring him out. You two have a...a connection.”
“You just said he’s been worse since we, uh, since New Year’s Eve. You can’t have it both ways.”
“Sure I can.” Matty pulled the plug in the bathtub. “That made it worse because he’s hot for you.”
“Matty—”
“The fact that he wants you is the reason he’s pulled back so far. If you didn’t threaten his wall—his shell—he wouldn’t fight so hard to keep you away. All you have to do is spend as much time as possible around Cal, and pretty soon those walls will come tumbling down, like Jericho.”
And what about her? All that time spent around Cal, waiting for walls to crack. What if Matty was right, and they did tumble? Even if they didn’t fall on her, squishing her flat as a bug, there were other dangers.
Cal was a powerful presence as it was, with his will and his personality and his...desires tightly curbed. What would it be like if he let go?
She used to think she was strong, that she held to certain unbreakable, even unbendable principles. But her life before she’d come to Wyoming had proved her wrong. Could she risk getting involved with a Cal no longer curbed by his own walls?
And, of course, this was all presuming Matty was anywhere close to being right in the first place. Two kisses—even those two kisses—did not a powerful connection make. Necessarily.
“Uh-oh.”
Taylor was so dizzy from her own circular thoughts that she even welcomed that “bad news” interruption by Matty.
“What?”
“The water isn’t going down the drain.”
“Hugh is going to shoot me. How am I going to explain this?”
“Tell him you were shedding?”
Taylor glared at her. “Oh, God, I can’t keep Baby Dog here after I tell Hugh about the drain.”
“I gave you a quick solution. Otherwise you’ll have to wait until I work the phones, looking for the right home for Baby Dog. And we’d have to check those people out. We know Cal, so we wouldn’t have to check him out. It’s the quickest solution.”
* * * *
As solutions went, it might be quick, but it certainly was dirty—or at least nerve-wracking.
“What a sweet Baby Dog,” Taylor crooned, as she ran her hand over the downy fuzz atop the puppy’s head. As long as she concentrated on the animal, she wouldn’t have to think about the fact that she was going to face Cal.
If he ever came back.
The puppy, momentarily tired of exploring, sat beside Taylor’s feet and leaned against her calf, a nice added warmth as the air chilled rapidly with the waning daylight. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could—or should—sit on the steps to Cal Ruskoff’s small home, waiting for him to return.
The first fifteen minutes had been fine, with the structure behind her serving as a wind block and the sun exerting some winter strength. She’d had plenty of entertainment from the puppy. Keeping him from an apparently fascinating mud puddle beside the steps had been nearly a full-time job.
But for the past ten minutes, doubts had crept in along with a chill.
“Not even Cal Ruskoff could say no to such a sweet Baby Dog.” Was she reassuring the puppy or herself? “Look at that face. So sincere.”
The puppy obligingly tipped his head back toward her until his face was nearly upside down.
She was chuckling when she became aware of a shadow looming against the brilliance of the setting sky. Cal walked slowly toward her, pulling off first one glove, then the other.
His squared-off jaw was firm beneath a sensuous mouth drawn neutrally straight. A groove curved from the outside corner of his nose to beside his mouth, echoed by a longer groove from under his high cheekbone to his jaw. She had seen those grooves deepen with both anger and amusement. But they, too, were neutral at the moment.
She scrambled up, automatically brushing at the seat of her long jacket.
“Hi, Cal. I hope you don’t mind us waiting on your steps.” She became aware his eyes were following her brushing motion, and stopped it immediately.
He was slow answering, as if hoping she might disappear or run off before he needed to make the effort.
“Taylor. What brings you here?”
It didn’t qualify as the most unfriendly greeting she’d ever received, but it didn’t rank far down the list.
The puppy wagged his tail. Maybe he liked Cal’s unhurried tenor voice. There was no doubt it had an effect on her.
“He does,” she blurted out.
Cal’s brows met at a deep groove over his nose. “Who does?”
“The puppy.”
His gaze followed the direction of her gesture, to where the puppy was settling down in the center of the mud puddle. If she hadn’t known better, she’d have thought Cal looked relieved.
“Oh, no! We just gave him a bath.” She grabbed the old blue towel from the supplies she’d hauled to the steps, and wrapped the puppy in it. It engulfed him, so only his nose stuck out, looking like a fuzzy fox in an oversize babushka.
“The dog’s the reason you came out here?”
If his question had held any suggestion that she’d come here as a personal overture, she’d have been embarrassed. Instead, he’d sounded as if he were trying to eliminate some other cause. She didn’t have a clue what that might be -- and didn’t care, as long as he didn’t think she was chasing him.
“Of course. He’s such a sweet puppy. About four months old, the vet thinks. Remarkably healthy, considering. All collie, Dr. Markus said. They’re known for being intelligent, loving, and loyal.” She set Baby Dog on the ground. Wherever his fur had contacted the mud, it stood straight out in pointed tufts. “This little guy’s coat isn’t the best yet, but it will get better as he gets regular meals and—”
“Why the sales job?”
Taylor drew a deep breath. She was doing this all wrong. Now she had his suspicions up.
“He’s a rescue league dog. Matty and I took the call on him.” She told him the story. She left too many details in, but couldn’t seem to edit herself. It could have been that she was a little nervous. “When we found him, he was dirty and hungry and skinny—”
“He’s still skinny.”
Taylor had no clue if Cal’s murmur was meant to be humorous or critical, so she ignored it. “We’re trying to find a home for him. Matty thought you—”
“If he’s so lovable, why don’t you keep him?”
“My landlord says absolutely no pets.” Especially not after he’d fixed the bathtub drain, complaining all the while about the smell of flea shampoo.
“Then let Matty take him.”
“Dave’s allergic.”
He frowned as he looked at the animal, now sniffing his boots with audible interest. “He doesn’t look much like a collie.”
Taylor bridled, “Were you expecting Lassie, with all her Hollywood groomers? He’s a puppy. And he’s been neglected. Maybe abused. You wouldn’t look so good if you’d lived such a hard life.”
You wouldn’t look so good... Oh, Lord, how had that come out of her mouth? Nothing like telling the man she thought he was appealing. Appealing, Taylor? Try a hunk.
His ash brown hair was lighter around his face from the sun. Brows a shade darker than his hair dropped at the corners, just like his eyelids drooped lower at the corners over brilliant blue eyes.
His shoulders were as square and straight as his jaw, his jeans showed taut muscles, and his chest had been wide and firm enough to have left an apparently indelible impression on her nerve endings from their New Year’s Eve embrace.
“That doesn’t change that his legs are too long for his body and he’s knock-kneed.”
Her lips parted to vehemently deny that charge. Then she realized he was talking about the puppy, not continuing her mental catalogue of his attributes.
“You want an aristocratic dog? Are you planning on hitting a show ring?”
“I’m not planning on anything, because I don’t want a dog.”
Had he overheard her comment about not even Cal Ruskoff being able to resist this puppy? He certainly seemed determined to put the lie to it.
“Matty said you could use a dog around here. He can alert you if strangers are coming. And with the main house empty, he can help keep guard.”
“Strangers don’t usually come, because they’re not invited,” he said pointedly. “And I’ve had no trouble keeping the main house safe from marauders. If Matty thinks otherwise, she can fire me. She’s the boss.”
Taylor wasn’t a lawyer for nothing; she jumped on the opening.
“Yes, Matty is the boss. And she said you should take him. She said he could become a working dog. Would you refuse to care for a colt she bought, even though it wouldn’t be ridden for another year?”
She had him there, and they both knew it.
“He’s not a cattle dog.”
“Collies have strong herding instincts,” she shot back, echoing Matty’s argument.
“For sheep—that’s where the instincts are. And it’s not wise to mess around with instincts.”
A glint flared in his eyes, and the word instincts no longer applied to the gangly bundle of fur at their feet, but to something else entirely. The sensations of their kisses New Year’s Eve swept in like a Chinook, warming her so suddenly and unexpectedly that she shivered with it.
Taylor tried her best to ignore that shift. “Are you going to argue with Matty?”
He tucked his fingers in his front jeans pockets beneath his winter jacket, and rocked slightly from heel to toe and back.
“I’ve been known to.”
Did he mean he’d argued with Matty about her, Taylor? Had Matty been urging him as she’d been urging Taylor? And there it was again, the conversation sliding from the dog that stood between them to this other thing between them.
“Are you going to make me go back and tell Matty you turned down her request to take this puppy?”
“I’ve never cared for a dog.”
In another man it might have been an admission. Cal made it a flat fact. But Taylor wondered what was behind that fact.
“The basics are pretty obvious, Cal—food, water, shelter, attention. It’s actually a lot less complicated than caring for a horse, which you do all the time. So, what’s your answer? Should I tell Matty you refused to take him?
His posture remained inflexible, but he didn't say, “No.”
“Good. I’m glad.” Their eyes met, and the intensity of his blue stare was overlaid by the memory of another look... after he’d kissed her at midnight.
She shifted her shoulders, dislodging the memory, then turned toward the supplies she’d brought.
“There’s enough puppy food here to get you started. The proper amount’s listed on the back. Try to make meals the same time every day. That should help with housetraining. He’s been really good so far.
“He has a new collar and leash. There’s a brush, toys, and puppy treats. He likes this towel. He had it when we found him. You’ll need a couple bowls for him—one for food, one for water. He’s really very good.”
“Good grief.” Cal looked around at the puppy as if trying to match all he’d heard to that one small creature. “What’s that?”
“His crate. He sleeps in it. Travels in it in the car. It helps with house-training. There’s a booklet on using the crate in the bag, too. But as I said —”
“He’s really very good,” he filled in, using her earlier words.
Cal obviously didn’t believe it, but she answered, “Yes, he is. Any other questions?”
“What’s his name?”
She almost smiled. A man as entirely indifferent to an animal as he pretended wouldn’t care about a name. He was softening.
As soft as Cal Ruskoff probably ever got. Soft was not what she associated with him. Those kisses on New Year’s Eve had told another story, a story of heat and hardness. The drift of her thoughts sent her eyes from his wide shoulders to his narrow hips... and below.
She jerked her gaze to one side and took two slow, deep breaths.
“He had no tags, no collar. Matty and I call him Baby Dog.”
“I’m not calling—”
“He’s your dog now,” she interrupted. “You name him.”
“He’s the Flying W’s dog. I’m taking him as one of my duties as foreman.”
“Make it another of your duties to name him.” She started off, then turned back. “One more thing.”
“Now what?”
“You have to have him neutered.”
“Neutered? You want me to castrate this dog?”
“No, I don’t want you to personally castrate him. I want you to take him to the clinic in a couple months, and Dr. Markus will do it for free if you remind him he’s a rescue dog. I don’t know what the big deal is, you do it to cattle all the time without batting an eye.”
With that, she turned on her heel and got in her car, backing out with more speed than finesse.
For fear she’d laugh in the man’s shocked face.
She knew exactly what the big deal was. Despite his best efforts, despite his tough words, despite his harsh attitudes, Cal Ruskoff had begun to feel a kinship with the stray puppy.
Maybe that shell could be dented after all.
* * * *
“She doesn’t know what the big deal is, huh,” Cal muttered as he put away the last of his supper dishes.
“You do it to cattle all the time,” he mimicked in a voice entirely unlike Taylor’s memorable contralto.
“Yeah, but when we do it to cattle, it’s a prelude to fattening ’em up so we can eat ’em. I don’t suppose she’d be too happy if I decided to eat her precious puppy. Do you?”
He turned around to leer at the animal who’d been dogging—literally—his footsteps all evening. But he’d disappeared.
Cal gave the main room a quick look, checking in the corner behind the wing chair by the window before passing on to the single bedroom. The floor was bare except for one throw rug beside his bed.
He was on his way to the bathroom—the only other open door—when something out of place caught his eye.
The dog. On his bed.
The blue and white quilt had been tugged off one pillow and crumpled into the semblance of a nest. The dog was curled up inside it, his head was resting comfortably on the pillow, as if to demonstrate what palomino hair might look like against the white pillowcase. Not that palomino had been Cal’s fantasy. Taylor’s hair was redder and—
“Get. Down.”
It was one thing to know he couldn’t risk bringing Taylor Larsen to his bed, but he’d be damned if he’d share it with a dog.
Two long strides took Cal to the side of the bed. He took a firm hold on the collar and repeated, “Get. Down,” while he tugged enough to ensure the animal did.
“That’s where you sleep,” Cal added, pointing through the open double doorway to the crate in the kitchen.
The animal heaved a sigh, then circled around and before Cal could back away, sat on his feet, covered only in heavy socks.
Pain shot from Cal’s feet and up his legs, bringing water to his eyes and a muffled curse to his lips. He jerked his feet free of the torture and the animal stood up.
“You have got the boniest butt in creation, dog!” Cal shook one foot then the other. No wonder the animal had sought out something with some padding, he had none of his own.
He’s been neglected. Maybe abused. Taylor’s words echoed in his head with a good deal more meaning than they’d originally had. This puppy had missed more than a couple of meals.
“All right, you made your point,” Cal muttered as he headed for the cupboard.
Damned if he wasn’t starting to sound like Taylor, thinking about dogs making points.
Which made no sense, because all Cal Ruskoff and Taylor Anne Larsen had in common was living in Knighton, Wyoming.
She’d arrived shortly after he’d been hired on by Matty’s great-uncle. Her degrees and connections and history were common knowledge, and she’d settled into the life of the town and made friends. For almost two years he’d seldom left the ranch, and he’d shared none of his past with the people of Knighton.
Then Matty, an entirely different kind of boss, inherited the Flying W. She’d needed a good lawyer. But she hadn’t wanted to go to Dave last spring when they had not yet untangled the emotions that led to their now being happily married. So, she’d signed on with Taylor, the town’s other lawyer.
And in between Matty inheriting and when she and Dave worked things out, Cal and Taylor had stood up as witnesses at their wedding and even engaged in a bit of subterfuge to help the couple along. Their cooperation hadn’t altered the fact that there was a gulf the size of the continent between their lives.
When he’d first seen her sitting with the dog on the steps of the foreman’s house, two possibilities had hit him almost simultaneously.
New Year’s Eve was the first possibility.
She’s working for them was the second.
They were equally unlikely.
If she’d had any thought of following up on what happened on New Year’s Eve, she hadn’t acted on it in these past weeks. Which saved him the effort of withstanding further temptation.
As for the other, his trip to the library had not only confirmed what he’d read in the newspaper, but added a nasty surprise to it. But it was a big leap from that to anyone knowing where he was or who he’d become. That was the reason he’d dismissed that second possibility. Not from any starry-eyed notion that Taylor Anne Larsen wouldn’t sign up for the job. Dangle enough money in front of them, and most people would take on any kind of job.
So, having her sitting on his front steps in order to foist off a homeless dog on him was actually good news.
None of that meant he would start thinking like her, especially about the scrawny animal watching his every move. Next thing he knew he’d be calling the creature something like Muffin.
He’s your dog now. You name him.
He wasn’t his dog. A man in his position couldn’t afford to own anything he wasn’t prepared to leave behind any minute.
Still, after Cal selected a blanket and two towels, he grabbed an old pillow for good measure, and added it to the crate.
Three hours later, he moved the crate to a corner of his bedroom.
Self-defense.
A man couldn’t sleep wondering what the critter was doing in the other room. But at least he’d come up with a name for him–and one Taylor would have to approve.
* * * *
“Are you going to tell me, or are you going to make me ask you?” Matty propped her hands on her hips.
Cal knew what she wanted. They’d covered a fair amount of information about the Flying W’s operations in the past hour, but only in between her questions about the puppy and his brief answers. If she expected him to wax poetic, she’d have a long time to wait.
“Ask me what? You already asked me every question under the sun about this animal. From his eating habits to his burps to his emotional state.”
“You still haven’t said if you like him.”
“He’s all right.”
“What a ringing endorsement. Looks as if he thinks more highly of you.”
“I feed him.”
“Just goes to show those old wives’ tales aren’t always right—like the one about dogs being able to tell good character.”
He grimaced. But she was looking beyond him with a faraway look.
“Maybe I should tell Taylor she was right, that you’re not the right one to have this puppy, and she needs to come and take him back.”
Did Matty think he was that easy to lead? That he’d declare himself devoted to this canine and beg her to let him keep it or that he’d protest Taylor’s low opinion of him? “Maybe you should.”
“It would be nice for you to get to see Taylor again so soon, wouldn’t it.”
He should have known Matty wouldn’t be that obvious. It was Taylor she wanted him to declare his devotion to, not the dog. Or maybe both. He used his most reliable defense: silence.
“Dave’s got some legal dinner tonight,” Matty went on. “Taylor will be there. Probably going to wear that green dress she wore when the two of you stood up for Dave and me at our wedding. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind one more.”
He said nothing.
“Would you like to come?”
“No.”
“Would you come as a favor to a friend?”
“No.”
She gave a sigh. He’d like to think that meant she’d given up on this for good.
“Come by the Slash-C so we can go over the spring planting plan-day after tomorrow, okay? I’ve got all that stuff in the computer there and it’s easier.”
“Sure. ‘Bout ten.”
“Good. Plan to stay to lunch.”
“Okay.”
She swung up onto Juno’s saddled back with accustomed ease. “Hey, Cal.”
“Yeah?” Squinting up at her, he thought she was fighting a grin.
“You know it’s safe for you to fall in love with Baby Dog. He won’t bite. For that matter, neither will Taylor.... Unless you want her to.”
With a wicked chuckle, she rode away. Leaving him trying to gain control of a certain part of his anatomy that was dealing with the image of Taylor—
“Damn!”
The first time he’d seen Taylor there’d been that stir of interest. He’d kept a lid on it, though. But since last spring, with their coming across each other more because of their associations with Matty and Dave, so much steam had built under that lid that it had become practically a full-time job holding it down.
If Taylor were the type to just take to bed, maybe he’d have accepted the risk and gone for the steamy, sheet-twisting interlude his mind kept conjuring and his body craved...but she wasn’t. He had no doubt that she’d tell him that she believed every bit in the fairy tale of love.
So, he couldn’t let anything happen between him and Taylor.
His life depended on it—at least this life did.
“You want all this filed?”
Taylor looked up at the question from Lisa Currick in surprise. Dave’s younger sister ran Taylor’s law office with a firm, organized and self-sufficient hand. Rarely did she consult Taylor on such matters as office equipment or expenses, much less filing.
“What is it?”
“Papers on that rescue puppy you took out to Cal Ruskoff. I filed one copy of your receipt from the vet, and other papers. But I thought you might want to take copies to Cal. Medical information on the dog and such.”
Taylor shot her a look that should have made most employees scurry to check their severance package. Lisa looked back at her, knowing her job was in no danger.
Lisa was a gem as an office manager, organized and utterly dependable. Most times, Taylor knew she’d be crazy to ever let her go. Sometimes, however, Taylor worried that a true friend would fire Lisa, so the younger woman would go find what she was meant to do. What might make her happy.
She suspected the answer to the mystery of Lisa Currick rested in the gap between Lisa’s happy years growing up on the Slash-C with Dave and their parents and her apparently content life now, dividing her time between more-than-full-time work and more-than-part-time school. Lisa never talked about that gap, and Taylor respected her privacy.
Perhaps, Taylor also didn’t want to risk Lisa asking about certain segments of her past.
“Mail them.”
If she’d known about this a few days earlier, when she’d spotted Cal heading into the Knighton Library for the second time in a week, it would have been entirely reasonable to call out to him and tell him to come by and get the information.
Reasonable, but not comfortable. Would he have ignored her? Made an excuse not to come? Or would he have complied, treating it as absolutely no big deal while her stomach acted as if she’d been on a solid diet of Mexican Jumping Beans?
“I can do that,” Lisa acknowledged.
“Good.”
“Course, there’s a weekend coming up. Probably wouldn’t get there for oh, three, maybe even four days. If something should happen in the meantime, it could make the difference between that poor little puppy living and dying.”
Taylor glared at her. “It’s not like he has a rare medical condition, Lisa. Dr. Markus said he was basically healthy.”
“You might never know,” the other woman said. “Not until it’s too late. I’d hate to have it on my conscience that I didn’t do something that could have made the difference.”
Taylor was not a fan of conspiracy theories—to her way of thinking individuals were entirely capable of committing lunacy on their own—but she was beginning to get suspicious. Was Matty behind Lisa’s sudden push to have Taylor hand-deliver these can-wait papers to Cal?
“Fine, then you take the papers out to the Flying W.”
“Can’t. Got a class tonight. Midterm exam.” She dropped the folder on the desk, an inch from the contract Taylor was reviewing.
Taylor pointedly ignored the folder. Continued ignoring it even after the door had closed behind Lisa. Ignored it until she had to acknowledge that she was spending a lot more time wondering how Baby Dog was getting along with Cal—and vice versa—than she was reviewing the Gibson contract.
With an exasperated sound, she grabbed the folder.
She would assure herself that there was nothing in the papers that couldn’t stay a few days in the U.S. Postal system, shove them in an envelope and send them on their way.
She skimmed the receipts she’d already seen, looked more closely at the detailed medical information from Dr. Markus and checked the list of vaccinations given and future ones needed. She indulged in a “Hmpf” of vindication. All routine.
In the back of the folder she found the battered cardboard sign with the ballpoint ink-printed “Free” on it.
Taylor was flipping the front cover of the folder closed when she noticed the corner of an envelope protruding from behind the cardboard. She pulled it out, and recognized it as the one she’d absently picked up at the rest stop.
It bore the imprint of a cut-rate motel chain that had no outlet around Knighton. It was smudged and wrinkled, with no name or address on the front, but a few canine teeth marks on one corner. The flap was loose. Taylor opened it and took out a single sheet, raggedly torn along the bottom and folded unevenly.
When she finished reading, her eyes were wet.
There was information in this folder Cal should see.
But she wasn’t going to be the one to show it to him. The last thing she needed when she was facing the enigmatic man who made her hormones do the samba was having her emotions close to the surface.
She folded the note along its original crease and put it back in the envelope.
How would Cal respond to the sentiments in this note? Would it touch him as it had her?
She shook her head. Pollyanna Larsen strikes again. That’s what her study group at law school had called her. Optimism had been leached out of her in the years with the firm in Dallas, until she’d felt like a skeleton left in the desert, devoid of flesh and blood and heart.
But during these past two years in Knighton she’d felt a return of hopefulness.
Maybe too much hopefulness, in the case of one Cal Ruskoff.
Just because her intuition said he was a good man didn’t mean she was right. Okay, yes, she had proof there was some hot blood behind that cold exterior. But what did that really mean?
Thinking she’d seen glimpses of more than he showed the world wasn’t any better than a hunch. And a hunch was no basis for building a case.
Or for running a life.
She plastered a sticky-backed note to the folder, wrote “Send copy of entire contents to CR” on it, and forced her mind to get back to work.
* * * *
“Uh-huh. I understand. Okay, Lisa. I’ll see what I can do.”
Matty finished her conversation with her sister-in-law and hung up the kitchen phone in the Slash-C main house in time to hear her husband emit a “Hmpf.”
“Hmpf, what?”
She asked the question from reflexive curiosity. She already had enough on her mind without adding mysterious “Hmpfs.”
Dave might maintain that when she got her mind set on other things that she was blind to her fellow human beings’ emotions, and even sometimes her own, but she’d have to be on another planet to have missed the separate but equally lousy moods Cal and Taylor were inflicting on the rest of humanity since New Year’s.
So she was doing something about it.
Unfortunately, Lisa reported Plan A hadn’t sent Taylor out to the Flying W, the way Matty had hoped.
Time to think of a Plan B.
Cal and Taylor needed to spend time together. That had worked for her and Dave when they’d both been too stubborn to see that they loved each other and belonged together. Of course, she and Dave had been married, which made spending time together hard to avoid.
Getting Cal and Taylor to marry each other at this point might be a task even beyond her determination. So far, even her efforts to get them face-to-face weren’t working. She had to think of something else.
Dave’s voice brought her back to the present.
“I was listening to the weather forecast. That snow they’ve been predicting? They’ve moved it up to arriving late this afternoon. Storm’s developing fast. And they’re saying it’s going to be a big one.”
“Yeah?”
“Could get nasty.” Dave looked out the window toward a line of gray along the northern horizon of the otherwise blue sky. “I’m going to stop by and have a word with Jack before I head into Knighton. I’ve got to be in the office for an appointment about ten, but then I’ll head back. You don’t have to go anywhere, do you? You’re squared away over at the Flying W?”
“Hmm?”
Dave touched her arm, drawing her attention away from the fast-clicking thoughts in her head. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. Of course. Sorry. What were you saying?”
He looked at her quizzically, and she returned her most limpidly innocent smile. He looked more worried. “I said are you squared away at the Flying W? You and Cal, have you got things set for a storm like this?”
“Sure.”
“Then why do you have that look?”
“What look?”
“The look that says somebody better look out.”
“Don’t be silly. Except...”
“What?”
“You better come back here before the storm hits. All the years we’ve known each other, we’ve never been snowbound together.”
Worry was wiped from his expression, replaced by something she enjoyed much more. And something that promised even greater enjoyment later on. “We’ll see what we can do to remedy that.”
“Good.”
“You aren’t thinking about going over to the Flying W, are you? Storm could hit early. I don’t like the idea of you getting caught out in it.”
“No, I thought I’d stay here. I have a phone call to make.”
* * * *
Taylor opened the car door, and took a blast of cold, wet stinging snow in the face.
What was she doing out here at the Flying W instead of in her snug office getting more work done?
Taylor interrupted her own thoughts with a hard shudder, and amended her question to: What was she doing here besides freezing? And watching the snow come down harder and faster with every passing minute.
She was here for a puppy, that’s why.
“Oh, Taylor, I’ve never heard Cal sound like that,” Matty had said on the phone less than an hour ago. “Said he’s at the end of his rope.”
Fear had clutched Taylor’s throat so tightly she’d hardly recognized her own voice. “Is he all right? Is Cal hurt?”
“Cal? No, he’s not hurt.” Had Matty sounded gleeful? Taylor had thought so, but with her friend’s next words that impression disappeared. “No, it’s the puppy. Cal said he’s totally fed up. Wants him out of there. Today. Or he won’t be held accountable.”
“Oh, no. I can’t believe it. They seemed so...”
She’d started to say attached. But that word didn’t fit Cal.
“I know, I thought so, too. But if you could have heard him...”
Matty’s voice trailed off into ominous silence. Taylor had a bad feeling she knew what was coming, but she made a stab at preventing it.
“So what are you going to do, Matty?”
“Oh, Taylor,” Matty was not a wailer, but she came close. “I don’t know what I can do. Dave’s not here and my truck won’t start and Juno’s thrown a shoe, so I can’t even ride her. But somebody’s got to get there.”
“Okay, Matty. Don’t worry. I’ll go.”
“You will? Oh, Taylor, that’s such a relief. You’ll have to go right away...”
“Of course I will,” she said staunchly. It wasn’t as if she were braving great danger. Just six feet of irritated male. “I’ll pick up the puppy and bring him home. But you start making calls to find him a new home—before Hugh sees him. Right this minute, you understand?”
“You know I’m not sure that’ll be necessary. Cal might relent. You have to try talking to him first, okay?”
“If he’s so fed up—“
“Oh, I know, but promise you’ll talk to him first.”
“Fine. I’ll talk first, but that puppy deserves a home where he’ll be loved, and if your foreman isn’t—“ She clamped her mouth shut before she added capable of love. She was getting too worked up about this. A dog surely wouldn’t feel rejected because a certain man looked at it with cool disinterest. “Promise me you’ll make those calls to find a new home, Matty.”
“I tell you what, if you really think the puppy can’t stay with Cal, Baby Dog can stay here with us until I talk sense into Cal.”
“What about Dave’s allergy?”
“Aller—? Oh! Of course! What was I thinking? That shows how upset this has me. I better go, Taylor. Just remember, give Cal the benefit of the doubt, okay?”
Halfway from town to the turnoff to the Flying W, snow had started. By the time Taylor had followed the ranch road around the front pasture and past the main house to the cluster of barns, sheds and utility buildings on one side and the foreman’s house on the other, it was coming down thick enough to keep the windshield wipers fully occupied.
She could almost imagine their rhythm sounded out the word “doubt,” over and over.
Give Cal the benefit of the doubt…
Well, she sure had plenty of doubt. She wasn’t so sure about the benefit.
She climbed out of the car, slung her large bag over her shoulder and pushed the car door to close it. The wind caught it and made it slam. Over the sound, she heard a high-pitched bark from the old, often-patched barn.
If Cal had left that poor puppy alone in that drafty, cold barn during this weather …
Potential outrage drove her across the open ground to the single human-sized door set in the barn’s wall to the left of the main double doors that could let in wagons and tractors. Inside, the gloom stopped her completely and abruptly.
The strong scent of hay hit her, both the frosted smell of cold hay and the musty warmth of deeper layers. Another warm scent reached her, of animals’ bodies enclosed in the building.
Sounds separated into a hoof thudded against wood, a creaking of leather, a rustling among hay, a jangle of harness. And then a short, high yip of greeting.
She turned toward the yip. Her eyes had adjusted enough that the puppy’s white markings were like a beacon from an open stall across the aisle. It took another heartbeat to realize the puppy stood beside Cal, who was adjusting a strap around a horse’s head, while he stared right at her.
He’d obviously seen her the moment she stepped into the barn, but hadn’t bothered to greet her.
“Sin. Sit.”
And the dog did, though only after first yawning hugely and then heaving a theatrical sigh. Obedience on a time delay.
“Good dog.”
Taylor would have thought she’d heard a thin undercurrent of pride in Cal’s voice if she hadn’t known better. Then something else he’d said snagged her attention.
“What did you call him?”
“Sin.” He laid a pad over the horse’s back, smoothing it with his palms. He glanced up from his chore and for an instant she thought humor glittered in his eyes.
“Sin? You named a puppy Sin?”
She had the niggling feeling she should be defending the animal’s innate innocence, but at that moment, the puppy shifted to sitting on one hip, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth, his eyes nearly shut and one ear standing straight up. He looked like the canine version of a loafer lounging outside a pool hall with a cigarette dangling from his lips and squinting against the smoke.
She choked on a laugh that turned into a cough.
Cal reached out to thump her on the back, while he answered in an aggrieved tone, “Actually, you named him. You’re the one who said it fit him.”
“I did?” Her voice reached an octave closer to the rafters as she twisted around to look at him, or maybe to avoid the contact of his broad palm against her back, even through jacket, sweater, blouse and bra.
That was a mistake because it brought their faces close. Too close.
His blue eyes were alight with a glint that it took her a moment to recognize as mischief. His mouth—his wonderful mouth with that shadowed spot under his lower lip—quirked up at the corners. He hadn’t dropped his back-patting hand, so her pivot brought it to rest high on her arm. He stroked slowly up over the point of her shoulder and back.
“Yeah, you said he looked sincere.”
His gaze dropped to her mouth. She sucked in air that suddenly felt as heated as the summer sun. In fact, around her and even inside her the winter freeze had given way to a sultry warmth.
She stepped back, two hurried, awkward steps. Reaction flashed across his face, too fast to categorize, then his expression shut down. For another heartbeat and a half he stood still, with his hand suspended where her shoulder had been, then he deliberately turned away, reaching for a saddle resting atop the open stall door.
“Sincere,” she repeated, trying to recapture the thread of conversation. “Sin is short for Sincere?”
“Yup. And now that we’ve settled the name issue—.” He swung the large saddle up and settled its weight with surprising gentleness onto the horse’s back. “—tell me why you’re here.”
“When I heard the puppy bark, I, uh …” It was hard to finish that sentence by saying she’d been worried about the animal’s welfare, since he was wagging his tail and practically grinning at her. “Wouldn’t he be better off in the house where it’s warm. He doesn’t have much coat to protect him from the weather.”
“Tell Sin that. Okay,” he added to the dog, and the puppy jumped up and made a beeline for her. “He wouldn’t stay in the house. Insisted on tagging along.”
The notion that the gangly pup could insist to Cal almost surprised another laugh out of her. She stifled it as she bent to pet Sincere. Considering what the last laugh had triggered, a second would definitely be ill-advised.
“But I meant why you’re here at the Flying W,” Cal said.
Too late to do much good, she saw with absolute clarity that she was here on a fool’s errand. He wasn’t fed up with this dog. He wasn’t demanding they take Sin away.
How on earth had she fallen for Matty’s rigmarole? Because she’d been concerned about the puppy. Because part of her wanted to see the man, too? She hoped that part of her was taking notes on this humiliating lesson so it would mind its own darn business next time.
“I came to...uh, talk to you.”
He stopped adjusting the saddle and faced her. “You chose today to come out here for a chat? Did you happen to notice the weather?”
“I’m from Ohio. I know how to drive in snow.”
He snorted, and resumed his task.
She clenched her mouth closed to keep from arguing with that snort. The more she tried to defend herself the worse she’d sound.
She was rewarded when he finally broke the silence. “What’s so important that you had to come out here in a snowstorm to talk about?”
That was the flaw in her case. She wasn’t going to tell him Matty’s fib—not so much because she didn’t want to expose Matty as she feared what believing it might expose about herself.
And then she remembered the last thing she’d snatched up from her desk and put in her bag as she’d headed out the office door.
“Snow’s not a big deal to me. And I thought you should have this information.”
She drew out the folder Lisa had given her and extended it toward him without closing the gap between them. He seemed to consider whether it was worth stopping his tightening of straps to take it, but at last he did.
He skimmed the papers. “Sin’s medical records. Okay. You’ve officially handed them over.”
“There’s one more thing—in the envelope. Read it.”
He gave her a look that said he’d do this one more thing, but no more, then he tucked his right hand between his body and his left arm to pull off his work glove so he could draw out the sheet.
From where she stood she couldn’t make out the specific words in the childish scrawl. She didn’t need to. She had it memorized.
Please take care of Buster. Dad says we can’t be feeding him anymore, even though he doesn’t eat much. Mom says we don’t have room in the car with all our other things. He was the best Christmas present I got ever. I taught Buster to sit. He likes to be petted and hugged.
Tommy R.
Just watching Cal read the simple words that carried a world of heartbreak brought the sting of tears to her eyes.
His expression never changing, Cal folded the paper. His hands were big and work-roughened, but while one held the folder, the other slid the paper back into the envelope without a hitch.
He’d fastened the equipment on this horse with the same dexterity. And she knew the power of his hands from New Year’s Eve when they’d held her.
She jerked her mind away from Cal Ruskoff’s hands.
“Well?” she prodded when he made no comment.
“I thought the dog learned Sit awfully fast.”
No one could be that immune to the child’s pain so clear in that sad note. “Is that all you have to say?”
“I’m not calling him Buster.”
“That’s not the issue. Haven’t you known times when money was so tight that you had to give up something you loved, maybe a lot of things you loved?”
“Can’t say I have. You know the phrase filthy rich? It was meant for my family. Rich. And filthy.”
For an instant she was simply stunned he’d told her something about himself—volunteered it. Adding to her shock, what he’d volunteered contradicted what she’d supposed about his background.
The next instant she realized he’d sacrificed that bit of information to throw her off the topic of Tommy’s emotions. The realization pushed her to bluntness.
“Being brought up filthy rich doesn’t exempt you from saying something about this note.”
“What do you want me to say?”
Not even a crack showed in his indifference. She wished she could shake him.
“You’ve got the puppy that a little boy loved, even though you tried your best to avoid it. If we could reunite Tommy and his Buster that would be one thing, but we can’t. Sheriff Kuerton says he’ll keep his ears open, but he doubts the family could be found with the little we know, even if they were local. And it’s more likely the family was passing through and is long gone.”
With regret and realism, she shrugged away all the half-formed ideas she’d hatched for finding and helping Tommy, along with the reasons that had forced her at last to see their impracticality.
“And now, this puppy is getting attached to you. So you’ve got a responsibility, a duty—a moral obligation—to love this puppy as much as that little boy did. If you don’t, you’re taking away one more thing from Tommy, even though he’ll never know it. The love a child has for a dog is—Oh, hell!”
She spun away, pressing her fingertips to her eyes.
“Hey... Hey...” The soft words were almost a croon as he circled around her, and his hands were gentle as they kneaded her shoulders. They exerted only enough pressure to start her turning toward him. She continued the motion on her own, dropping her hands to her sides.
She squeezed her eyelids tight, partly to hold back any more tears, mostly to avoid looking temptation in the face.
It didn’t matter. Temptation whispered to her in the continued kneading of his hands, in the deepening unevenness of his breathing.
Temptation urged her to draw in smells of hay and horse and dog, forming a warm island within the ocean of cold outside, then to breathe in even deeper to capture the scent of the man who brought the warmth closer. Right inside her.
Temptation stroked her skin as his lips touched her eyelids, first one, then the other, absorbing her tears into his heat.
She opened her eyes—slowly, because her lashes fluttered against his lingering mouth. Temptation added another sound to the array of assaults on her senses when Cal groaned, low in his throat.
He shifted, wrapping his arms around her, drawing her into him, and bringing his mouth down on hers with power. Temptation won the battle.
Wishing the bulky coats could melt away, Taylor slid her arms around his neck. At least she could thread her fingers into his hair, find with her fingertips the narrow, vulnerable strip of skin below his hair and above his collar and imprint the texture of his skin on her nerve-endings.
She knew it wasn’t wise. She knew the regrets and doubts that had followed her since New Year’s would surely gain bigger and badder siblings. But for this one slice of time she didn’t care.
Temptation had won and it deserved the spoils of battle.
Deserved the thrust of his tongue into her mouth, its message clearer than words... He changed the angle of the kiss, stroking, seeking. Her tongue met his, a friction glide of desire.
Deserved the pleasurable bind of being caught between his unyielding chest and his insistent arms.... He advanced one leg between hers, pressing her back, slow and relentless. Once, twice, three times. Until her back connected with something even more solid than his arms. This time when he pressed his thigh high between hers there was no way to retreat from the pleasure.
Deserved the frustration, torment and joy of his unmistakable arousal... He rocked against her. Somehow her coat had come open except for the top two buttons, and the side of his duster, designed to swing wide over a horse and saddle, more than accommodated his motion as he fit his hips against her, their bodies straining for fuller contact.
Cal rested his forehead against hers. His chest rose and fell against her breasts and his breath puffed across her wet lips. The twin sensations spotlighted the yawning need he’d stirred in her.
Temptation dug in another barb: If circumstances had been a shade less impossible, or if there had been a layer or two fewer clothes, would she be feeling something entirely different, her need filled to completion?
He straightened, cursed, then gruffly ordered. “Don’t cry, Taylor.”
For a second she thought he was going to kiss this moisture away, too. Instead he wiped it away with the side of his thumb.
“Don’t cry.”
She fought against the weighted sensation of her eyelids to lift them. She saw heat in his eyes, and something gentler. She touched the grooves in his cheek, drawing her fingertips down from the smoothness to the bristle of whiskers.
The heat leaped to a flame. Just as quickly it was masked. Coated over and pushed down by the same expression she’d seen New Year’s Eve—indifference honed to a painful edge.
She tried to reach past it.
“You can be so kind, Cal. I know you care —”
“Goes against common sense to cry over a kid you’ll never know, Taylor. Anyway, it’s better for him to learn now that love—” his mouth twisted with the word. “—doesn’t do him any good.”
His words were like being plunged into an ice bath, and she surfaced sputtering angry.
With both hands to his chest, she shoved. Aided by the element of surprise, she made him stumble back several steps. Which would have been more satisfying if he’d released his hold on her.
Instead, she was forced to stumble along with him.
“What was that for?”
“Just trying to make things easier for you, Ruskoff. If you’re going to retreat into your shell again, you might as well have some breathing room to do it.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But his arms dropped from around her.
“I’m talking about that hard shell of yours. The one you construct of cynicism and rudeness and distance. The one you retreated to at Matty and Dave’s party New Year’s Eve—then and any other time you’ve come anywhere close to me.”
“That’s something you’ll have to blame on biology. Or yourself. Holding you like that, hard’s just a fact of nature.”
He gave her a lopsided grin that was part leer and part endearing. She didn’t doubt for a second that he’d intended the leer and that the endearing was entirely accidental, which was all the more infuriating.
“You know damn right well that’s not the hard I’m talking about. It’s that damn shell of yours.”
He threw up his hands and gave a snort of disgust, turning away. His stiff posture proclaimed his protective covering had snapped back in place.
Even though she knew it was not only futile, but could ricochet back to hurt her, she couldn’t stop herself from pounding on it with balled up fists of words.
“You carry it around all the time, and the rare times you come out, it’s not for long. The man behind that shell is like the pea in the shell game hustlers play on city streets. Now you see him, now you don’t. And with Cal Ruskoff, it’s mostly now you don’t.”
Something flickered across his face, then was safely hidden once more.
“Shell game? Hustler?” he mocked. “Sounds like a dangerous kind of person to be around. If that’s the way you see me, you better run, Lady Lawyer. Run fast.”
He was right. He was dangerous—to the curb on her tongue. And maybe to something else in her. He could only hurt her. Because he wanted to stay inside that shell. And he wouldn’t come out, not all the way, not even for the fierce desire she’d felt so strongly from him.
“I’m going, Cal.” She had her control back, and her voice steadied. “I won’t bother you again. It’s obvious Sin—Sincere—will get plenty of food and water. I only hope you can shed that shell enough to give him some love. Goodbye.”
As she walked to her car without looking back, she tried to decide if it had been her imagination or if she really had heard Cal Ruskoff saying softly, “Run fast. And run far.”
* * * *
Operating on automatic pilot, she brushed the accumulated snow off the car and started slowly down the drift-covered gravel road that led to the county highway.
Only when the car’s rear end slid unexpectedly to the right did her full attention shift from the exasperating man she’d left behind to the road conditions ahead.
She eased off the accelerator even more. That didn’t eliminate the sliding incidents, but she could control them. Surely it would be okay once she hit the highway.
The car’s low speed and the slickness combined to get her stuck in a depression that would never cause a problem in other circumstances. She calmly alternated reverse and forward gears to rock the car out, and continued on her way.
“Ha! I told him I could drive in snow.”
The smug mutter was barely out when the right front tire hit another depression at the same time the rear end went into a skid to the left. She tried to steer out of the skid, but with the right front tipped down, the rest of the car followed, sliding in seeming slow-motion off the road to end up angled nose down in the ditch beside it.
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