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CHAPTER ONE

 


Angela Cummings let out a
muffled wail, as John Wayne stood above the rocks watching his
mother's funeral in The Sons of Katie Elder, a little old man half
turned in his seat to shush her from a couple of aisles down. She
didn't know him personally, but she'd seen him in the theater
before.

"Sorry," she muttered, swiping
at her eyes with the back of her hand.

"You always were a sucker for
this one, Angel," came a deep, husky voice that both startled and
awakened her senses.

Angela whirled about, knocking
half her popcorn onto the floor and nearly spilling her soft
drink.

"I don't believe
it  Cooper Johnson?" she shrieked as several people
glanced their way.

"The one and only, but you're
obstructing my view with all that hair artillery. I thought curlers
went out a long time ago."

Angela's mouth hung in
unwhispered gasp. She must have looked pretty ridiculous, as Cooper
Johnson reached the distance to close it for her. His warm hand
sent a river of reactions through her.

"Watch out, Angel, I might think
you're glad to see me."

"Just a little surprised," she
said trying to find her voice.

He leaned forward again, his
warm breath tickling her scalp as he spoke. "Missed me?"

"Not really," she said and
turned back around as though dismissing a pestering fly. "What
brings you back to town?"

"You, naturally," he said
smiling devilishly as she glanced at him over her shoulder.

Without warning, he slid a leg
over the seat next to her and joined her. Her heart did a quick
flip flop when she came almost eye-to-eye with him. She had
forgotten how handsome he was, and how easily he aroused her
senses.

He took her popcorn. "Maybe I
better hold this, if we don't want it all over the floor."

He offered her the popcorn. Her
popcorn.

Exasperation climbed all over
her, but she squashed it with a purpose.

"I love this movie."

His eyes swept over her like a
broom leaving wisps in its journey. "Yeah," he said with a husky
note, and finally chuckled softly, his long arm stretching behind
her. "They don't make them like the Duke anymore, do they?"

Again the little man in front
turned around, "Do you mind? I'm trying to watch this movie."

Cooper nodded.

"No, they don't." Angela
deliberately ignored the little man. "I love John Wayne, though."
She saw the look Cooper Johnson was giving her and rushed to
explain. "I mean, oh, not like you're thinking. More like a father.
He's an icon, an image of what a real man should be."

"I can relate to that. He's a
hard image to live up to, though."

"I seriously doubt anyone
could," she quipped.

Suddenly, Cooper Johnson was
smiling at her, a devastating smile that curled her toes, and made
her heartbeat quicken. "There is, was, and always will be only one
John Wayne."

"Darn straight."

Obviously preturbed by their
constant talking, the little man got up and moved to the other side
of the theater.

"Oops," Angela chuckled
softly.

His hand fell against her
shoulder, and she practically jumped out of her seat. Again he
chuckled, obviously delighted by her reactions. The devil was in
Cooper Johnson's eyes.

"You know," he drawled, his eyes
traveling about the theater with open amusement. "It's hard to
believe this place is still open. Most inside theaters are closing
down these days. Nice to see some things don't change. Gosh, I
remember hitching rides with my grandfather just to see the
Saturday Matinees. John Wayne was usually a special back then. I'd
get up before daylight to get my chores done in time. Most of the
kids were here to watch Superman, but not me. No, I loved the
shoot 'em ups."

Angela's mind fluttered back in
time to her younger years. Cooper had been the big kid on the
neighboring farm. They both walked to school on the same road every
day, but never together. Cooper paid little or no attention to a
skinny little girl in pig tails and braces.

"It was the only place to be on
those long, hot Saturdays," she said with a slight curl to her
lips. "They tried to tear it down once. But the townspeople got
together and asked the owners if they would leave it open for late
night oldies."

"And were you one of those
townspeople?"

"Naturally."

"Somehow, I'm not surprised. I
mean you were the only girl I ever knew who liked old movies better
than the new ones. And, as I remember, you liked the
shoot 'em ups as well."

"Didn't know you noticed."

"Hard not to when a little girl
grows up practically in your own back yard."

"So, how's Josh?"

She was so used to answering the
question, she did it automatically. "He's growing like a Loco Weed.
He's ten now, and at times, quite a handful."

"Has it been that long? I'll bet
Ed and Josie are proud."

Angela grew tense at the mention
of her parents, her smile fading, as though someone erased it. Like
opening a festering sore that wouldn't heal.

"I -I wouldn't know Coop. I
haven't seen or spoken to them in years."

His surprise was genuine.
"You're kidding?"

"No, I'm not."

He turned toward her, his eyes
scanning her with purpose. "You mean to tell me, they're still sore
about you marrying Raif?"

"And other things. I lived with
them after Raif died. For a while. I fought with them for nine
months about having Josh. They thought I was too young to be a
mother. And dad couldn't take it after old man Sullivan fired him
from the mill. I took the bad mouthing as long as I could stand it.
But after Josh was born, and I saved up enough money, I got out of
there. It took three years, but I did it. You just can't go
home…after something like that."

One of the brothers died on
screen and Angela couldn't stop her tears, or was it simply the
fact that Cooper dredged up old memories she preferred not to deal
with.

He handed her a hankie from his
back pocket.

"I suppose the Sullivan's made
up for it, though?"

Again Angela wanted to cry. "Not
hardly. Raif's sister, Reba convinced the Sullivan's that Josh
wasn't related. Something about the Sullivan men having a special
birthmark. Raif had one on his arm, but I never paid much attention
to it, at the time. I think poor Mrs. Sullivan was upset about the
rejection, though. She was very fond of Josh. She had visited him
every week before Reba came up with the startling conclusion. I was
so upset with them I decided to change our name back to Cummings. I
felt Raif would understand."

"Sounds like a bad soap opera.
So, what are you doing in this one horse town, then?"

Angela dried her eyes, and blew
her nose. "When I left my folks, I called my uncle and he invited
me and Josh to come and live with him. He wasn't in the best of
health, and needed our help as badly as we needed him.
Unfortunately, he died a couple of years ago and left his farm to
Josh and I. Since then, we've have made Corsicana our home."

"Moved to the big city, did ya?"
He smiled at her.

She shrugged and returned her
attention to the movie.

"That must be your Uncle
Henry?"

"Why, Coop," Angela said looking
at him squarely, and slipping into the familiar nickname she used
to use, "I didn't know you knew Uncle Henry."

Cooper nodded, his eyes
crinkled, and a slow, invading smile lit his face. "Oh, yeah, Henry
Gates and I go way back. I worked for him when I first left home,
ironically. I think he must have helped every green horn kid this
side of the Red River get a foot hold. I'm sorry to hear about
him passing on, though. I was fond of him."

"I never knew you worked for
Uncle Henry. Doing what?"

"Farming, what else. But I doubt
he would have talked about me, or any other kid he helped. I never
heard the man brag."

"But what happened to your
family, Coop? I mean …you were so good at farming, I can't imagine
you leaving home."

"I'm sure you remember how me
and my old man had it out, more than once. Knock down,
drag out's. At least on his side. I'd never hit him, had too
much respect for him.

But there comes a time when you
have to admit, things aren't going well. And, since Henry and my
dad had been good friends once, I went to him. Begged him for a
job. He gave me one. Got me back on my feet, gave me confidence and
direction. Unfortunately, dad and I never settled our differences.
He died last week. We had his funeral the other day. That's what
brought me back to town."

His closeness sent a current of
awareness through her as his light scented cologne teased her.
Lord, he was sexy! But where was her mind? He was talking about a
death.

"Oh, Coop, how insensitive of
me. I read about it in the paper. I was so shocked, I mean, he was
still a young man. It was his heart, wasn't it?"

Cooper nodded, his gaze going
over her curiously.

"I should have gone to the
funeral, but I was afraid I'd run into my folks."

"You would have, they were
there. They didn't stay long, but they were there. I thought it
pretty nice of them to come, since dad wasn't the best of
neighbors."

"So, how's your mother and Brag
taking it?" she asked, quickly changing the subject.

"Mom's doing better than I
expected. It's Brag who can't accept it. They were pretty
tight."

"Yes, I remember."

Angela pretended to be absorbed
in the movie, but every now and then she'd catch a glimpse of him
through the corner of her eyes. Handsome like an aged oak tree that
weathers the storms. A seasoned man. His dark ash-brown hair hung
loosely to his collar, tapered and neat. Oh, yes, age looked good
on Cooper Johnson, Angela decided quietly.

Cooper wasn't as old as Greg,
her fiancée, maybe thirty-three or four. But there was no comparing
Greg and Cooper. They were two entirely different people. Complete
opposites. Greg was like an older Ken doll, immaculate in every
respect. Cooper simply exuded a raw, male sensuality that couldn't
be ignored.

"I suppose you and Caroline are
married now, with a house full of kids?" She asked the question
before contemplating why.

He smiled paying more attention
to her than the movie. "Hardly. She married Kenneth Martin seven or
eight years ago. Last I heard, they moved to Dallas."

He dug into her popcorn,
unmindful of her pleated frown. "Kenneth Martin? But I thought you
and she…"

"There were a lot of girls back
then. Mostly big boobs and no brains." His eyes travelled her once
more, taking in her baggy sweats and rollers with renewed interest.
"Don't get me wrong, Angel, I know I was pretty immature. But time
has a way of changing things."

"Are you saying you've
changed?"

"I'd like to think so. By the
way," he said, nudging her with his elbow, teasingly. "I like your
disguise. It's so…original."

"Who said--"

He shook his head and gave her
soft chuckle. "Ah, come on, Angel, nobody wears artillery anymore.
Who are you hiding from?"

She made a face at him, bringing
back childhood memories of his constant teasing.

When she didn't answer, he
leaned toward and whispered. "So, have you remarried?"

"No." Then seeing his sardonic
glance she went on to explain. "And it's not because I'm pining
away for Raif. But I do have a child to raise, you know."

He was a hunter, his grin
entrapping her like a snare. "That's good news. It makes my trip
here worth it. You know you're about the last person I figured I'd
run into. Last time I saw you, you were rounder, and prettier than
a snowman at Christmas."

"I was pregnant!" she said
nearly choking, her skin suffusing with a blush she was sure he
couldn't see.

"Mm, and on you it looked good,
Angel."

She could feel his eyes on
her.

It made her nervous, and she bit
a fingernail.

"Some things never change. Be
seeing you, Angel."

And then he was gone, as quickly
as he had appeared.

 


*****

 


Days passed, days of endless
work, both at the farm and the office, and Angela's schedule seemed
more hectic than ever. She worked at campaign headquarters, for
Greg Thompson. And as the campaign got closer, Greg seemed more on
edge, almost unapproachable.

Thoughts of Cooper flitted
through her mind, but she quickly squashed them.

It was a cool, rainy morning
when Greg called her into his office just before lunch. Angela was
already tired, she'd been up since four that morning, taking care
of her stock. Rushing into Greg's office with pen and pad in hand,
she sat down in front of his big oak desk prepared to take
dictation. Judging from his stormy expression, Angela knew he
wasn't pleased with her for some reason. What had she done wrong
now?

"Angela," he said slowly,
distinctly, the way he always spoke when he was agitated. "I've
wanted to talk to you about how late you've been the past few
weeks. Darling," he drawled effectively getting her attention, "I
don't mean to harp at you so much, but things are beginning to heat
up around here, and you've left Maxine to carry the load more
mornings than I care to count. I can't let our personal feelings
carry over into the office. I have to be fair."

Angela felt the air squeezing
out of her lungs in one long rush. Greg was right, guilty as
charged. She stood up, then began to pace, sinking gently into the
soft plush carpeting, creating a cloud for her feet. Luxurious.

Quietly, she reflected a moment
about the man she was secretly engaged to. An intelligent man, a
man with a goal. A man not intimidated by money. He had it, enjoyed
it, and his taste reflected it.

"You're right of course. I'm
sorry. But you must understand, Greg, I have other
responsibilities. I'm not the run of the mill kind
of office girl. I can't afford to be. My farm has to come first.
It's my home. I told you that before I came to work here. There's
no one to do the work but Josh and me. It means getting up at the
crack of dawn before I come to work here, and sometimes, it means
being late. I've hired help before and you know only too well how
that turned out."

Greg glanced over his rimless
glasses at her, shaking his head firmly.

"Yes, I remember only too well.
Perhaps I should interview some people for you. You're working far
too hard, and I'm partly responsible. I'll put an ad in the paper.
But, I think you really should consider putting the farm up for
sale, soon, Angela. It's simply too much for you. Besides, after
we're married you'll have to get rid of it.

"Get rid of it?" That thought
froze to her brain; she had contemplated having to sell out sooner
or later. But Josh loved the farm. And she had put her heart and
soul in it too. How was she going to do it? She wasn't sure she had
the heart to sell, even for Greg.

Angela's first marriage was such
a whirlwind, she secretly imagined her second being more sensible.
She was right about that. Greg was a practical man; and she was
glad of it. At least she thought she was. But deep down a secret
part of her wanted romance too. Definitely something Greg didn't
waste time on. At first Angela had been glad he was so sensible,
but gradually she began to miss it.

Still, she wasn't marrying Greg
for romance, but stability, a quality her first husband had lacked.
She was older, she had more sense now, and she knew what to look
for in a husband. Not that she hadn't loved Raif with all her heart
and soul. She had, but she understood that it was a frivolous kind
of love, full of mad passions and a lot of warm summer nights.

Angela paused at the edge of
Greg's desk, feeling the rich texture with her fingertips. No
imitations for Greg, she mused.

She drew closer, drawing his
full attention, an indulging smile playing at her full red lips.
Greg liked red, and she was teasing him with her perfect pout.
Funny, when she thought about it. She'd never played at interesting
a man before.

"The ads are a wonderful idea,
but I'd prefer doing the actual interviewing myself. I mean it's
only logical. I know what to look for in a farm manager. And as for
marriage, I don't think that's been properly brought up yet."

A look of indulgence crossed
Greg's fine features, straining his reserve. "No, I suppose I
haven't actually gotten down on my knees with the question. But at
our ages, it's understood. It's only a matter of time, and you know
it. But getting back to the subject, darling, I think I should do
the hiring this time. I mean, remember the last three you
hired?"

Obviously seeing the quick
dismay she failed to hide, he cleared his throat, adjusted his tie,
and smiled that campaign smile at her

"That was tacky, I apologize.
But, you've got to admit, I'm right. And there are a few things
that women just don't handle as well as men. I hired my own staff,
I think I could hire your manager, given time."

Angela bristled as he spoke. She
never considered herself a true women's libber, but Greg was
unsettling her with his macho act. In fact, Greg had been making
her anger flare a lot lately. More than she cared to contemplate.
They simply weren't getting along as well as they should be. Greg
liked calling the shots, being the manly figure, and in the past,
she had enjoyed him taking over, but today wasn't one of those
days.

"You know, you've reminded me
several times about my mistakes, Greg. And on any other subject,
other than the farm, I'd probably concede. But you've got to admit,
you are a regular green horn when it comes to farming."

"Fine, we'll both ask them."

Sometimes settling wasn't good
enough. She wanted to win this one. But she had a lot at stake. She
was going to marry Greg. He would provide her and Josh with a good
life, for the rest of her life. She had to learn to give and take,
and be  diplomatic.

"Okay, we'll both interview
them." There was no use arguing, but she felt she'd lost something
and for the life of her she couldn't put her finger on it. Or could
she?

Greg had just won the debate and
he knew it, a smile radiated on his face as he came closer. "That's
what I like about you, Angela. You have a level head. You know when
to compromise. That's important these days. Now that we've settled
that, do you suppose you could stay late tonight at the
office?"

Late? Again? When would it
end?

Angela found herself nodding,
feeling the guilt for not being home with Josh already. "I'll have
to call Pat and see if Josh can stay over there tonight. I really
hate imposing on them so much. She's been a great friend, and so
helpful, but I hate to ask so often."

"I realize the inconvenience,
darling. And I'll have to personally meet and thank this Pat
myself, one day."

"Oh, you've met her."

"Have I really?" He shrugged it
off, as though it was suddenly unimportant. "I don't recall."

Angela followed him to the file
cabinet. "Yes, of course you have. She's the one that helped design
your campaign signs."

His brow raised a fraction in
question, and then his face cleared. "Oh, yes, that one. Very
artistic."

"Yes," Angela said, "she wanted
to be an artist, but she had to choose between a career and her
husband. She chose George."

Greg was absorbed in a file he
had pulled from the cabinet, obviously not listening, not caring.
Funny, but Greg could put a person down faster than concrete dried
on a hot day. It was a minor flaw and she overlooked it most of the
time, but today it bothered her.

Yet, for all his weaknesses,
Greg was a fine man, Angela reminded herself, and very handsome.
Every girl in town practically swooned when he walked by. And why
not? He had a nice physique. He worked out at the gym three times a
week, played racquetball and tennis at least once a week, and, of
course, golf. Not only that but he was intelligent too.

Angela raked her gaze slowly
over him. His hair shone with golden glints, his green eyes danced
with an eagerness to succeed.

Angela couldn't keep a certain
picture out of her mind. She could see him coming home to his pipe
and slippers, reading the paper, petting the dog, and inquiring
eagerly about the kids. Oops, kids, they hadn't discussed that yet
either. The fact that Greg wasn't overly fond of children had kept
that question at bay.

"How about dinner
afterwards?"

As tempting as it was, Angela
found herself shaking her head. "No, I better not. I need to pick
Josh up as soon as possible."

It was a small action, but
nonetheless, Angela noticed it immediately as Greg's shoulders
tensed. "I understand, but you have to eat. And besides, I thought
you told me this Pat enjoys having Josh over as much as
possible."

"That's true, she does. But I'd
like to keep her enjoying his company. I really don't like
imposing. And I'm sure Maxine and I will just grab a burger or
something."

"A burger?" He turned up his
nose. "I don't know how you keep that hour glass figure of yours,
and stay so tiny eating things like burgers. They're really not
that good for you, Angela."

"I know. That's why I have at
least four or five home cooked meals every week with plenty of
home-grown vegetables. There are advantages to farming." Of course
she knew she'd never convince Greg of that.

"A steak would be much better
than a burger."

"Granted, but I'll survive."

"All right, darling, you know
best," he said with an indulging tone, his eyes scanning the file
in his hands once more. "Tell me, have you given anymore thought to
Josh attending military school?"

He sat the file on his desk and
reached for a nail file in his top drawer of his desk.

"No," she murmured distractedly,
watching him with growing irritation. She liked an immaculate man,
but sometimes it was disgusting the way he was always primping. A
minor flaw, she reminded herself. It seemed her mind was bent on
concentrating on his negative qualities.

She glanced down at her own
bitten fingernails and grimaced.

When Greg looked at her with a
mocking smile she went on to explain. "Honestly Greg, I need Josh
home with me, especially now. Maybe when he's older, and only if he
really wants to."

"You're the parent, Angela. Kids
don't know what's best for them. That's what parents are for, to
guide them. They don't have the proper insight. Besides, it's an
opportunity of a lifetime for him. Do you realize what it could do
for him? It would make a man of him."

"A man?" Angela murmured then
slumped into the chair in front of the desk. "I don't want a
ten-year old man, Greg. Look, he's taking the piano lessons you
wanted, let's leave well enough alone, shall we?"

"As you wish." Greg turned away
from her, glanced at his watch, his way of dismissing any issue he
didn't care to continue with. "Good grief, I'm nearly late for my
meeting with Senator Gallagher. I've got to run. Hate to rush off,
but duty calls."

Again he had turned off the
subject of Josh.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Two weeks later Angela was back
at the "Palace", anxious to see "Gone with the Wind". Not that she
hadn't seen it a dozen times before, but each time was like the
first. Old movie classics were her weakness.

She glanced around to see if she
recognized anyone. The same group of teen agers were sitting
in the back row again. She grinned. Downstairs a couple of older
ladies from the auxiliary were sitting midway up the aisle. Several
more walked in as they dimmed the lights, and the big red velvet
curtain rose.

After tucking her raincoat under
her seat, she sat back, her legs drawn under her, Indian style.
Baggy sweats and hair curlers intact, she smiled to herself as she
nibbled on her popcorn and sipped her soft drink.

In her own little heaven, she
let the music surround her. The magic of the romance captured her
heart and soul. She was lost.

She didn't hear the voice behind
her until a warm breath feathered her neck and ears, sending
prickles of awareness through her. An awareness she wasn't used to
feeling, but recognized instantly.

"I knew you wouldn't miss this
one," Cooper Johnson cooed against her ear.

"What are you still doing in
town?" she whispered so as not to bother anyone this time.

His big easy smile enraptured
her. "The same thing you are, apparently. I mean, I know you can
rent the movie, but there's nothing quite like seeing it on a big
screen, with such magnificent sound, is there?"

All the tension dissipated like
someone waved a magic wand, relieved that Cooper seemed to
understand her feelings about the movies. "It's fantastic, isn't
it? It reminds me of the first time I saw it."

Just like before, Cooper slid a
leg over the seat and joined her, helping himself to her
popcorn.

And for now, Angela wasn't going
to analyse her feelings. She was sitting in a movie theater,
enjoying one of her favourite movies, with someone that felt the
same way, nothing more.

During intermission people piled
out of their seats and went for refreshments.

"Want some more?" Cooper asked
pushing the half-empty box of popcorn under her nose without a sign
of guilt.

"No, thanks."

He leaned back in his seat, sat
the popcorn away from them, and stretched his arm behind her.

"So, what do you do with Josh on
these nights you get away from it all?

"Who says I'm getting away from
it all?"

His smile widened, throwing her
heart into a little spasm as she looked at him. "Well, I know you
don't dress like this all the time, do you?"

A giggle popped out. "I wish.
No, he's spending the night with a friend."

She eyed him for a long moment,
surprised that he was even interested in talking about Josh. "You
know it's funny, but I figured you'd be long gone by now."

"I should be, but my bike's
dead. I've got it over at Ramsey's."

"What's wrong with it?"

He laid a hand on her shoulder,
as though that's where it belonged.

"The question is, what's not
wrong with it?"

Angela's pulse quickened and
heat rushed up her face. This was ridiculous, reacting to him this
way. She'd known him practically all her life. So, what was
different now?

Nothing was different, he was
the same old charming Cooper.

"Actually, I loaned it to a
buddy last month and he nearly totalled it."

"Then how did you get it to
Ramsey's?"

"I drove, kicked, and pushed it
all the way." He snickered.

Angela glanced over her
shoulder.

"Expecting someone?"

"Uh no," she answered
quickly turning her attention back to him, riveted by his magnetic
expression. "So, are you staying with your mom and Brag?"

"Not hardly. You know how Brag
and I get along. Or don't. No, I've got a small room above Ramsey's
shop. Part of the bargain I struck with him. I'm helping him at the
shop, he's providing the tools for my Harley, and a room and board
type thing."

"Ramsey's a bachelor, how much
board could there be?"

Cooper chuckled, a nice soft
sound that Angela was quickly finding a fancy for.

"Not much. But he makes a pretty
mean pot of red beans, and he has a washer and dryer. What more
could I ask for? And as soon as I get my bike going again I'll be
splitting for the Northwest. I got a buddy up there that could use
a helping hand."

"Those floods were
devastating."

"Tell me. My buddy lost
everything."

Angela glanced at him
quizzically. "What about you, Coop? Don't you want to do anything
for  yourself?"

That wasn't fair. He wasn't
dressed like a bum. No, in fact, his jeans were snug fitting and
clean, and his blue chambray shirt neatly pressed. But he didn't
seem to have any goals in sight. No ambition, she concluded,
prematurely.

His smile faded, and he withdrew
his arm from around her, leaving her feeling cold. "Ambition,
career, those things?"

She nodded, afraid she might
have said something to offend him.

"I guess it depends on how you
look at life, Angel. I've been down that road, had a career, made
lots of money. But I learned pretty quickly money isn't everything.
It doesn't buy love or happiness."

"Maybe not, but it does pay the
rent."

Love and happiness? Those were
strange words coming from a man that was once known as 'Love 'em
and leave 'em, Johnson'.

Suddenly, the lights dimmed,
bringing with it an unexpected intimacy. Strangely enough, Angela
missed his arm around her, and his smile.

Cooper didn't say another word
until the movie was over.

At a loss for words, she slowly
rose to leave, not knowing how to say goodbye, or why there was a
lump in her throat.

Cooper pulled at the sleeve of
her pink sweats. "Wanna go for a cup of coffee?"

"This late?"

"Why not? You're awake. I'm
awake. And I know a place that's open all night, if you're
game?"

"I shouldn't."

"Neither should I," he said with
exaggerated seriousness, "but let's do it anyway."

"Is it close by?"

"Sure, we can walk," he murmured
somewhere near her ear as he stood up and nudged her elbow.

The feeling the movie had put
her in, and the fact that for once she wouldn't be leaving the
theater alone, made Angela agree. She wished she could spend
moments like this with Greg, but he wouldn't be caught dead in a
movie theater.

"A quick one," she answered, a
smile curling her lips as the butterflies churned in her
stomach.

Walking distance turned out to
be halfway downtown, across the antique brick road of the main
street, and round a corner. It was dark and wet and the March winds
made her shiver, and pull her raincoat tighter, even though the
rain had stopped.

It was a small cafe, and the
fresh aroma of coffee stirred Angela's senses the moment they
walked in.

When the waitress walked over to
their table, Cooper ordered for them. "Two quick coffees."

Angela locked gazes with him and
laughed. Those beautiful blue eyes of his were doing strange things
to her equilibrium.

"So, who's the guy?" he asked
throwing her out of her trance.

"Guy?"

"Yeah, sure, the one you keep
looking over your shoulder for."

"Oh, I'm sorry, I wasn't
aware  "

"Boyfriend, maybe?" he asked a
dark brow shooting up quizzically.

"N -no!"

"Oh, but there is one," he added
his smile turning sardonic.

Why was she so hesitant to tell
him about Greg? What could she say though? She was engaged, but no
one knew it?

"Well," she drawled,
"y yes, there is one." She stammered trying to find the right
description to fit her situation and coming up blank. "I -I
have an arrangement, of sorts."

"An arrangement? Is that what
they call it, these days? Sounds ominous. You carrying on with a
married man or something?"

"No!" she snapped. "Look, Coop,
I don't want to talk about it. It's not important. Actually," she
paused, her eyes going over him thoroughly before she continued.
Could she dare ask him? Greg would kill her for what she was
contemplating. But…"Coop, how big a hurry are you in to get to your
friend's place?"

Their coffee came and Cooper
reached past her for the sugar, his arm barely grazing hers.
Somehow the act seemed intimate, but she was letting her
imagination run away with her. Cooper was not interested in her,
besides, she'd already told him she had an arrangement.

Slowly, he stirred a spoonful of
sugar into his coffee. Then his glance met hers.

She bit her lip. He smiled.

"I don't know," he replied,
taking a sip. "I can't go till my bike's ready. We had to special
order a part. Why?"

She swallowed hard, her decision
made. "Because, I have a proposition for you."

Her stomach knotted, her nerves
jangled, and her hands felt sweaty, but she had to ask him. Greg
wasn't going to like this, but it was her decision.

"I'm listening," he said softly,
his eyes not quite meeting hers yet.

"It's the farm."

Evidently that took him by
surprise, by the perplexed look on his face. But his eyes said he
was still very interested.

"It's become a problem for me
recently. You see, I have this temporary job in town. It won't last
long, a couple of months at most, but it's a very important job.
And, I can't handle both. I know, I've tried. But the place is too
big, and even with the right equipment, I need more man power.
Josh is a big help, but there is a lot for him to learn. I'm not
ready to just turn him loose with the place yet."

Cooper sipped his coffee
thoughtfully. "How much help do you have?"

"Just me and Josh."

Coop's cup fell to the table
with a clang. "Boy, you do have a problem."

"Yes, I've been finding that
out. I desperately need a manager. A sorta take-charge person. A
live on property manager. My time is going to be so tied up in
town and whoever I hire is going to have to help with everything,
including Josh." She caught her breath and searched his face for
reaction. "I wouldn't dream of asking you or anyone else, but under
the circumstances, I need help. It dawned on me tonight, that you
are so right for the job, so experienced. You know the lay of the
land. It wouldn't be like I was turning it over to a stranger. But
the question is, would you be interested?"

"Why me? I mean, as I recall you
were never all that fond of me. Especially since Raif died the way
he did.

"That's water under the bridge,
Coop. I've grown since then. I never meant to blame you for his
death. I know differently now."

Cooper still looked
skeptical.

"Oh, all right. I'll be honest.
You happened along at the right time, and I'm desperate. I simply
don't have the time to spend showing someone around the place. I
need someone with experience who can get right on the job. And
since you've already worked for my uncle, I just figured…"

She saw the sardonic shadow of a
smile he wasn't buying that either. She was going to have to level
with him.

"Okay, I've already tried three
men. The first one I fired for trying something with me. The second
one stole from me. The third one was such a drunk I couldn't have
him around Josh."

Cooper remained silent for a
long moment; he seemed to be weighing her words. Then suddenly he
shook his head. "I don't think it would work."

"Why not?" She couldn't hide the
disappointment in her voice.

His lips curled into a
devilishly handsome smile. "Because I'd probably try something,
too!"

"Look." She couldn't stop her
voice from shrilling. It seemed very important that he totally
understand her position and what she was actually offering him.
"This is strictly a business proposition, Coop. There is nothing
personal in this for you."

The gentle teasing went out of
his eyes, and his smile faded, replaced by some grim determination.
"You must be pretty desperate to ask me."

It wasn't a time for games, or
being coy. "It's not a question of likes or dislikes, Coop. In
fact, the truth be known, I admired the way you stood up to
everybody when they blamed you for Raif's death. You were both so
young, but he made his own decision. He didn't have to race that
train. And even you couldn't control his decision to try. Deep down
I knew it wasn't your fault. Raif had been drinking that night.
Even I tried to persuade him to stop the insanity." She shook
herself a little, a shiver running up her spine. "But back to the
present, it's not as though we're strangers or enemies. You grew up
on the farm next to mine. We've known each other all our lives. And
I should know if you can handle it or not. Why, your place was
literally a showplace for years, until you ran off."

"My place? It was never my
place." He shook his head and took another sip of coffee, then
looked at her. "And for your information, I didn't work that hard
because I wanted to. I had no choice. I got the hell beat out of
me, if I didn't."

For the first time in her life,
Angela saw past the flirtatious Cooper Johnson to the inner man. A
man who had struggled growing up, gone through pain, and survived,
and she realized just how tough he was. A man who had never asked
for anyone's pity or help.

"I'm sorry, Coop, I didn't know.
I mean--no one knew for sure what was going on out there. We
suspected, but you never said anything. In fact, you did a good job
of hiding the abuse. But you ran that farm. Everyone in town knew
that. Every farmer in this area respected your opinion of crop
rotation and new inventive ideas. And I always thought I saw the
look of pride on your face, as though you loved doing it."

Coop's expression changed again.
"I did. I just never told my old man. Why should I? I was the
adopted son. It would never be mine. But, I did love working with
my hands. Watching things grow that you plant from seed. It was
exciting."

Angela listened to the anguish
in his voice, realizing the sadness that this man had lived with
all his life, wanting to know more, and yet not wanting to pry.

"Look, I'm not asking for the
same dedication you gave them. I just want an honest day's work.
I'd offer you the first option to buy the place later, if you're
interested. I wouldn't want to sell to a stranger."

When had that happened? She'd
never thought of offering the farm up for sale, until Greg
suggested it. But at least if Cooper bought it, she knew he'd take
pride in it. That in itself might give her the courage to give it
up.

"You're selling?"

"Eventually, yes."

"Then why bother to take care of
it at all?"

"Because it's my home, my son's
home."

Cooper nodded his understanding,
his eyes meeting and searching hers. He got to his feet, picked up
the ticket and paid for their coffee.

When he returned to her side, he
touched her arm lightly. Awareness shot through Angela like a bolt
of summer lightening. Their eyes met again, and for a moment, she
thought she saw the same thing in his eyes  surprise!

They walked in silence, out of
the cafe, down the deserted street, and back toward the neon lights
of the theater.

A couple of blocks from the
theater, she stopped abruptly. "My truck's over there."

"You go to a lot of lengths,
don't you? Still driving your uncle's old beat up Ford, I see."

"Why not? It still runs." She
smiled back at him for the first time.

"Just for your little escapes or
all the time?"

"All the time, I haven't
invested in a car."

"Well, Angel, I'll think about
the offer. I'll give it some serious consideration and let you
know."

Angela couldn't stop the
let-down she felt. Why hadn't he grabbed the opportunity by the
horns, for his own sake as well as hers? Obviously, he needed a
job.

"Okay, but I'll be placing an ad
in the paper soon if I don't hear from you."

He walked her to her truck then
slouched against the hood and bent his head. "Any other time I'd
probably jump at the chance. But my buddy is depending on my help
too, and I'm not one to turn my back on a friend."

Frustrated, Angela started to
open the door. "Look, Coop," she said eying him carefully, then
walked over to him and put a hand on his arm, "I'm not asking or
expecting a lifetime commitment. I'm not asking you to forget your
buddy. But it makes sense, if you think about it. I mean it's too
cold to go to the Northwest on a bike, right now. Couldn't you
postpone it 'til spring or summer?"

His expression sobered, seeing
the distress on her face. Then his eyes fell on her hand, and the
famous Cooper Johnson smile spread across his handsome face. "I'll
think about it, I promise."

Angela sighed heavily, shook her
head and got into the truck.

 


*****

 


 


She was pulling out of the
parking lot as Cooper stood watching after her. It had begun to
rain again, but he was unmindful. His gaze never left her
truck.

"And I'll think about you too,
Angel!" he called when she was well out of hearing range.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Angela stared out the living
room window in a daze. Her mind was a million miles away. She
wasn't admiring the huge, magnificent oak and pecan trees that
dwarfed the hundred-year-old frame farmhouse, nor the well-laid
fields of rich Texas farmland. Not today at least. No, today she
was too busy worrying about who was going to take care of it.

"Damnation, there has got to be
an answer!"

In the seven years she had lived
here, she and Josh had come to think of it as their home. Now that
home was in jeopardy. Naturally, for Josh's sake the home had to
come first. She could give up her job. It wouldn't be easy, but it
looked as though she had no recourse.

For a solid week she and Greg
had interviewed the men who had answered the ad. Only one out of
ten seemed capable of handling the job, and he would be unavailable
at times because of his large family. She couldn't decide whether
to hire him or not. A decision had to be made, and quickly.

Perhaps she should give up her
job in town. But it meant giving up the extra income that she and
Josh had come to rely on. Besides, her job kept her close to Greg,
and working for him was the only way she could spend any valuable
time with him. It also allowed her more time to get to know him.
Not just as a man, or a candidate for Congress, but the kind of
person he was. They'd only been dating for six months, even though
she had known of him a lot longer.

Greg Thompson was a leader in
the community; his billboards were all over town. His picture was
more repetitious than George Washington's on the dollar. Greg
Thompson was the man she would build her future with some day.

But being with Greg was costing
her at home, and she knew it.

No, she couldn't give her job up
yet. There were so many extra expenses now since she invested in
more stock and made a few home improvements--like the new washing
machine, and the roof repairs. Although Greg was anxious for her to
put the farm on the market, she hadn't quite decided about that
yet.

Selling the farm was the one
thing Greg had asked her to do that bothered her. This was her, and
Josh's, home, and they had taken roots here.

She sighed heavily as she stood
beside the huge front window of the living room. She loved that
picture frame window. She could see for miles. In fact, she loved
everything about her home. She had spent a lot of time going to
garage sales finding just the right touch to decorate with. She was
proud of it.

Even the weather was gloomy
today, she thought distractedly. The sky was overcast, the trees
were barren, and the grass had long ago turned brown. She barely
managed to hang onto the winter crop of wheat and barley. She was
inches from being in the red, and if another bad winter came along,
she would be.

About to turn away from the
gloom of the day, she heard a noise, and saw Partner, her
three-year-old border collie barking and running toward a man on a
bike. A Harley!

"It's Coop!" Her heart raced.
What in the world was Cooper Johnson doing here?

She grabbed her jacket from the
hall tree and rushed outside to greet him with a curious smile. She
didn't want to seem too anxious, or too hopeful, but things could
work out, she just knew it.

"Do you always go visiting at
the crack of dawn?" she asked as she slowed her pace, licked her
dry lips and approached him shyly. Darn, she was dressed
raggedy tag.

Cooper took off his helmet, and
lifted one leg from the bike slowly. Then, turning to face her, he
smiled. A big warm smile that had Angela fidgeting.

His brilliant smile contrasted
against his tanned skin. He was hard not to look at. He gave off
the appearance of being tall, but in reality he was a little less
than six foot. It was that lean muscular body that made him appear
tall. That, and the lazy confident way he carried himself.

Honestly, did her toes have to
curl every time Cooper smiled? Just because he fit a pair of jeans
like no other man she knew, and he exuded raw male sexuality,
didn't mean she had to drool. Somehow she had to quit letting her
body rule her mind. She patted her foot nervously, fighting the
tingle. He glanced at her foot and she stopped.

"This isn't exactly a social
call, Angel. I've come about the job, if it's still open."

Angela tried to keep herself
from grabbing him and hugging him. "The job? You mean..." She saw
him nod. Her heart bounced against her chest a couple of times. Her
prayers were answered. "Of course it's still open. But I thought
you were on your way to the Northwest."

Cooper laid his helmet on the
seat of his bike, taking care not to damage the beautiful, black,
paint job. It was no run-of-the-mill Harley either; this was top of
the line. It must have set him back a little, she thought with open
curiosity.

"Yeah, I was, but I called my
buddy to tell him I was on the way and he said he didn't need
me."

She couldn't help but notice the
way he looked about her home and the two hundred and fifty acres of
prime cropland with a keen sense of appreciation. Had it changed
much since he'd been here?

"I don't understand."

"I didn't either. He said every
agency this side of the Mississippi was there helping people
rebuild. He couldn't believe there were so many people willing to
put themselves out just to help him or one of his stranded
neighbors. Said people just rolled up their sleeves and started
pulling together. By the time he got through telling me what they
had done, he was nearly in tears. And Gordon just doesn't cry.
Typical Americans; we get slapped down a couple of times and we get
right back up and start fighting all over again. I guess we still
have a little of that fore father blood in us, after all.
Kinda renews your faith in mankind."

Angela had heard the news. "I've
been watching it on TV. It is funny how a disaster can bring people
together. Makes you feel proud. The Red Cross center here got
together with the townspeople and sent as much as possible. I hope
it helped. But I suppose it takes a lot of time, blood, sweat and
tears to rebuild."

He eyed her curiously, openly,
and admiringly. She couldn't stop the tingling that coursed
throughout her body and made her feet tingle like crazy. My God,
what was with her feet?

"He said his wife is out of the
hospital, and they are staying with some neighbors. So that's why
I'm here. Do you still need a farm manager? I'm available."

Angela quelled her emotions.
Inside, she was jumping for joy, but she realized she was going to
have to make a quick decision. One that Greg might not agree with.
Should she do this? Could she trust Cooper? Could she afford not
to? She knew her answer before she spoke the words.

"Yes." Her voice came out shaky.
After all, a boy who had nearly gotten a beating from his father
all because he told the truth and admitted that he had gone out
against his father's wishes, couldn't be all bad. That was only one
of the times she'd heard about Cooper and his dad.

"I need you badly, Coop. I was
about to call Greg and tell him I couldn't handle my job anymore.
I've been interviewing people all week."

A slow invading smile covered
Cooper's face as he stared at her. Angela could see by the look on
his face, he understood and was sharing the moment with her. He
seemed to sense her emotions before she felt them. Oh, that was
ridiculous.

"Then how 'bout you making some
coffee and we'll talk?"

"I've got half a pot left," she
stammered taking a step backwards. Cooper Johnson could be
dangerous, if she let him. He was too sexy, too knowledgeable of
women.

His mouth quirked at her action,
making her pulse soar. Honestly, she had to stop reacting to this
man. Sure, he was gorgeous, but that was no reason to act like a
silly schoolgirl. Greg never affected her this way. But Cooper
Johnson could be devastatingly attractive.

"I've got some batter made. How
about a waffle with your coffee?"

"Sounds great." He glanced at
his bike. "Is it all right to leave my bike here?"

"Sure, you can stow it in the
barn later."

He glanced at the sky, and then
nodded.

Minutes later she was busy
making his waffle, and serving him coffee. He watched her silently,
his eyes never once leaving her. He hadn't taken a seat at the
table yet. Instead, he slowly turned toward the back door. He
walked over to the screen and gazed out over the land. A man that
loved the land was evident, and this man loved the land. Angela
smiled to herself. On that they agreed.

"The place looks the same,
except maybe for a few womanly touches here and there," he said as
he strode to the table. His hands ran lazily over the country blue
tablecloth and his gaze scanned the blue and white ducks she had
decorated with. He probably thought she was crazy. Crazy about
ducks. They were everywhere; around her clock, above the stove, on
her nook shelf in the corner. The floors were all wooden and shone
like glass. The kitchen had been recently painted too. She was
proud of her little improvements.

"I've tried to keep things as
nice as Uncle Henry. I just recently added more stock, a rooster
and a couple of laying hens, in fact. It put me in a bind, but I
figure it will more than pay for itself in time. If not, I can
always sell them."

"Not a bad investment. You might
even want to add more if your hen house is big enough, and you plan
on staying here a while longer."

She nodded.

"But you've got the right idea.
You can't make progress unless you are willing to pour a little
profit back into the place. Who's been running things lately?"

"Josh and I, with help from a
neighbor now and then."

"That's all? I thought you were
kidding when you told me you had no help."

She shook her head.

"Good grief, woman, you do need
me. Seriously, I thought you were putting me on the other day. No
wonder you have dark circles under your eyes," he added dryly.
"Your winter crop is ready for harvesting right now. We'll be late
getting it to market."

We? Had he already hired
himself? Angela turned from the sink to look at him. She couldn't
stop herself from turning pink when she realized he was openly
assessing her. His gaze travelled the length of her with that same
lazy thoroughness as when he was looking out over the land. She
wished she had dressed better, but it was Saturday, and she always
wore jeans and T-shirts on Saturday. At least they fit, she thought
with confidence. But my, what habits she was getting into.

"I've been up late the last few
nights working on research at the library." She touched her face
slightly. Funny, Greg never noticed the little things like circles
under her eyes.

"And getting up at 4 or 5 in the
morning to tend the stock?"

"Well, yes, it has to be done,"
she defended. "But a lot of that is from habit, and the way you're
raised, I suppose. I've always been an early riser. And I love my
stock, what little I have. Which isn't much; a few head of beef
cattle, the hens, and Josh's pet pig that's about to have her first
litter. He wanted a horse but we've never gotten around to that.
They are pretty expensive. He got so attached to Uncle Henry's
mule. I had to sell it to meet expenses. But I saved the saddle,
hoping in the future we might get a horse." She was babbling, she
never babbled. "And, of course, Partner."

"Partner?"

"The Border Collie that greeted
you and took such an instant liking to you," she said with a light
chuckle, watching the dog from the backdoor as he whined to come
in. "He knows better."

"Nice looking animal."

"Yes, and he's a great help at
rounding up the cattle. Uncle Henry bought him just before he died,
and taught me how to train him."

Cooper nodded and cast Partner a
quick smile. "You're right about the farm. It can be a big expense
and a big chore. But from now on those so called chores will
be done by me." Cooper finished cutting into his waffle with a
vengeance. It wasn't what he said or even how he said it. It was
the way he had cut into that waffle that had Angela taking
notes.

"But," she looked at him
squarely, not backing down at his authoritative voice, and the way
he acted as though the subject were closed. "We haven't even
discussed salary, yet. Or your hours."

Cooper swallowed and nodded.
"Not much need. I don't need much if room and board is included. By
the way, this waffle is great."

"Thank you, they're sort of a
specialty I make. Sour dough. But you might not want the job
when I tell you that part of it includes watching after Josh. I
mean I'm tied up a lot, late nights. I need to be able to depend on
someone being here most of the time. Would that be a problem?"

Cooper's head flew up, and he
eyed her with a curious intent. "No problem. But say, where is
Josh, anyway?"

"I…I worked late last night so
he spent the night at a friend's. He's over there a lot. I've
imposed on the Masterson's so much lately I'm embarrassed. Tim
Masterson is Josh's best friend, and if Josh isn't home, he's
there."

"That wouldn't be George
Masterson's boy, would it?" Cooper asked, still heavily engrossed
in his breakfast.

"Yes, of course, you know
George."

"Know him? He used to be the
biggest nerd in the whole school. Nice guy, though. I was just
jealous because he got all A's, and I had to knock myself out for
one. I thought he was a traveling salesman now. What's he doing on
a farm?"

Angela laid her cup towel down
and sat at the table, eyeing Cooper with renewed interest. She
liked the fact that she could talk to someone who knew everyone.
"He is. His dad left the farm to him, and he moved his family from
town out here. His wife, Pat, is a doll, but she is so afraid of
being alone. Everything out here scares her. Storms, noises she
can't explain. She actually enjoys company, especially Josh. I hate
to impose on her so much, but she's usually grateful. I don't know
what I'd do without her and George."

"That would be Pat Higgins?"

"You know her? But of course you
do, we all went to the same school."

"Sure. Pat was the only girl
George ever dated. It was inevitable that they get married. Good
old George. I'd like to see him again."

"Well, if you stay long, I'm
sure you'll have the opportunity. He's the one who helps me so
much."

"I will stay on one condition,"
Cooper said rocking back on the two hind chair legs. It was a trick
she had never allowed Josh to get away with, but somehow she
couldn't imagine telling Cooper not to do anything.

"What condition?" Angela's brow
rose.

"I've got to have full control.
Of the farm at least." He winked. "If I'm going to run this place,
then I want no countermands. If I need your help, I'll ask,
otherwise, you will be a lady of leisure when you are at home.
Deal?"

"Well…" She faltered for a
second, and then looked him straight in the eyes. A dangerous thing
to do because those eyes were gorgeous. But he was taking over. "I
don't know. I mean I'm used to getting up and caring for the stock,
and helping with the harvest."

"I'm sure you are, and when your
help is needed I'll be the first to let you know. But you already
have a job in town. The running of this place would be mine.
Besides, Josh is old enough to help with most things, wouldn't you
say?"

"I suppose so," she drawled,
realizing the decision had been made and she was no longer in
control. "And Josh?"

"No problem there. I'll teach
him the things he needs to know, if you want me to. And, I'll keep
my eye on him. A boy that age doesn't need much baby sitting.
And if he knew we called it that he'd probably have a fit, don't
you think?"

"You're right about that. But
you wouldn't mind? I mean do you even like kids?"

He gave her a strange twisted
sort of glance, as though the question was ridiculous. "Actually, I
get along well with kids. And mind?" Cooper's expression seemed
incredulous. "This is his home, Angel. As far as I see it, he
belongs here. And he needs to know how to take it over when the
time comes, if it comes. He's growing up. He needs to know about
the farm in every detail, if this is where he is going to live. And
if it isn't, he'll still learn something. Either way he doesn't
lose. He probably already knows the stock and lay of the land.
He'll be a big help to me. He might even teach me a few
things."

Angela poured him a second cup
of coffee. For a man who didn't have children, Cooper seemed to
have a strong understanding of them. But time would only tell if
Josh and Cooper could get along. Josh certainly hadn't taken to
Greg.

"So, where do I bunk down?" he
asked out of the blue.

She put the pot back on the
stove, and then joined him at the table. "Ordinarily down at the
bungalow by the creek, but I haven't had much time to clean or fix
the place up. We've a spare bedroom till I can get it ready."

Cooper's expression changed to
puzzlement, he folded his hands over his chest and gave her a
rather sardonic glance.

"You know there is one thing I'm
a little curious about."

"Oh, what?"

"This boyfriend, this secret
arrangement you have. What kind of guy is he?"

Angela got up and put his empty
plate in the sink. She expected him to ask, but she wasn't sure how
to answer. She felt uneasy talking about Greg. "What do you
mean?"

"I mean," he said standing up
once more, and moving closer, "why isn't he out here helping you
run this place if he really cares about you? He's bound to know how
much you need him. Doesn't he care?"

Angela pinked. "Well, of course
he cares, but he knows absolutely nothing about farming. He'd be a
hindrance. I don't want him out here."

"I knew it," Cooper said and
chuckled aloud.

"Knew what?" She whirled about
to look at him.

"He's a nerd!"

"He is not!"

"Oh, yes, he is." He moved in on
her, his eyes catching and holding hers momentarily. "He's a pencil
pusher!"

"A what?"

"A pencil pusher. You know the
kind who works behind a desk all day, and knows nothing about
getting his hands dirty. Probably gets them manicured, and has his
hair styled, too."

He hit the nail on the head.
That was Greg. It was the way his eyes sharpened on her that had
her groping for the counter.

"I'll have you know he's running
for Congress."

Cooper's laughter died a short
life. The sparkle went out of his eyes. "A Congressman? Wow, you
really have stepped up. And that would account for this secret
relationship you have with him. Gossips in a small town could be
murder to a Congressman."

"Exactly."

"Must be rough on the love
life." Cooper whistled through his teeth.

What love life? Angela wanted to
scream but held her tongue. If he were laughing now, he'd really
get a blast if he knew she had no love life, except for a few
amorous kisses, and a lot of promises. "Yes, it is. But we have our
moments."

"Are a few moments enough?"

"If they're full of quality,
yes."

"And are they?" His voice
softened, his eyes sparkled with mischief again.

"Now, listen," she began, trying
to keep her temper at bay long enough to make a few things clear.
She didn't want to make him mad, she needed him, but he had no
right asking such things. "I'm offering you a job here. A business
proposition. My private life is none of your business."

He nodded his smile still
sardonic. "That can go both ways, you know."

"Naturally. I don't have a
problem with that unless you are married, and in that case, she is
very welcome here, of course."

"Married?" His head quirked in
an odd fashion. "Not hardly. And I don't have a harem of women
either."

"Well, or course you don't
but--"

"For the record, there are no
women. There haven't been for a long time. That flew out the window
with my so-called career and ambition. And as for sex, I'm very
particular these days about my partners. So, there won't be any
women around your son, unless you bring them."

"Oh, well, I didn't mean you had
to lead the life of a monk," she said knowing she had turned
pinker. "But at least we understand each other?"

"Angel," he said as he came even
closer. Close enough to feel the warmth of his breath. Close enough
he could have touched her, but he didn't. "Relax, I'm not the devil
in disguise. Even though I have a feeling you think I am. I've
never forced myself on a woman, and I'm not about to start
now."

Then he touched her, just a
finger, which slightly caressed her burning cheek. A touch so
slight, yet so terribly unnerving her body quivered, but she held
herself still. Her stomach churned like a silly schoolgirl, and her
breath held in her lungs so long it became painful to hold. In a
tiny voice she expelled her breath only slightly and said "Then we
do understand one another?"

His eyes crinkled and his mouth
widened with a boyish grin. "Understanding takes time. We haven't
had enough of that yet, Angel. But it's a start in the right
direction."

He paused, as if waiting for his
words to sink in, then moved to the doorway as though nothing had
transpired between them, his voice all business. "I'll put my bike
in the barn, and then we can get started with the lay of the
land."

As he walked out of the kitchen
Angela slowly let out her breath. She stood staring after him. Why
was everything about Cooper Johnson so panoramic? His walk, which
was slow and lazy, yet confident, his voice, which was soft and
hard at the same time and those all seeing eyes.

She had to stop this. She knew
Cooper exuded a certain amount of charm, but she had never been on
the receiving end of it. He was only a man, after all, and she was
a mature woman, capable of dealing with him on any terms, she
hoped.

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


That night as she lay listening
to the storm raging against her window, her mind wandered to the
past, the first time she'd let that happen in a long time. She
didn't like looking back. But Cooper Johnson being here forced her
to.
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