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CHAPTER ONE
"Come on Lancer, let's show them how it's done, baby," Candy Arnold said with a big smile.
The roaring of the crowd rang like a gong. Sheer excitement keyed the air. Beneath her the horse moved with an exact sameness. Softly ploughed dirt scattered under Lancer's hoofs, as trick rider and beast attuned themselves.
Not bad. Candy responded with another flashing smile as the crowd cheered her on. She circled the arena as she maneuvered for the running trick mounts. Timing was ultra critical. Lancer sprang into action upon her signals. Half way through the next trick, as she whirled about the horse like an acrobat, there was another roar of cheers and whistles. Candy felt her confidence soar.
She sensed the danger instantly, but it was too late to do anything about it. She felt Lancer's head going down too soon. The turn was too wide. The horse stumbled and faltered, sending her careening to the ground, face first. She gritted her teeth and, strangely enough, she could hear the breath rush from her lungs. Stunned, she lay immobile. Where was Lancer?
A black void threatened to overcome her but she fought it back. Had the crowd hushed or had she lost her hearing, too? Trying to regain her composure, she opened her eyes and locked gazes with the meanest, angriest bull she had ever seen--only a few yards away.
Obviously, it looked good to the crowd; they roared with blind excitement. They didn't know it, but this wasn't part of her act, and Candy was terrified.
White-hot fear shot through her.
Was this the end? Was that mad, drooling, over-grown bulldozer going to be her demise? At least it was a befitting death, she mused, as her body refused to move.
The rodeo clowns sprang into action, but the bull wasn't interested in their antics. No--he had something else on his mind. One familiar clown worked diligently to distract him. It didn't work. The bull gave an angry snort, then fastened his blood-red eyes on Candy. One of his hoof's dug a short path deeper and deeper into the soft ploughed ground.
Once more the crowd fell silent.
Candy's eyes widened; sweat trickled between her breasts. She was welded to the soft earth. Fear surged through her in ripples of awareness, like a movie reel suddenly gone bad.
They called the bull White Demon, and for good reason. Candy gulped back a sob.
Come on, get it over with, her mind cried as she closed her eyes. She smelled the good, clean earth one last time; she felt her heart hammer against her chest. She gritted her teeth.
Then, from out of nowhere a horse and rider sped swiftly to her aid.
She heard a richly hypnotic voice command the dog. "Hold 'em Butch."
Candy opened her eyes. A shadow appeared before her, and for a moment she didn't move. Was this real? No, things like that only happened in the movies. Wishful thinking. It was all just a dream. Wasn't it? Of course she was dreaming. That's why none of this seemed real.
The question went unanswered when suddenly a comforting arm reached down to grab and pull her to the safety of a softly worn saddle. Candy's arms locked about a lean, hard waist as the mysterious horse and rider galloped hastily for the protective gates.
Once back on safe ground, the man who saved her glanced down into her face. His eyes were shadowed by his hat. "You okay, sweetheart?"
"I…I think so."
She was shaking, feeling as though every bone in her body had gone to mush, but she managed a bright smile for the crowd as she waved at them.
She never got the chance to convey her thanks. The cowboy abruptly took his leave.
Candy leaned against the gate for a moment. Her hands trembled as she grabbed the rail for support. It wasn't a dream or a nightmare, this was real.
Laughter peeled through the air as the clowns made a monkey out of the perturbed bull.
Candy glanced about and saw her Uncle Roscoe leading Lancer to the back pasture. Lancer must be as shaken as she. She'd check on him as soon as her legs would carry her. For the moment, she just couldn't go anywhere. She had to stop shaking first.
Her mysterious hero was the first rider in the bull-riding event. The crowd cheered so loudly for him she couldn't hear his name being announced. Funny, but she couldn't recall him. And she was sure she would have remembered those oh so blue eyes! It was the only thing she got a good look at; startling blue eyes staring at her through the shadows of his hat.
Perching barefoot on the railing she watched his ride. From the moment the chute opened, she knew he was in control of the animal. He sat the bull as though he were made for just such a purpose. His moves were calculated, smooth. A high score, no doubt about that. The man could ride. His hat bounced off, and his thick, black hair flounced in the evening air.
"Wow!"
But where had he come from? He certainly wasn't a regular. And more importantly, how was she going to go about thanking him without looking too eager?
The buzzer rang. His score was the highest she'd heard of this season. The crowd got louder. A real champion stood in their midst and they knew it. This was no drugstore cowboy; he was the Real McCoy and the audience was eating him up.
Curious about him, she followed him through the crowd after his ride, until he disappeared behind the chutes. She hurried along, not wanting to lose sight of him. But several friends stopped her along the way to inquire about the accident and inform her that her Uncle had already checked Lancer. She brushed the accident aside for the moment, ignoring the fact that she was a little dizzy.
She finally caught sight of her hero again heading for the pasture out back. She waited until he bent to untie his chaps before she approached him. Gently, she tugged at his shirtsleeve. Hard, rippling muscles flexed against her fingertips. He whipped about in surprise.
"Hi."
She could have sworn he was taller, but she could almost meet him eye to eye. And what a meeting! Never had she seen such probing eyes. He looked like something out of a romance novel. Handsome didn't quite describe this man! He literally took her breath away. Lean and hard-muscled, broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped. He personified the word "cowboy".
"I wanted to thank you for the help out there--"
He gave her a slight nod. "That was a pretty nasty fall you took. You feeling okay?" His voice was laced with genuine concern as his gaze searched her face.
"I'm fine," she replied, watching him adjust his hat so it rode in a more familiar place. She liked the way he wore his hair, high and straight, waving where his hat brim rode. She stared at him a little too long and he gave her a slight lopsided grin.
"Don't I know you from somewhere?" she asked when a flash of familiarity flirted her memory.
He paused a moment, blinked long ebony lashes against a shadowed cheekbone, then boldly met her gaze. "That's not a very original line, but it's possible."
He thought she was she flirting? Trying to be cute? His arrogance made her temper flare, yet the overwhelming need to be grateful simmered her down.
"I wasn't trying to be cute. I simply thought I recognized you. I know most…"
"Lady," he interrupted her as he tipped his hat to her and winked, "You don't have to try being cute, you've got that one already sewn up. And, like I said, it's possible. Especially since I'm your dad's neighbor."
"My… dad's?" She recoiled, deliberately ignoring the compliment he had thrown her.
"That's right, my land borders his. He bought the old Thompson place a few years ago, didn't he?"
"That's right," she said, trying to assimilate the news and place him at the same time.
Silhouetted by the fast setting sun, he looked taller, leaner. Almost breathtaking. She hadn't meant to notice the wide shoulders and tapering hips, but he lent such a shadow. He was quite a hero, after all.
"You're Joe Munroe?" The name seemed only waiting to be pronounced. She vaguely remembered her father mentioning him, but couldn't recall what he had said about the man.
"Yes ma'am," he replied, tipping his hat again, this time not looking directly at her, but illuminating a strong profile.
It nettled her to admit it, but the man was overly endowed with his share of good looks. She didn't judge a man by looks alone, though. Candy prided herself in not falling prey to every good-looking cowboy who came along. Probably another Romeo cowboy, she reasoned. Candy couldn't remember when she'd been so intrigued, though. There was something compelling about him that seemed to draw her full attention. And that voice could placate White Demon.
Okay, she'd give him that; he was cute. No reason for her heart to flutter, no reason at all. She didn't want it to flutter. She didn't want to notice all the little things about this man, but they sort of jumped out at her. He had the whitest teeth and the sexiest crooked smile she had encountered in a long time. Just a turn of a corner of that nicely firmed mouth sent a tremor through her.
She had lost her mind, she decided grimly. Must have been the fall...
Why, she was practically drooling.
Yet, as compelling as his looks were, it was the soft quality of his voice that sent Candy's pulse soaring every time he opened that mobile mouth. Soft and sincere, and filled with a strange kind of honesty and concern.
Candy no longer believed in heroes. The man was just a little too good to be true. There had to be something wrong with him, somewhere.
"Well," she groped for something to say, knowing she had spent too long openly admiring him. Men usually had big enough egos without giving them something to chomp on. She half turned away. "Thanks again, Mr. Munroe."
"Joe," he quickly amended. "Your horse has a puncture wound, that's why he didn't make that turn."
"What?" Quirking a brow curiously, she whipped about again to face him.
"Your horse has some kind of puncture wound. That's why he's wearing a horse boot now. But that bull, that's another story. Someone let him loose in the arena. That should never have happened. Because he was enclosed in a chute. White Demon is one of the meanest bulls they have. That was no accident."
Candy's eyes widened. She hadn't given Lancer a moments worry since the accident. But the bull...she could still see those eyes turning blood red, and hear the stomping of that hoof. She usually didn't act so scattered, but the fall must have shaken her more than she cared to admit.
"Someone intentionally did this? Is that what you are trying to say?"
"Not trying, I'm saying, someone let that bull loose. Your Uncle and I both thought so. The horse will mend, but you might not have."
He removed his saddle from the platform of the trailer and took it inside.
When had he talked to her Uncle? When had he had the time? That fall must have done things to her; she was downright fuzzy in her thinking.
"You think someone…?"
He ignored her, gathering his gear and stowing it, then guiding his bay inside the trailer. She hung her head, her bare toe making a shape in the loose dirt. She didn't like what this cowboy was suggesting, but she couldn't ignore her own conclusion about that bull.
He moved to stand in front of her, then with barely a touch of his finger he lifted her chin and smiled into her face. His touch electrified her awareness of him. She didn't want to be electrified, but darn if she could stop herself.
She held her breath.
"I wouldn't worry. It looks like someone wants to scare you more than anything," he said.
"Scare me?" she barely managed. "But why? I don't believe it."
"Suit yourself." He shrugged negligently and moved away.
"You must be mistaken. I mean--who?"
"Maybe I'm wrong. Hope so."
She couldn't think straight. The man had an irritating way of knocking all sensible thoughts from her mind. "You knew my father, didn't you?"
He shot her a curious glance over his shoulder, then smiled that sexy grin. "Yes ma'am. I was sorry to hear about him, too. He was quite a character."
His voice trailed away when he looked at her again. It was almost as though he sensed that inner pain she held on to so tightly. His intrusion into her private emotions wasn't welcome.
She had tried not to think about her father's untimely death. But the mere mention of him had her stomach rolling. Death was not a commodity to be dealt with as far as Candy was concerned. Too permanent.
"Thank you."
"I liked him." Joe offered almost as an apology, then turned away and checked his tack. "Didn't agree with him on a lot of things, but he was a very likable man."
When she followed him, facing him each time he turned, he glanced at her once more. "I'm glad you're all right, Candy."
His voice mesmerized her. Still, the man was a puzzle and she didn't like puzzles!
"Goodnight, Joe Munroe," she said, and she willed her legs to carry her away from his disturbing presence. It was like pulling metal from a magnet, as though some dark force wanted her to stay and hear more.
It went beyond comprehension why a stranger should have such an effect on her. She blamed it on the heroic deed. He had quite literally saved her from a near death. What girl in her right mind wouldn't be impressed?
She headed for the back pasture, and whistled for Lancer, then crossed the barbed fence when Lancer trotted toward her. She bent to check his leg immediately. She gently unwrapped it and examined the puncture wound. Wanting to refute the accusation that the bull had been turned loose on purpose, she couldn't. It was no accident! This particular bull would have been pinned no matter what. The fact that it wasn't did seem calculated, like Joe Munroe said. Probably done by someone familiar with the stock.
But who? And why? Candy looked about, as though expecting the culprit to materialize.
Dusting her buckskin outfit, she listened to the announcer. "Well that about wraps it up once more, folks. Hope you all enjoyed another Friday night at the rodeo, and y'all come back. How about a generous hand for all our contestants? After all, some won't get much else."
She glanced toward the arena as she neared the end of the chutes. She didn't see her moccasins anywhere.
One of the clowns sauntered up to her. "Sorry I didn't do too good tonight. White Demon could have had you for supper. Couldn't distract him."
"It worked out okay, don't fret about it." Candy eyed her Uncle seriously, knowing he was feeling guilty about something that was not his fault.
"Looks like Lancer's gonna have to take it easy for a bit. But don't worry, honey, we got that boot on him fast and he'll mend just fine. How about you, you all right?"
Knowing her Uncle Roscoe's concern was genuine, she smiled. He didn't mention the bull being turned loose, so she didn't either. "I'm fine. I'll get old Doc to take a look at Lancer. Have you seen my mocs?"
He snickered as he pulled a small tobacco bag from his hip pocket. "Reckon I seen Doug with them a while ago."
"Oh!" Candy's head jerked. "Where is he?"
"Behind the ticket stand, as usual, signing autographs for those silly, little teenagers," Roscoe answered.
Candy started to head for the ticket booth but her Uncle's words stopped her.
"That was pretty quick thinking on that Munroe's part. Jumping in front of that bull like he did."
"Yes." Irritation lined her voice. "I know. I've just come from thanking him. Do you know him?"
"Not well, but I thanked him a couple of times myself. Never in all my rodeoing ever seen anything quite like what he did." Roscoe's grin widened. "Met him some time ago. In fact, your dad introduced us. You see, I used to run with his folks down on the Pecos. Good people, those Munroe's. Give you the shirt off their backs. 'Course any man who saves my niece's neck is okay in my books."
"What do you know about him?"
He scratched his chin, rubbing the make-up off with his fingers, then dusting it off on his pants leg.
"Well, not a lot, I guess. Seems pretty up and up to me. First time I seen him ride, though. Damn sure can sit a bull, cain't he? I know his kind. He's a stubborn one. I know that. Knows his own mind. As I recall, he plans to bring the Texas Longhorns back to the range. Sounds a little peculiar, I'll admit, but if it can be done, he'll be the one to do it."
"Longhorns?" She laughed. "Why on earth would anyone want to bring them back?" As soon as the question was out of her mouth, she regretted it. She saw the displeasure on her Uncle's face.
"I'll admit it sounds like a might peculiar notion. But some say it has its possibilities. According to Joe, there's a place in Oklahoma that breeds them. Some kind of government project. And it has some points in its favor. They are cheaper to raise and feed, and much easier to care for. They can live on nothing but the fat of the land. Have you ever seen a white-faced that could take care of itself during the dead of winter?"
"No, but--"
"I reckon it's a right romantic notion," he said with a slight chuckle.
"To each his own." She shrugged her shoulders.
"By the way, you going into town tomorrow?"
"I'd planned to. Why? Wanna come with me?"
"Nah, I don't think that's too good an idea. I never cottoned to Fargate much myself."
"I think I can understand that. I wish dad had left his will with Mr. Peadbody. It certainly would have been easier. But you know dad, he wouldn't give up hope."
"What you gonna do about the ranch?" Roscoe asked, his curiosity aroused.
"I don't know. I hadn't given it much thought. I'm not even sure I own it. If it's got a clear title I'll probably take a look at it before I sell."
"Your mind made up to sell then?"
"No, not really…why?"
"I've been thinking." He scratched his head and eyed her. "I'm getting too old for this clown business. I need to settle my bones somewhere. And you're gonna need someone to help you run things. Someone you can trust to see it's done right. I think I'm the one for the job if you're interested in a broken down ol' rodeo clown like me, that is."
"Interested?" she wailed and grabbed his hand in hers. "Oh, Uncle Roscoe, I'd love it. Do you honestly think we could make a go of it? It's always been my dream to have a place of my own. Never had much of one with dad. But do you think we could? I mean, the last I remember it was a real dump."
"Maybe it is, but hard work never hurt nobody."
She reached up and kissed his cheek, then smiled and headed for the ticket booth, calling over her shoulder. "I'll see you tomorrow and we'll talk."
He waved and smiled.
It didn't take long to find Doug Chapman. He was smack in the middle of a passel of women.
"Using my mocs, Doug?" Candy called from a safe distance.
Doug's' head reared. "Candy," he said and smiled broadly, exhibiting a set of bright, white teeth. "Sorry about your ride, honey. Tough luck. Maybe next time. Come over here. I've got your mocs."
"Throw them to me, will you?"
"Come and get 'em, honey."
A tall, willowy blonde sashayed up to Doug, purring at him. Doug smiled at her, and bent to touch his lips to hers. He cast Candy a teasing grin. What a flirt.
Shaped like a quarterback, Doug was monolithic. It was a wonder his legs didn't drag the ground when he rode. Women flocked at his heels, and it had nothing to do with his rodeoing. Drat the man for enjoying his advantage so much.
Candy edged nearer.
"I'll give you your mocs," Doug said, "if you'll have dinner with me tomorrow night."
"Dinner?"
"Sure, gotta celebrate my winning 'All Around Cowboy' don't I?" He grinned.
"Okay. Now can I have my mocs?"
Her mocs were dangling from his belt loop. "Not 'til you come and get them."
She made a quick frown and moved closer. "Give it here, Doug."
"Sure, honey, but first," he bent the distance to touch his lips to hers as she approached him from the side. She tried to respond, but despite his mastery at kissing, her eyes flew open. The kiss was destroyed as she caught sight of Joe Munroe in the crowd of onlookers. There was a scowl on his handsome face as he watched her display.
What was his problem?
Her actions seemed childish and she quickly pulled away. Especially since she really had no feelings for Doug. "See you later, Doug," she called over her shoulder as she escaped into the crowd.
She scolded herself for ending the kiss so abruptly, but something in Joe's face had ruined it. She couldn't altogether blame the bad kiss on Joe; it just didn't have any sparks or bells to it. As much as she wanted to hear bells, she hadn't heard a one with Doug. Maybe she was losing it or something. After all, Doug was quite a catch on the circuit.
Okay, so she was acting out of character and she knew it. So what? A lot of girls threw themselves at Doug. What was the harm in flirting? He was a bachelor, she was single. She had as much right as anyone else kissing him. Didn't she? It wasn't Joe Munroe's business either.
She subconsciously headed for the back pasture. She heard Lancer trotting to the fence line. She smiled and pulled some sugar cubes from her shirt pocket. The roan nibbled them gently from her hand and gave her an affectionate nudge.
She glanced down at his leg. He was favoring it. Lancer was too expensive to lose. Besides, she loved Lancer more than anything, except maybe her Uncle. Although the wound wasn't serious, he needed medical attention so infection wouldn't set in. It made her shudder. She patted Lancer affectionately.
"I wouldn't go riding him 'til that leg has mended," came a mellow voice from just behind her.
Hairs on the back of her neck stood up. "I hadn't planned to," she replied too sharply, raising to meet Joe's keen scrutiny.
"He's a nice looking roan." Joe's voice held admiration as his hand went over the horse's flank. "Better have the doc look at him pretty soon, before infection sets in. He took a pretty hard fall, too. Whoever cut him knew exactly what they were doin'."
"Cut him? What are you saying?" Impatience shook in her voice. Honestly, did he think her incompetent?
"I think that's pretty plain, your horse has been cut, deliberatley and very intricately. By someone who knew exactly where to make the break."
"That's downright criminal! Do you realize what you are saying?" She felt her voice rising in anger. Drat! Did the man have to have all the victories? Lowering her gaze to Lancer's leg, she dismissed this unwanted stranger.
But Joe Munroe wasn't being dismissed so easily. Instead he stooped to join her, reaching for the injured hoof as she did. Their fingers grazed, and Candy jerked her hand away as if he had burned her on contact.
Dark satin eyes held her. "Steady. I'm not going to hurt you."
Was he talking to Lancer, or her? His big hand made slow circular movements down the roan's leg, and Lancer responded to the gentle touch with a neigh.
Mesmerized by his actions, Candy tore her gaze from his hands. He knew exactly what he was doing to Lancer, and to her. She saw that when their glances collided. He was one smooth operator, she'd give him that, but she wasn't about to fall for a cowboy. She stood up, wanting to put distance between herself and him.
"You're good with horses."
He threw back his head and chuckled huskily. "I'm good with a lot of things, but better with horses and cows."
"Uncle Roscoe says you're trying to bring back the Longhorns. Is that true?"
His gaze roamed lazily over her. Assessing her. "Yes, but I didn't think it was common knowledge. Your Uncle gets around, doesn't he? So….tell me, is something going on between you and Doug Chapman?"
The air became suffocating. How had he managed to change the subject so easily?
"That's none of your business."
"Maybe," he said slowly watching her face, "but then neither is my raising Longhorns your business. Now," he moved toward her, as one might a frightened animal. "I answered your question, care to answer mine?"
"I certainly won't," she fumed, as an unwelcome blush crept up her face. Seeing the satisfied gleam in his eyes she tried to move clear of him, but he reached out and pulled her toward him.
He kept on pulling until she lost all sense of balance and pivoted against him. "Then I guess there's only one way to find out."
His gaze lowered to her gaping mouth.
He wouldn't dare!
"No!"
"Yes," he murmured.
Without restraints, he held her captive. When she opened her mouth to verbalize her objections, his head bent the slight distance it took to silence her. Like a paintbrush, his lips brushed teasingly against hers. Once, twice, then without warning they came firmly down on hers. By now, all thoughts of controlling the situation had dissolved into thin air. Candy clung to the cowboy helplessly.
Intoxicating earthy odors filled her nostrils. His hand gently cupped the back of her neck, as his long fingers played delicately through the thickness of her dark red hair.
The unexpected softness of his lips took her by surprise. The curiosity of his kiss had her lingering. Featherlike touches of his hand ran down her spine, sending a wave of delightful shivers through her. She arched against him, as warm, moist lips captured hers. Like a man asking questions, he sought answers.
Her mind reeled. It was just a kiss. So, why had her heart raced, her limbs trembled, and her will to end it die? This was nothing like kissing Doug. It couldn't even compare. This man knew exactly what he was doing to her, and he did it so easy.
All too soon he began pulling away. He gave her time to drift back to some semblance of sanity before his hands fell to his sides.
Embarrassed by her own response, she wiped her lips with the back of her hand, and looked away, then directly at him. His gaze encompassed her without remorse or guilt. He cleared his throat as though distracting himself.
He half smiled and shook his head in what looked like amazement. "Yes ma'am, you sure answered that question for me. And I think I better be saying goodnight, while I still can." He backed away slowly.
She watched, motionless. Wordless. What could she say?
Chapter Two
Candy stood rigidly poised against the mahogany desk, a ring less finger smeared the neat polish of fine-grained wood.
The fresh smell of wood oil burned her nose.
"Typical Fargate," she mumbled and folded her arms over her chest as she walked toward the big glass window. The office felt huge, as though it might swallow her. Like its owner, it carried an empty and cold feeling. The high vaulted ceilings and thick, dark curtains lent an air of royalty. Pushing aside the heavy material, Candy peered out the window at the traffic below.
She shook her head and let the curtain fall back in place. Dear God, things had changed so much since she'd last been here.
Skyscrapers clouded the pastel heavens. A shroud of red dust blanketed the city from the immense construction going on everywhere. It was nice to see the flying red horse gracing the Dallas skyline again though. Almost comforting.
Still, the city was no place for Candy Arnold. She didn't belong in high heels, and linen suits. Even the clothes she wore felt strangely unpleasant. Pantyhose and high heels were not her forte. The fact that she tried to fit into this kind of life once had her shaking her head in complete wonder. She quickly clamped her eyes shut, pushing those memories to the back of her mind.
She heard the door open and opened her eyes. An attractive young woman walked in smiling. Candy couldn't help but stare. The woman was beautiful. Her blonde hair flowed comfortably to her shoulders in soft curls. Her make-up was flawless but thick. Her figure stood out in a tight-fitting suit that clung to all the right places.
Perfect except for one thing, Candy decided. That plastic-like expression on her face made her look like some clone walking around, not human.
The woman put a file on the big desk, gave Candy a quick assessing glance, then announced stiffly, "Mr. Fargate will be right in."
"Are you…?" The door shut before she could finish and Candy shrugged.
Fargate's latest conquest; no doubt about it. Nothing had changed in that department. And obviously the woman knew who Candy was, too, from that tight expression on her face.
Finally, the door opened again and Fargate walked in. He came straight up to her, hugged her and held her at arm's length, his green eyes going over her thoroughly.
"It's good to see you again." His voice sounded odd.
Candy stiffened, trying desperately not to pull away too quickly, and feeling very much like running. Fargate was so unlike Doug Chapman... and yet so like him, too. She just couldn't quite put her finger on what it was about the two of them that made her wary.
Unlike Doug, Fargate was very lean; his tan was not from the weathered sun, but from a salon he insisted on visiting three times a week like clockwork. His fingernails were manicured, his hair styled. His clothes were impeccable. His smile was charming.
He could have been a manikin in a storefront. A confident man who knew instinctively he could have any woman he so desired.
He was everything she had come to dislike in a man. Why had she ever married him? She wouldn't go there, though. Refused to. This wasn't about her and Fargate. She had come to hear her father's will.
"Candy," he broke her reverie. "It's been a long time."
"Yes," she affirmed and moved away from him quickly. "Let's get this over with, okay?"
He nodded woodenly. "Of course." But an arrogant brow shot upward. "So, you're still the little ice-maiden, I see."
She might have flinched if she hadn't been half prepared for him to offer a little jab. "When I choose to be, yes."
He walked over to the desk and flipped open the file. For a long moment he didn't say anything. Then, he looked her straight in the eye. "Well," he finally smiled and glanced at the file again. "It's all pretty cut and dried, honey."
Now she flinched. He seemed determined to make this personal. Not that she wasn't used to being called "honey", "darlin'", and even "sweetheart", but by cowboys.
Darn him for making her feel so ill at ease. This would be difficult enough without Fargate playing it up. Didn't he realize she was closing the lid on her father's life? Even though she'd had her ups and downs with her father, she loved him and missed him already.
As though he suddenly decided to treat this case quite impersonal he slipped a pair of reading glasses on his nose and skimmed over the file once more. No doubt giving her time to compose herself.
"Want some coffee?"
Coffee? No, she didn't want coffee. If he really knew her, he'd know that, but Fargate had never paid much attention to details. She nodded woodenly nonetheless.
He buzzed his secretary and in less than five minutes the attractive blonde brought a tray into the office. Candy took a cup and leaned back in the chair, aware that the secretary's eyes were on her all the while. The tufted leather chair creaked like a well-worn saddle, and she instantly relaxed.
Fargate stirred several spoons of sugar into his cup and settled back in his chair, giving her a good once over. "Of course, as the only surviving child, you naturally inherit everything, Candy. I'm sure that's no surprise to you. Your father loved you very much and wanted better for you, but it just didn't happen."
Candy leaned her head back in the chair and relaxed a little more, letting the tension flow away from her. "I'm sure there isn't much."
Fargate's eyes strayed to the open cut of her dress, and the ample leg, a place he had no right to go any longer. She quickly uncrossed her legs and pulled her skirt down. "Hank wasn't exactly thrifty. Although I did my part to encourage it," Fargate said.
"Did you? I wonder why you bothered?"
"Because he was my client, Candy--and a friend. Despite what went on between you and I, your father and I remained very close."
"Oh, how well I know that…" Candy couldn't keep the hint of bitterness out of her voice. "Father and I didn't agree on many things."
"Yes, but there was a time," he said his voice going deliberately husky.
"Long ago."
"Yes." His eyes flashed. "Three long years as I remember."
"Let's stick to the issue. The will?"
"Of course." He slipped the glasses back on. "He left you the ranch and a few securities that I encouraged him to invest in. We'll need to check the deposit box, too. Everything there goes to you, as well. You will need to clear out his account with the bank."
"I intend to, if there's anything left to clear."
Fargate smiled. "Old Hank wasn't much on taking care of things. And believe it or not, he needed me, Candy. I talked him into buying that ranch. Maybe it's not much, but it was something. It really was all he had." Fargate gestured with his hands as though she should be grateful.
"So, you want a medal?"
Fargate ignored her sarcasm. "The price of land is so high, it was the best I could suggest at the time. It is an investment. And I'd advise you to sell out as quickly as possible."
"Sell out?"
"Naturally. I can take care of the entire matter for you, if you'd like. It's no place for a…"
"Take care of it for me? You aren't my lawyer." She stood up and glared over the desk at him. "Look, let's get a few things straight. Just because my father trusted you, doesn't mean I ever will again. I'll take care of my own affairs, thank you."
Fargate merely grinned. "I can still make you mad, can't I?"
Candy flushed. "You always could."
He reached for her hand, and covered it with his own. "You're upset and naturally so."
She jerked her hand away wanting to erase his touch, but not giving him the satisfaction of knowing it. Flopping into the chair quite unladylike, she silently fumed. "I have no intention of selling anything until I've seen it."
Fargate's face paled, but he didn't argue the point. "That's reasonable, I suppose, since you won't take my word for it."
"Not on your life." She blew a wayward strand of hair away from her face.
"Still angry with me, honey?" he asked coming around to her and propping on the edge of the desk in front of her. He folded his arms over his chest and smiled.
"I got over that, and you, a long time ago," she said without a trace of emotion.
"How unfortunate. Well, do what you like, but at least agree to think about your options before you make a final decision. I've already had two offers for the land. I left it open--in case you were interested."
"Offers? From who?" She stared point blank.
"One was from a fella named Munroe, the other from--"
"Joe Munroe?"
"Yes, yes, I think that was his name."
"Are you sure?"
"I could have my secretary check the messages, but she left his name in the file. Let me look. Why? Do you know him?"
"Yes, I do."
"Well, you can take it up with him yourself, but if I were you I wouldn't consider an individual. They'll try robbing you blind. The other offer seemed quite legitimate. It was from some real estate firm. I forget the name off hand. I'll check that for you, too. At least with them you'd get the going price for it. And believe me, you'll be ready to sell once you've seen the place. It's a shambles. It's in the panhandle, dusty, and hot; no place for a woman."
"You forget. I'm not an orchid, I'm a sunflower. I'm used to the country. I'll decide about the place myself. But I've no intention of selling to anyone at the present. Unless the will so stipulates."
"No, there are no stipulations. Your father was very cut and dried about such things. I would imagine he expected you to sell, though."
"How would you know?"
Fargate looked away from her, adjusted his tie, and gave a half smile. "Your father and I were good friends, Candy. Whether you like the idea or not. We discussed a variety of subjects."
"He trusted you, yes. Why I'll never know."
That blind trust, had drove a wedge between her and her father when the divorce became final. Her father defended Fargate's actions. Defended them! And she couldn't quite forgive that.
Cheating was cheating, and she wasn't putting up with it even for her father. Fargate made his choices. Three months after they were married she caught him in his office with his secretary. His defense was that Candy was a cold fish and refused to be a real wife to him. It was true. After her wedding night she was adamant.
As charming and good-looking as Fargate was, he was a barracuda in bed, and Candy wouldn't let him touch her. He had been drinking, and had expected much more than she could ever dream of giving. She'd never forgiven him for that. Perhaps she had been a cold fish. Without a mother's guidance she had little to base a marriage on. But she wouldn't allow his brutality again. She had a choice, and she took it. It cost her a marriage.
And he went elsewhere.
"Are you all right?" Fargate leaned to touch her arm when she closed her eyes for too long.
"Yes," she said and quickly opened them. "Did Munroe say what he wanted with the land?"
Fargate studied her, evaluating her question obviously. "No, but his land borders yours, and I'm sure he wants to expand. It makes sense. He mentioned something about Longhorns, but I wasn't interested enough to pay close attention. Why, is something wrong?"
"Wrong? No," she replied too quickly. "I was just curious. Well, I'd like to thank you for handling things for dad. I know how much he cared for you. He trusted you to his discredit. Now, I'll see myself out unless there's something more to discuss?"
"You never did, did you?" Fargate's voice stopped her.
"Never did what?" She half turned to look at him.
"Trust me?"
"I don't think it matters now."
Fargate dropped his hands to his side, as though he had given up the battle he had begun. "I think I mentioned lunch. And you do have to go by the bank."
"All right." Candy didn't argue. She knew better. She couldn't win an argument with this man. "But let's take care of the business first."
"Fine."
"Are you free now?"
"As a matter of fact, I'm free all morning."
Not on her account, she hoped!
The late June sun was practically blistering the sidewalk as they left the building and walked the short distance to the bank. Exercising his authority, Fargate took complete charge of the matter and they were through within an hour. The deposit box was nearly empty. There were a few titles and securities. Odd and ends that only she would find valuable.
And there was a picture of her mother and a set of keys to her father's old Ford that wouldn't start; she smiled reflectively.
Moments later she and Fargate sat at a small table for two at a rather exclusive Italian restaurant. She stirred the sugar into her iced tea, squeezed a lemon and glanced at Fargate across the table.
"So, where have you been keeping yourself, Candy?" he asked, his eyes locking onto hers with a serious expression.
"Rodeos mostly, since dad died…"
"It's been a long time, hasn't it?"
"Yes, it has." She knew she was blushing, and sipped her tea. This conversation was too personal for her liking.
"I've missed you. I'd like to start seeing you again, Candy." He reached for her hand.
She had been prepared for almost anything, but this took her completely off-guard. He couldn't be serious. She let him take her hand into his, influenced momentarily by the dim lights and soft background music. But only for a moment.
Jerking her hand from his, she shook her head. "What on earth for?"
As though she had stung him, he flinched, then frowned. "You're bitter--aren't you?"
"No," she rushed to deny. "I found out a long time ago that I wasn't in love with you, Charles. That's why…"
"Are you sure of that? You didn't give us much of a chance you know. One mistake, and you half caused it yourself."
"Sometimes once is enough."
If she allowed him, he would manipulate his way back into her life. She didn't want him back. When she was finished, she was finished.
"Why won't you give it a chance? Afraid?"
"Of what? Let's be honest, Charles. I'm headed for the ranch, and unless you intend to drive all that way, well…" She gestured.
"Then go out with me tonight. I'll show you what a great guy I really am."
"Sorry, I've got a date."
"One of those monolithic cowboys?" He made a wry face.
"As a matter of fact--it is."
"You are not the rodeo type. You don't go around with cowboy hats, swearing and hanging out in those hillbilly bars. That's not your style. Face it, honey. You're much too sophisticated for that crowd and you know it. You don't even speak their language."
To some extent, he was right. In most ways she didn't blend in with the rodeo crowd. Even though her lifestyle fit into the rodeo scene, she wasn't pure stock. Hadn't allowed herself to be. But she wasn't a city girl either. She was country.
"Is it serious with this cowboy?"
Why was he suddenly so interested? "I don't know. I haven't given it a chance—yet."
"Sounds familiar," he whispered lowly. "What if I come out there to visit you?"
"At the ranch?" She gasped in surprise.
"Give me a chance, Candy. I made one mistake. Can't you ever forgive anyone? I don't want us to end like this."
"Yes, I can forgive," she said quietly. "I just can't forget."
"Not even in all this time? You must have loved me terribly. If I'd only known."
"Or not at all," she answered, satisfied she had squashed his ego.
"Deny it--but you know you still have feelings for me. Let me come?"
"I can't stop you."
Where was he going with this? Sure, he'd been charming when they first met. And even indulging.
"You know, I've been giving this a lot of thought. Maybe I should take the land off your hands. I mean, I know how to dispose of it easier than you do. But I guess you're going to have to go out there and see it for yourself. It won't take long to realize how right I am about that place. It simply has no future."
"Maybe." She continued with the meal, keeping the conversation as light as Fargate would allow.
On the way home it wasn't Fargate on her mind. It was Joe Munroe. What was he up to? Why did he want her land and why hadn't he mentioned it to her when he had the chance? She wrestled with those sudden implications all the way home.
Darn Joe Munroe for planting all those suspicions in her head. She had never been one to distrust people, until the last few years. She didn't like what was going on in her mind. Perhaps she was letting herself blow things out of proportion. It might have been just an accident. Except the bull--that wasn't an accident. Someone had let him out.
About to unlock her trailer door she spotted Roscoe in the distance and waved.
"Well, we still headed for the High Plains?" he asked as he neared her.
"Looks like it. You still want to come?"
Roscoe nodded. It was the first time he had been out of make-up for days and he looked quite handsome for his age. Candy thought more of him than anyone in the world. She wasn't sure how old he was, probably mid-fifties and still very good-looking. Her mother's only brother, he was a special last link to her heritage.
His once sandy hair was grayed around the edges and those all-seeing gray eyes began to see into her too well. His skin was leathery from working in the hot sun all day, and his face looked like a piece of chiseled rock, tanned from the weather, wrinkling around the eyes and mouth.
"Think you can spare the room?" He quirked a brow.
Candy smiled. She watched him throw a lasso, fascinated at his talent. Uncle Roscoe had taught her to ride, and rope as good as any cowhand. He was the master, the teacher, she, the pupil.
He never fully understood his importance to her. And she felt tongue-tied. Especially now. He was the only family she had left and she clung to him. Needed him.
"I want you to come with me, Uncle Roscoe, I need you." She forced the knot in her throat down. "Wanna pull out at sunup?"
"I'll be here," he replied with a half smile. "Need any help with the hitchin'?"
"I have been having trouble with that hitch lately." She gestured at the rusting hitch.
"I'll be here at sunup. Have some coffee for me, gal." He winked and was gone.
Candy nodded. Uncle Roscoe rarely did anything without a cup of coffee first. It made her smile. She was so glad he was coming. She couldn't imagine living out there in nowhere--alone.
Chapter Three
"You must be on a high cycle."
The tall, willowy blonde sitting across from Candy chuckled loudly. Her powder blue eyes scanned the crowd of people and landed effectively on Doug at the bar.
Candy shrugged, her gaze sweeping to Doug once more. His smile seemed to brighten when he saw he had an audience. Doug was a player, and Candy had a hard time taking him seriously.
"A high cycle? I don't see how."
"Well, you just said your ex wants to get back together with you, and then there's Doug over there. And what about that cowboy who jumped into the arena to save your neck? That was some stunt. The crowd ate it up. Like it was part of your act or something. Oh yes, you are definitely on a high, kid."
Gloria Maxwell smiled toward the bar again, turning herself so she was in full view.
Funny how Gloria just happened to wander in and plant herself at their table. But then, that was Gloria. From his constant smiles, Doug was obviously eating the attention up. He knew and loved the fat that women followed him everywhere.
And who wouldn't notice Gloria? She wore the tightest designer jeans and the softest clinging blouses with no bra. Her hair looked tousled and wild, her make-up thick, but well applied. And Doug couldn't keep his eyes off her. Typical male. At least, he was honest about it.
Gloria had been sitting at their table all of ten minutes before Candy got up the nerve to ask, "So Gloria, did you come with anyone?"
Gloria glanced at her, her face flushing, her eyes pleading for understanding. "Of course I did. I came with Leroy, but he's so plastered. I don't think he knows I'm here. I can't stand a guy who can't hold his liquor. I think if you're going to drink you should know how to handle it, don't you?"
Candy let go of her beer and moved it away. "I agree, wholeheartedly." She couldn't tolerate draft beer; it made her ill. Doug had ordered it against her wishes, and she was trying to fit in. Dear God, here she was trying to prove Fargate wrong, and he wasn't even around to see. Yet, it seemed important. Perhaps more so since Fargate made mention of her not fitting in. And beer was the classic drink for cowboys and cowgirls.
"You know," Gloria said, openly flirting with Doug now from a distance, "I didn't know you and Doug were an item."
Candy wanted to laugh, but decided against it. She knew what was about to happen, and although she didn't like it, it was fated from the beginning. Gloria was such a tease, and it bolstered her ego to steal dates from her friends. She was a game player.
"We aren't an item, Gloria. We're just friends."
"Really." Gloria's smiled widened. "Well, I saw the two of you kissing, and it looked more serious than that, sweetie." Gloria lit a cigarette and blew the smoke at Doug.
Doug smiled and lifted his beer at the bar. "Want one, honey?"
"Sure, why not?" Gloria tossed a provocative smile.
"You should know Doug doesn't take any girl too seriously. You've been on the receiving end of his kisses before." Candy chuckled, knowing exactly what the woman was up to and not caring.
"That was a long time ago. He's a great lover, you know."
"No--I didn't know." No, that was the problem, she didn't know how good Doug, or any other man, might be. Her secret cross to bear!
"Wouldn't want to switch partners? I mean, Leroy drinks a lot, but he's hell on conversation once you get him going. Just for the evening?"
Candy knew what was coming, and it looked like Doug was falling for the bait. Why not? Candy was the ice-maiden, wasn't she? Naturally he wanted a warm and willing woman in his arms.
"I came here with Doug. I should leave with him. Maybe another time."
"Why don't we ask the guys?"
All she needed was to get stuck with Leroy. Still, she had a growing fear that it was about to happen whether she liked it or not.
"Gloria," Candy scolded, not liking the turn of events.
"Oh, all right, I'll behave myself. But let me warn you. I get the chance and I'm gone--with your man."
"He's not my man--he's my date."
"All the better," she said, giggling as the men joined them at the table. "You're just grouchy because of that fall you took. I'll bet you're sore."
Darn it! Candy had been prepared to be upset with Gloria, but her concern was genuine. "Actually, I am a little."
"You know everyone's talking about that Munroe fella. He's a real doll. He's sitting over there in a corner by himself. I wonder why a good-looking fella like that would be sitting by himself? You'd think he'd be surrounded by females, wouldn't you?" Gloria pointed. "Jumping' in the arena like that. Has he got the hots for you or something?"
Everything boiled down to the "hots" with Gloria. She'd never think that anyone could just do it because it needed to be done.
"He doesn't even know me." Candy grimaced, and cast Joe a quick glance, unprepared for the effect one glance might give her. He wasn't dressed that fancy, just jeans, white shirt and denim jacket, cowboy boots and a brown hat. But those blue eyes connected almost immediately with her slight glance. He smiled and tipped his hat, and Candy looked away, feeling the flush rushing over her face.
"You see, I told you, you're having a high cycle." Gloria smiled as Doug sat between them, casually draping his arms around them both.
"You still into astrology?" Doug asked.
"Natch." Gloria flashed Doug a beguiling smile and leaned toward him until her breast rubbed softly against his arm. "It's a lot of fun. You're a Libra aren't you, Candy? And Doug here is Sagittarius." She shook her head. "That will never do."
Of course it wouldn't, not as long as Gloria had her claws out for Doug.
"Why not?" Doug encouraged.
"Well, it's just that they aren't a good match. Seriously. I'm not kidding. Libra's like marriage, that settled-in living. Sagittarius likes to play too much. They aren't a good risk."
Candy began to see them as a couple and wanted to crawl under the bench. Why hadn't she canceled this date? She and Doug just didn't connect in any way. She really didn't belong here. But darn if she knew where she did belong.
"I'm not ready for marriage myself," she said and asserted her independence. "But when I'm ready I'll give you a call, and you can tell me if I'm on the right track."
"Go ahead, make fun, but if you'd bothered to ask me sooner you might not be divorced now. I mean, I could have told you that shyster lawyer wasn't your type either, Candy," Gloria blurted out, realizing too late she had made a mistake. "Rodeo people should stick with their own."
The air around the table tensed for a moment, then Doug saved the day by directing his attention in another area. "So, Candy, are you staying with the circuit another season?"
Everyone stared at her, including the half-wasted Leroy.
"No--actually, I'm not. I'm going north to check on some property," she replied as the music began and couples gathered on the sawdust dance floor.
"You've got to be kidding. You're not considering that broken down excuse for a ranch that your old man bought, are you?" Doug asked his facial expression full of ridicule.
Candy flashed him a quick scowl. How did he know about the land? It seemed everyone was better informed than her these days. "As a matter of fact, I am. That broken down excuse for a ranch is mine now."
Then, after a quick reflection, she shot Doug a curious glance. "How do you happen to know so much about it?"
Doug let out a nervous chuckle and glanced about the table. "Well, hell, honey, everyone knows Old Hank left that place to you. But nobody figured you go up there. I mean, Candy, that's a wasteland. It takes someone a lot hardier than you to make a go of a place like that. Besides, you'd miss all the action, not to mention me." He said with a wink, his hand going around her rib cage and squeezed her against him.
The warm feel of flexing muscles against her had her aware of him, but there was no spark. She was just another date and she knew it. Either that, or she'd had one too many beers.
Two beers she could handle, but any more than that and things began to get out of focus for her. Candy didn't want to ruin the party, but if she didn't stop soon they would all be sorry. The evening wasn't going well. Darn it, she couldn't even drink like a cowgirl. She couldn't drink, period. What was she trying to prove?
"I'm going to miss the rodeo, that's true." Doug stared at her. "And all of you," she finished, wondering why he kept staring.
Leroy winked at Doug, fingering his bar handled mustache as he glanced at Candy. "She shore can cut a fella down can't she?"
Doug's expression said it all. "Wanna dance, honey?"
Candy's head shot up, and she got to her feet. But Doug wasn't asking her, and it took a moment to realize that. An embarrassing moment.
Doug's attention was on Gloria now, as she slid into his embrace. Gloria glanced at Candy, waiting for some sign of approval before moving away from the table. Candy nodded with a half smile and flopped back into her chair, stunned, as Doug and Gloria went onto the dance floor and floated into each other's arms.
It was impossible to ignore the way Doug held Gloria to him. Their glances kept meeting, and his hands began to roam freely over her. Candy turned away; she couldn't watch. Leroy didn't seem to mind. He was too busy downing another beer to notice.
It surprised Candy when Leroy finally asked her to dance. Only manners had her accepting. Why not? Nothing was going right. She was miserable, her head was spinning, and her stomach churned to a new beat.
Oh God, I can't get sick!!
There was no question that Leroy lacked Doug's finesse. He roughly gathered Candy against him like a sack of potatoes, and jaunted over the floor with her. Candy felt like a rubber doll.
After several repetitive dances, Candy wanted to sit down. She was dizzy and nauseous. She tried to pull free of Leroy, but he wouldn't let her go. Instead, he jerked her back into his arms and whirled her about.
Candy couldn't focus. She glanced about the room for Doug but she couldn't see him. It looked as though he might have skipped out on her. What was worse, he had left her with Leroy. Dear God, the man with a thousand hands and two left feet!
She stiffened away when Leroy's lips nibbled her neck, and the band slowed to a ballad. "Leroy, please don't do that," she begged, about as effectively as a wet noodle. "I'm really not feeling too well."
"Aw--come on, Candy. Loosen up. Doug's done run out on you with Gloria. We might as well make the best of it. You know I've always been crazy about you. But you never gave me much chance." Once more he nipped at her neck, his wet lips reeking with beer.
Candy numbly stopped her movements and pulled away, nearly losing her balance. "Let go of me, Leroy."
"Now, sugar…" he drawled, his eyes going over her with lazy fascination.
"You don't understand, I don't feel…" She grabbed her stomach and nearly doubled over. She whirled around, straight into Joe Munroe's open arms.
"Looks like you need a little air," he muttered crossly, taking Candy's elbow and guiding her toward the door.
"Look, buddy, she's with me. I can take care of her," Leroy said, tapping Joe on the shoulder and taking a clumsy swing at him in the process.
Joe ducked. "Doesn't look as if you've been doing very well."
Candy didn't have time to argue the point; she broke into a dead run for the door, escaping into the parking lot where she became ill.
Joe was right behind her, pulling a big, red handkerchief from his hip pocket and handing it to her. "You okay?" he asked as the acid tone slipped from his voice.
Unable to reply, she bent in agony once more.
Joe waited until she was through, then pulled her gently into the circle of his arms. As sick as she was she didn't care who was holding her, only grateful someone was there. It was comforting to know someone cared enough to take care of her. She closed her eyes and laid her head against the rock-hard shoulder he offered. There was something about being in Joe Munroe's arms that had her on the alert. His mere touch seemed to electrify her awareness of him.
"Wait here," he murmured softly a few moments later. "I'll bring you a soft drink." He smiled into her pale face.
A few minutes later he returned with an ice cold drink and a wet cloth. She took a few sips of the drink, and wiped her face with the cloth.
"I suppose I should thank you. Are you always in the habit of rescuing women?" she asked, her senses returning to almost normal.
A crooked smile broke across his face, and his smile went to her toes. "Looks like it where you're concerned."
When he smiled his eyes crinkled, she noticed. Fascinating. But his stare was magnetic. For a moment she couldn't move, couldn't speak. Those eyes looked as though they could reach inside her mind and understand all her thoughts, hopes, and dreams.
"Seems like you're always getting into one fix or another. Like the 'Perils of Pauline'," he chuckled.
Was he making fun?
"Next time don't bother," she snapped, wanting to escape those entrancing blue eyes.
His voice followed and captured her. "Hey," came the easy drawl. "I wasn't trying to make you mad."
"Could have fooled me."
"You know," he cocked his head, his hat shadowing his face from her, "I've noticed you're trying awfully hard not to like me. I wonder why? I obviously rub you the wrong way, but it's purely unintentional. What say, just for one night, we call a truce? You're not up to a joust right now, are you?"
"No."
"Good, that's a start."
She turned to face him, the hem of her skirt twirling at his leg. "So, why bother?"
His mouth quirked, a sexy action that had her reacting despite how she felt. "I wonder. How about I take you home? This doesn't seem to be your night."
"That's for sure. But I have a ride." She pulled her head high.
Pearl white teeth flashed against the darkness. "Oh, I wouldn't count on that one. I saw you come in with Doug, and I saw him leave with Gloria."
She felt herself crumbling inside, but she couldn't let him see. How could humiliation make you so vulnerable? "Thanks for the information. Anything else I should know?" she asked with a deliberate jeer.
"I thought we had a truce. There are a lot of things, I'm sure, but for the time being--it'll keep. The ride is still open if you want one." He gestured toward his truck. But seeing the hard determination in her brown eyes, he tipped his hat. "Suit yourself."
Without another word he turned and began walking away.
She didn't have much choice. "Hey, wait." She caught up to him, and pulled on his denim jacket until he faced her. "Look, I'm sorry for being rude. You've been very kind and I do need a ride home. I've got to get some sleep. I'm bushed. And I'm leaving in the morning."
"Oh?" His brow slipped lazily upward as he smiled at her through the brilliant moonlight. "Going home?"
"That's right, home." The word sounded like a miracle to Candy. "Any objections?"
"Nope. Should there be?" he asked, his voice lowering a notch.
She couldn't help being upset; the day and the night had been a nightmare. Tonight wasn't his fault. "I don't know." She sighed heavily and looked away from him. "You are such a puzzle, Joe Munroe. You see, I spoke with Charles Fargate this morning and he told me about your offer to buy my land. Care to tell me why you didn't bother mentioning it to me?"
She waited for some reaction, but it was a long wait. His smile remained, and his expression merely broadened with humor. "Wasn't much need after I met you. I knew you weren't going to sell out. You see, I made that offer just after your father died."
"How could you know I wouldn't sell?"
He reached over to pull her stubborn set chin up to meet his keen scrutiny. He seemed to study her face with silent intent, as though memorizing every plane. "I've got you pegged pretty good. You're a sweet, stubborn little redhead who is too bull-headed to give in. And," his thumb began to stoke her chin, "I don't want to fight with you."
Dammit, that thumb of his sent shivers of delight all the way through her. And his earthy odor intoxicated her nostrils. The man didn't reek like most of the cowboys. She liked that. Her determination began to falter.
Gold moted eyes stormed into midnight blue orbs. Blue eyes glinted past all the garbled emotions rampaging through her. Part of her wanted to believe in this man, another part kept warning her of the consequences, for there would be no half measures with this man. She knew that instinctively. She blinked rapidly, trying to mask her emotions.
"What do you want from me?" she cried out at last, as her chin began to tremble.
Blue eyes flickered into liquid pools, then were hooded, masking his expression as though he were not ready to confide that much either. "That's a leading question. Do you really want to expand on it right now?"
When she reddened, his laughter took her by surprise.
"I'm not at all sure I trust you."
"Good," he nodded, and began walking toward his truck. "'Cause I'm not sure you should."
The conversation seemed to go in circles. Were they talking about the same things? She doubted it. But it was just too dangerous to explore his remarks. She was too aware of the powerful force he held over her.
She caught up to him, and he swung open the door on the driver's side. She slid in, putting distance between them quickly. She felt suffocated when he closed the door. It was as though the truck were not big enough for the two of them. But that was ridiculous. Wasn't it?
His hand fastened around the steering wheel, his eyes trained to the front. Sporadically checking his mirrors, he drove with the utmost confidence and care. But it didn't take long to figure he wasn't headed for the trailer park. Instead, they passed it.
"Hey, you missed it…"
He hadn't said a word since they pulled out of the parking lot, and the silence was unbearable.
"Yes ma'am."
"Where are we going?"
"Right here," he murmured quietly, as he steered the truck off the main highway and through a small, enclosed meadow. He was driving on the grass.
"I thought you were taking me home." She bristled. A wave of panic pitted her stomach.
He cast her a trenchant look through the darkness as he parked the truck in the moonlight. "Relax. I'll get you home safe and sound. Remember, I'm not Leroy. Enjoy the peace and quiet of the night."
What was he talking about? There was a busy highway just behind those trees. She could barely hear the chirping crickets from all the traffic.
Joe leaned against the seat and tipped his hat over his eyes. "Relax and enjoy."
After a prolonged silence her resistance faded. At least he wasn't making any moves on her. She breathed a silent sigh of relief. She liked that, too. She couldn't handle any more men tonight.
The moon looked like a huge lamp hanging in the sky, surrounded by the glitter of a million tiny diamonds.
"Do you do this often?" she asked when he remained so silent.
But there was no answer--he was asleep!
Asleep!
Of all the gall!
She wasn't sure what to do. She could wake him and demand he take her home or she could lean back and take his advice. Darn it, why did he always have such good advice?
Slumber slipped up on her, and soon her eyelids became too heavy. Contented, she didn't know when the truck began to move. Not until a warm hand nudged her.
"Hey, sleepyhead, you're home now, just like I said, safe and sound," came a voice she was slowly becoming accustomed to.
"Hmm . . ." She stirred and cuddled closer to the solid form that made her pillow.
Cuddle? Pillow? She shot straight up and looked at his amused glance.
"I'm sorry."
"No need to apologize. That was the whole idea--to relax." He smiled gently into her face. Leaning against his door he stared at her without a word.
For a long moment it was very quiet.
He rested his head against the window, his hat falling completely away. His voice sounded husky and soft. "Well, I guess you gotta have an explanation, huh? Well, you see, when I have a rough day, I pull off the side of the road for a while. Somewhere pretty and peaceful looking. Like that meadow. And I relax. Usually I go to sleep, but whether I do or not, I always try to let go of the day's frustrations. It gets rid of the tension. And I'd say it worked for you, too."
"I guess it did," she mused sheepishly. "I was tense, wasn't I?"
"Very. You must have had one helluva day," he said with a slight rasp. Then a hand shot out to touch her neck. Gently, the roughened hands began to massage the aching muscles she had since forgotten.
"I did have a bad day. I wasn't up to going out tonight. But I couldn't get out of it."
When he didn't say anything, and released his hand from her neck, she glanced over at him. He wasn't going to make any moves on her, she knew that now.
"Thanks." She smiled, her hand poised on the door handle. "For the ride…and everything."
He straightened, put his hands back on the wheel and glanced over his shoulder at her. Their eyes locked on contact.
"Goodnight, Candy."
"Goodnight."
A kiss that never happened hung between them and she moved out of the truck before it did. "And thanks again."
"No problem."
It was too hard to put into words what she was feeling. She didn't want him witnessing her confusion. She waved goodbye and dashed inside her trailer without looking back. Once inside, she leaned against the door and let the mass of emotions drain from her slowly. What was it about this man that seemed so different?
It didn't matter; she'd probably never see him again. But for just a second she let her mind wander, and wonder, what might happen if she did see him again.
Chapter Four
Candy was up bright and early the next day, after one of the most peaceful night's sleep she'd had since her father died. She sipped at her coffee as she packed away the things that might fall and break during the long drive. She was used to packing up. She and her father had traveled this way for years and she knew how to secure a trailer.
The soft padding of her slippers made muted sounds against the tile floor in the small kitchen. Her pajamas felt cool and comfortable against her skin as she worked. She had the worst habit of not dressing in the morning. She dearly loved to clean house in her pajamas.
She felt great today, and she wasn't going to analyze why.
Later, she slipped into a pair of faded jeans and a cool cotton top, donned her sneakers and scuttled outside to check on Lancer.
It was still very early, and very few people were up and about the campsite. Close to the river, giant cottonwoods and beautiful willows creaked against a light morning breeze, as a pair of scissor-tails and a blue jay debated territorial rights to the tops of the pecan trees. Huge, white clouds pillowed the sky.
A brilliant sun peeked slowly over the horizon, creating all sorts of colors. What a beautiful morning, she sighed.
Thanks to the camp manager, Candy had been able to place Lancer in a nearby pasture, within walking distance of the park. As she approached, he reared his head and pricked his ears. By the time she reached the edge of the barbed wire fence he was waiting for her, anxious to nibble his morning treat of sugar cubes from her shirt pocket.
She giggled and extended her hand to affectionately stroke his lovely mane. "You are so spoiled. But I guess that's all right, cause we're going home today. That's right boy, I said home."
The roan neighed and reared his head as though he understood every word.
"You're up bright and early, I see." Roscoe came from behind her. He joined her at the fence.
"Good morning. So are you."
Roscoe nodded, reaching out to give Lancer a quick pat on the rump.
"Yes, Doc was out early this morning. Gave me some salve for Lancer and put a new boot on his leg. Said he'd mend."
"Why so early?"
"He has a full schedule and wanted to do it before he got started."
"Then everything is okay?"
"As long as it don't get infected. Have to doctor him twice a day for two weeks and then he said have him checked again."
"Great."
"You said you wanted to get an early start. So, here I am. Got my coffee on?"
"It's waiting for you back at the trailer."
"That's my girl."
"I'm through with the packing."
"Want to put Lancer in my trailer? If he don't mind sharin' the company."
Candy giggled, looking at Lancer. "I don't think Lancer minds the company of a beautiful woman, do you, boy? It sure would save me a lot of hassle. I'll have my hands full with the trailer, I'm afraid." Dusting the toe of her sneaker she glanced up at her Uncle. "They've already shut my utilities off, all I have to do is disconnect the lines. Would you mind helping me?"
"Get my coffee, and I'll tend to it, honey," he agreed as they headed back toward the park.
They went inside the trailer and she poured them both a cup of coffee as they sat at the small table. She felt the bond growing between them day by day. She knew she couldn't do without this man. It was reassuring and scary, too. If anything happened to Uncle Roscoe she didn't know what she'd do.
He wasn't fooling her, though. The real reason behind him coming along was because he was concerned about her. They needed one another, needed that family closeness.
"You know," she said, sipping her coffee, and watching her uncle's face, "I'm glad you're going with me. I've been apprehensive about this trip all along. I might put up a brave front, but deep inside I'm a real coward. I'm not at all sure what we'll find. I can't remember much about it. When dad got sick, and was hospitalized, I stayed with him. But it's been ages since I've been to the ranch."
"I know. I better prepare you now." He eyed her carefully. "It ain't a pretty sight. Hank was a peculiar old cuss in some ways. But I don't have to tell you that. His idea of home was wherever he laid his hat. I guess you know that."
"Yeah, I know that. About how long you figure it'll take to get there?"
"It's not quite four hundred miles to Amarillo, and the ranch is about ten miles on the outskirts, so I figure driving steady it would probably take about a day, maybe longer. I'd like to drive it straight through, if that's okay with you."
"The sooner we get there, the better."
"Reckon that would be best. Once I get rolling I don't like to stop," he interjected. Glancing behind her, he smiled. "I see you found your mocs."
"Yes," she exclaimed contritely. Any minute he was going to ask for a complete low-down on her date with Doug. She wasn't sure how to explain it. Ever since she started dating though, her uncle had become her confidant and he would be hurt if she stopped now. But she wasn't anxious to tell him about last night. The whole thing embarrassed her.
"Wanna tell me about it?" He had second-guessed her hesitation.
Roscoe wasn't hard to talk to. What was wrong with her?
"It didn't turn out too well." She gulped her coffee too quickly and nearly spewed it all over herself and her Uncle.
"I'm listening." He offered her a reassuring pat on her shoulder.
She groped for a plausible explanation for Doug's actions but there was none. Her cheeks pinked under her Uncle's stern regard.
"It started out okay. We went to one of the local pubs. Had a nice dinner. Doug spared no expense. Steaks, of course."
"And…" he urged, his expression becoming serious.
"And Gloria and Leroy joined us. Before I knew it," she raised her eyes to meet the head-on glance her Uncle was giving her for hedging, "Doug skipped out on me. I was left with Leroy, and you can imagine what happened next."
Roscoe shook his head. "You should have called me."
"Everything turned out okay."
"In my day, things like this didn't happen. No, sir, you came with a girl, you left with that girl. But times have changed. Maybe I ought to have a little talk with Doug..."
"Please don't," she pleaded. "It's over and done with, and I won't be repeating that mistake."
"He's a wild one, that Doug. And Gloria, well I guess you know about her now."
"Yes, I know." Only she didn't. Not really. Something told her, she would have to bluff her way around being female. Even with her Uncle. "But Doug has a mind of his own. He made his choice. He's not really my type anyway."
"I think you're right about that. You need the kind who you can depend on in a pinch. So, how'd it end up? Did Leroy do the right thing and bring you home?"
"No. Not exactly. I found a ride home," she muttered.
"Oh, with who?" He wasn't even looking at her now, but she knew he was waiting for the answer.
"Joe Munroe."
Roscoe's head flew up and a slow, even smile formed on his lips. His gray eyes began to twinkle. He had that, 'I told you he was a good man' look on his face. "That fella gets around, don't he?"
"Yes, he does."
Roscoe nodded methodically.
"What do you think about him, Uncle Roscoe?"
Roscoe took out his tobacco pouch. "Well, I tell you. Any man that rescues my niece from Leroy Tompkins can't be all bad. But personally I think he's a hero and don't know it. Born too late. Don't belong with this new generation. He's a breed apart. He's stubborn and got more pride than a Mississippi mule. But the fella does tend to grow on you, know what I mean?"
Candy knew.
Roscoe rubbed his chin. "Seems you kind of take no notice of him at first. Course that might be because he's shorter than most heroes. But he's tall on principles. I like that."
"He's not short, he's just not--" She stopped. Why on earth was she defending the man. She colored. "He's average."
"Only in height. Course he ain't no Doug, but maybe that's a good thing, considering."
"Yes, it is."
"Did he mention he wanted to buy your land?"
Candy studied her uncle. "Yes, as a matter of fact, after I brought it up, he did."
Roscoe nodded. "What'd you tell him?"
"I didn't. He said he knew I wasn't selling--yet. How'd you know about it?"
"Joe asked me up front. Said he wanted to expand his boundaries and wanted to know if I thought you'd be interested in getting rid of it. It's pretty understandable why he'd want it."
Candy mused over this. Perhaps she had misjudged Joe's true intentions about the land. At least he had a reason for his interest. He had directly approached her Uncle.
"I didn't ask before, but how did it go with Fargate?"
"Remarkably smooth."
"No problems, huh?"
"No, not really. Why do you suppose Joe wants to buy my land?"
"To run them Longhorns, I'd imagine."
"Is that what he told you?"
"Not in so many words. But we got on the subject. I didn't want to discourage him, but then there wasn't much chance of that. He's a man that knows what he wants and goes after it."
Candy finished her coffee and poured her Uncle another cup. "He does seem pretty determined, doesn't he?"
"That's a fact."
"You sound as though you think his idea is pretty sound. So, have you changed your mind?"
"Nah, I'm just not against it. I mean it has merit. But I been thinking if we're gonna go up there, and he puts Longhorns on his range, well, we're liable to have all kinds of trouble keeping those fool animals from knocking down fences."
"It bothers me that he didn't just come to me and ask me about it."
"Well," Roscoe soothed, "I told you he was different. He took it up with the man of the family, like I'd have done if it were me. Can't fault him for that none, honey. But those scrawny, tough as leather cows, now that's something to concern yourself with. Besides, there ain't no market for them."
"No, but how could there be? No one's bothered trying to raise them around here in ages," she said, realizing she was defending Joe's actions.
"Nope. And there's a reason. Those critters never learned to respect barbed wire." He moved his chaw to its proper place. "It's a real romantic notion, but I'll stick with the white-faces. Damn reliable animal, and you and I know it."
There was no point in arguing over cattle. Once her Uncle decided something it usually stayed that way. She couldn't fault him; she was the same way. "Uncle Roscoe, have you been to the ranch lately?"
"I been up there a few times. I was with Hank when he bought the place. Tried to talk him out of it. But you know how Hank was."
Candy nodded and smiled reflectively. Her father could be more stubborn than her and Roscoe put together when he set his mind to something.
"Want me to tell you what's it's like?"
She nodded.
"It's a grassland prairie. Oh, they've irrigated the land, turned prime cattle country into farmland. Pushin' the rancher and sheep herds clear down into the valley. But, mark my words, it won't last."
"Why do you say that?" she questioned, pushing the coffee away.
"'Cause one of these days they are gonna run out of that all too precious commodity--water. They'll have to go back to dry farming, and ranching. And that's gonna be rough on most of them. Once you've had it easy, it's hard to do a complete turn around."
Candy put her legs under her, sitting cross-legged in her chair. "I've never paid much attention to that part of the state. And I don't know what to expect. Knowing dad, not much. I doubt if the house will even be livable from what I've heard from a few of his old cronies. But we can manage. We have the trailer. Do you think we can fix the place up?"
"Depends on our assets," Roscoe drawled, proud he had come up with a proper sounding word. He wasn't an educated man, at least not from a school, but he was a well-rounded man who learned his lessons the hard way.
Candy grimaced. She pulled out a checkbook and glanced at it very quickly. "Dad's account wasn't very much help, but at least he didn't leave me with any outstanding debts. Even had his own funeral covered. But I've got a savings."
Roscoe scratched his chin, then reached down inside his boot, pulled out another checkbook and flopped it in front of her on the table. "There's my share. It's enough to buy some stock with, and get things rollin'. But we'll have to have a loan to do much good."
"A loan? Oh, Uncle Roscoe, I can't let you spend your savings."
"Why not? That's what I've been saving for."
Candy looked into those gray eyes and began to smile. "Oh, I love you," she cried and got up to hug him. Drawing away from him slowly, she added, "But how can I get a loan? I don't have any collateral."
"You got one thing--Lancer."
"Oh, but--"
"Yeah, I know," Roscoe shook his head. "That'd be askin' too much."
Could she dare put Lancer up as collateral?
"It's the only way, honey."
"We'll make it, won't we?" she asked, turning worried brown eyes on him.
"Sure we will," Roscoe returned without batting an eye.
An hour later they were on their way. Roscoe drove the old pickup and pulled the double horse trailer behind. Candy managed her small streamliner behind her old Pontiac.
It was going to be a long trip, so she rolled down the windows to let the soft morning breeze nip at her. To cut out the noise, she turned on the radio.
The rolling valley of beautiful wildflower dotted meadows and tall, graceful oaks began to fade into the distance as the day wore on, and prairies took their place. With it came the stark reality of the vast openness of space. Panhandle country was very flat, a distinct part of the high plains of the west.
Harsh winds whipped against the dust-covered ground, with nothing to break its strength. Sporadic gossamer clouds danced lazily across the clear blue sky, and the land screamed its isolation.
Black land soils gave way to sandy loams of clay and created a thick cover of dust, eroded from high-reaching mountains to the north. The great cap-rocks were fast approaching. Even the climate dried the air.
The wind shifted against the car like an eighteen-wheeler had blown it, and jolted Candy to alertness. Huge playa lakes stretched into great dents in the ultra flat surfaces of the stark land.
As she and Roscoe had planned, they took a break for a quick lunch.
Roscoe watched her face. "You'll get used to it. It has a way of growing on you after a while."
"What formed those playas?"
"They claim they were made by mammoth buffalo wallers years ago, when the animal roamed the prairies."
Candy marveled at the land, and how quickly it had changed. Prairie dog towns peppered the landscape along the way with their small, but deadly holes. A lizard, parked on a big rock, basked in the noonday sun. Candy hadn't noticed the land the last time she was with her father.
A fresh wave of anxiety swept through her, as they got back on the road. Strengthening her quickly faltering constitution, she braved onward without complaint. A calm began settling over her as the night darkened the lonely plains and a oneness formed with land and sky. It felt as though she were driving into a big, velvet darkness.
Anxiety died as they warily pulled into the lackluster yard of the Arnold ranch house. To her chagrin, it was a dilapidated catastrophe with little respite for a long journey ended. The decadence of the structures before her left her still. She had a premonition, but refuted its validity. She knew her father had always put things off, but this, this was ridiculous.
For a long moment she sat, reticent. Turbulent thoughts crossed her mind. Fargate had been right about one thing. This was no place for a woman. Selling might be the best way out of this mess. She might break even. Let them have this God-forsaken land.
Timerous of the future, she sighed heavily. It didn't do much good, but she reprimanded herself for expecting more.
"This is it," Roscoe announced as he got out of his truck and came to stand beside her. "Wanna turn around and go back?"
"Could we?"
"If that's what you want." He nodded, a slow spreading frown knitting his brow.
She shook her head. "No, we're here. And here we'll stay."
"We sure got our work cut out for us."
"Maybe, but not tonight." She faced him. "I've got cold cuts in the fridge and a few bottles of soda. Wanna eat and turn in early?"
"Sounds good. I'll get us a flashlight."
"Good, I've got some candles inside. We've got a big water jug inside, we'll make out until we get some electricity out here." She fumbled in her purse for the keys to the trailer.
A few minutes later she and Roscoe sat exhausted in front of a pile of sandwiches, chips and soft drinks.
"How come you only came up that once, when your dad was real sick?" Roscoe asked.
"Want the truth?"
"Yes."
"Because dad and I didn't get along too well after I left Fargate. He liked him, 'til his dying day. I'll never understand why. Dad and I rarely agreed on people, though. Once I was married, he wanted me to stay that way. And to Fargate. Sometimes I feel a little guilty."
"Well, don't." Roscoe rallied her from those morbid thoughts and she was thankful. "Hank had cancer, not a broken heart. You being married to that Fargate fella wouldn't have changed anything. You being miserable wouldn't have helped ol' Hank. You did your part by your dad. You took care of him when he needed you. That's all you could do. The only reason I asked was because I know how close the two of you used to be. I mean, before Fargate. I wondered what drove the wedge. Myself, I'm glad you're free of the man."
"Thanks, I'm glad you feel that way, Uncle Roscoe, it means a lot. Funny, but Fargate hasn't changed a bit. He's still very handsome; still chasing every skirt from what I could see, too. He's got a new secretary, beautiful, of course. And you should see his office; very impressive. I guess he's done well for himself."
"That's fine for him. But what he's not the one I'm worried about. What about you?"
"What about me?" she asked.
"Don't you want to get married again?" Roscoe looked as though he could have bit his own tongue out for asking.
Candy half smiled, half frowned. "I guess deep down every woman wants a husband and family. But I want the right man this time. A man who loves me. And I'll do my own picking this time too. That is, if there is a this time."
Roscoe's somber face broke into a familiar grin. "You sound just like your mama talking."
Candy smiled, but something inside her hurt. "Oh, Uncle Roscoe, you don't know how many times, I wish I could have known her."
"She was a rounder, she was. Thought I was trying to marry her off, too. Now that I think on it, I did sort of nudge her in the direction of your dad. She didn't like or trust him at first. But he was a persistent cuss if there ever was one. He just kept hanging around 'til she finally decided to give him a chance. Boy, how she loved that man, once she quit fighting it. They didn't waste any time getting to know one another either. I guess he must have loved her about as much as a man can. And it's probably why he let things sort of go bad after she died."
"That's the kind of love I want to find." Her voice trailed away as her eyes misted. It was a daydream, not reality.
"I thought you liked ol' Doug?" He was baiting her, and she knew it.
"I do like 'Ol' Doug'," she mocked. "But that's all it is. Just like! He's as reliable as Fargate." She reached for the only candy bar, dividing it down the middle and offering him half. "He's not exactly the marrying kind of man. If there is one. The next time I settle down it's going to be for good, and for all the right reasons. I want someone with backbone, guts, and he'll have to know a lot about women. As long as he doesn't know too much." She smiled at Roscoe.
"Sounds like you've done some thinkin' in that direction lately. Got anyone picked out for the job?" he snickered.
"Nope." She leaned back in the chair and kicked her sneakers off, giving an exaggerated sigh.
"Sure you're through with Fargate?"
"I've been sure of that for three years. But, now that you mention it, he did ask me if he could come out and visit."
"Visit? I hope like hell you didn't tell him he could," Roscoe quipped.
Candy's head flew up and she met the eagle eyed stare of her Uncle with shock. Uncle Roscoe didn't swear unless he was angry. "As a matter of fact, I did." She slanted him a curious glance. "Well," she tried to defend herself, "I couldn't think of anything to prevent him from coming."
"Wonder what he's up to now?" Roscoe mumbled as though talking to himself.
"Does he have to be up to something?"
"Why else would he come?"
"I don't know."
Roscoe seemed frustrated with her answers. "I better go bed down the horses."
Candy fretted as she cleared the table and put things away. Roscoe being upset had upset her. But what could she have done short of just saying no?
Chapter Five
Joe Munroe restlessly shifted his weight against the fence railing, the barbed wire eating at his elbows. Sweat trickled down the sides of his face and he absentmindedly wiped it with the back of one arm, then removed his straw hat, and slipped it further back on his head. Even the sparse shade of the mesquite tree wasn't enough to stop the heat from penetrating.
Squinting, he scanned the small grazing herd of Texas Longhorns he had acquired from an old rancher south of the Big Thicket way. So far, he had accumulated a couple of mulberry blues, four duns, a red and white pepper and his pride and joy--the washed-out Jersey crème bull that stood majestically against the flat plains. Like a picture on a postcard, the bull stood, thick-boned, wide-shouldered, with horns that stretched the imagination. Everything from the sway back and flat ribs, to the determined look in his eyes said he was a real survivor.
"What a picture you make, old fella." Joe sighed with satisfaction.
Still, something was missing. At thirty-two Joe was financially stable, well respected, and had achieved most of what he set out to do. So, what was wrong? What caused that empty pit in his stomach? What made him feel as though he had missed something? Sure, he had worked from sunup to sundown for years to accomplish this. And it was all worth it. He was even making his life-long dream a reality. He brought the Longhorns back to Texas, even though his friends and neighbors thought he'd lost his mind. Not a one of them complained when they saw the longhorns standing serenely in the evening sunset. He conquered those niggling feelings of self-doubt.
"Maybe I just need a little R & R," Joe said aloud and watched Butch wag his tail. Butch was his best work dog, not a pet. Still, they shared a lot of time together. He shook his head and walked the fence line. He wasn't kidding himself. He knew what was missing.
It was Candy Arnold who brought it to his awareness. And how she brought it to his attention. God, after holding her, and kissing her into a soft melting submission, he knew exactly what he'd been missing. He hadn't even kissed a girl in months.
Now, to make his life come together completely he needed a wife and family.
"Yeah, I spent so much time worrying about you critters, I forgot to worry about myself," he chastised himself.
What good were all the accomplishments if there was no one to share it with, or leave it to? If he died tomorrow who would continue the rare breed of cattle he had managed to build? Who would have the same dreams as he?
No one... that's who!
Sadder still, where was he going to find anyone at this late date? Most of the women he knew were married with kids of their own. It was useless to fret about it. Things weren't going to change by themselves. He furtively blamed Candy Arnold for making him so astutely aware of his own needs. What really got to him was the fact that it had been weeks since he'd seen Candy Arnold and yet he remembered almost every beautiful detail of her.
"Don't look at me like that." He cast the bull a frown.
Had that one kiss been ineffectual, he might have put her completely out of his mind. He had misjudged her, thinking her phlegmatic. From rumors he'd picked up around the rodeo that day she had been tagged a real cool fish. Couldn't prove that by her kiss though.
Someone was sadly mistaken. That woman had become a fireball in his arms. She might be prickly, but she damned sure wasn't cold.
With grim reluctance he had let her go, knowing almost instantly he had found something he didn't want to let go of. Little good that would do him; the woman wanted no part of him.
"Typical," he scolded himself. "How I manage to pick out women who want no part of me, I'll never know."
His heart pumped faster just thinking about Candy. He couldn't erase how her breasts firmed against his chest, how perfectly her small hips fitted against his. And there was a sweet smell about her, and taste…he loved the taste of her lips.
Why she, of all women, stood out in his mind, he didn't know. Maybe he'd been neglecting the personal department lately.
But considering he'd had his fair share of women, why had a hot-tempered little redhead gotten under his skin? None of the others lingered in his mind. None of the others harassed his sleepless nights. Yea, and none of the others quenched his male appetite quite so thoroughly with nothing more than a kiss.
"I'm not going to get anything done like this," he mumbled to himself. "And that woman is totally off limits. I better learn that now. I've darn sure spent enough time pining over the wrong woman."
He tossed his gear into the back of the truck, then slid behind the wheel.
The dust flew in a red-brown cloud as Joe headed for town. The sound of the engine, purring like a kitten, soothed his raw nerves, reminding him of the hours he worked on the confounded thing. Obviously, it was time well spent, just like his persistence in bringing the Longhorns back to Texas.
It reminded him of something his father once said. "Son, nothing worth its salt comes easy. Just remember that."
Joe smiled to himself. "Yeah, dad, you were right."
As he drove into Channing he waved at several of his friends passing by. Several times he stuck his head out the window to yell a greeting to someone. There was a certain pride in belonging to a community. Joe sighed comfortably behind the wheel as he parked his truck in front of the bank. Nothing could ruin his day.
Nothing short of running into an angry little redhead who didn't know he was alive. Hell, if he'd paid attention, he would have seen her dashing out of the bank as though she'd just robbed it and was making a getaway. They practically collided into each other's arms.
"'Scuse me," he drawled as he caught her by her arm to keep her from falling. My God, she was so soft. And that scent, what was that! He abruptly pulled away when angry brown eyes narrowed on him. "Morning, Dumplin' how are you today?" he purred softly so as not to stir her dander.
"What's so good about it?" she snapped pulling out of his grasp and narrowing a very intolerant glance his way, "And don't call me Dumplin'. It's Miss Arnold to you."
"Yes, ma'am." He tipped his hat in a mocking gesture.
"Are you following me?" she accused when she seemed to notice his direction.
"Following you? Why, no, ma'am. Just stopping off to see an old friend. If you don't mind," his voice tightened a notch.
"Don't you ever work?" she asked, chilling the air between them.
He pushed his hat away from his forehead and grinned. "Maybe we should go somewhere and discuss my raising Longhorns again."
She pinked, and the color brought her face to life. "No, thank you. Unlike you, I have a lot of work to do. Which reminds me, that's a sloppy excuse for a fence on the south pasture. Or were you waiting 'til I fixed it?"
A long, lazy finger shot below her chin to raise her stormy brown-eyed gaze to meet his. "Meet me in the morning and we'll discuss who fixes what."
She moved away, raised her pert little nose to the air and added, "Forget it, cowboy. I'll take care of it myself."
Joe chuckled softly as she stalked away from him.
Too bad she had to waste all that emotion on anger. He could think of a lot more pleasant ways to express such fire.
"Joe, what brings you to town?" called a tall sandy-headed man from just inside the bank.
Without hesitation Joe walked into the bank and reached to shake hands and smile at his friend. "Thought I'd pay my old friend a visit."
"Come on in, have some coffee."
Joe glanced over his shoulder in time to see Candy retreating with a pout to her finely etched lips. Lips he couldn't quite forget.
"Thanks, George, I've already had a pot this morning. I don't think I need anymore."
"She's a real fine looking lady, isn't she?" George nodded in Candy's direction.
"Yeah, be even prettier if she'd smile once in a while."
"I take it you and Miss Arnold have met?" He led Joe into his office to the right.
"You might say that, yes."
"No man could ignore her, not even you." George slapped him on the shoulder, then went to stand behind his desk. Joe kept on watching Candy as she got in her old Pontiac and started it.
"If I wasn't already married I'd beat a path to her door every day," George said chuckling.
Joe whipped about. "Well, you are, and unless you want me courting your wife you better keep your eyes in your head." Then he broke into a real grin. "How's Lisa?"
"Great." George's smile began to fade. "In fact, we have a little news flash and I'd like you to be the first to know. Lisa is going to have a baby." George finally got the words out.
For an instant Joe was stunned, but he quickly hid it and reached to shake George's hand. "Why you ol' son of a gun. That's terrific--isn't it?"
"Of course it is. A little sooner than we'd planned but nonetheless great."
"I can't wait to see Lisa. I'll bet she's beaming," Joe mused almost to himself. Envy darted an angry arrow into his heart for an instant, but, as always, he covered it well. He was happy for them, and envious in the same breath.
"You don't have to wait. Come to dinner," George encouraged.
"Isn't that short notice for Lisa? I mean, in her condition, shouldn't she be taking things easy?"
"Nonsense my friend. Nothing gives her greater pleasure than having another admirer around. But, let me warn you, she'll probably have a female guest there to join you. Can you stand her playing Cupid, again?"
"Do I have a choice?"
"No."
"Then I guess I can stand it. Who knows? Maybe she'll find the right girl for me. I sure haven't." Joe didn't realize how much his heart was in that statement.
"So, you have been looking around, lately?" George cocked his head.
"Let's just say, thinking more along those lines lately is more like it," Joe admitted and watched George pour himself a cup of coffee.
"That's a good sign."
"Just don't tell your wife. She'll have me married before I know the girl's name."
"That's true." George suddenly frowned, then glanced at his friend. "You know, not changing the subject, but I had to turn that Arnold girl down for a loan just now. And it really set bad with me, her being so new to the community. She needs a co-signer, though. She wouldn't put her horse up as collateral and that's about all she had to offer." George moved to sit behind his big desk and motioned for Joe to take a chair.
"She was here for a loan?" Joe asked as he pulled a straight-back chair closer to the desk.
"Yes, and I wanted to help her, too. Her truck and car are just too old, and so is the trailer she lives in. About the only thing she owns of any real value is that quarter horse of hers. Even that was shaky. I mean, Doc Fenner told me all about her inheriting her father's place, and the bad luck she ran into at the rodeo. Her horse suffered from an injury. Besides, the bank quit taking animals as collateral a long time ago, unless it's a herd."
"Then you didn't give her the loan?" Joe's brows knitted into a frown.
George studied his expression a long moment. "I couldn't, Joe. I mean this is still a bank, you know. She refused to put the land or horse up for collateral. We have to draw the line somewhere. She's a bad risk. She won't last the winter out there and we both know it. Myself, I think she's crazy for trying to stay."
Joe listened, and despite his intention to not get too involved in his new neighbor's business, he already knew what he had to do. And it had nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that he was attracted to her.
"She has absolutely no help except for her Uncle. Can't see why she wants to stay. We all know about the property; she could sell for a reasonable price and get it. And get this..." George paused, eyeing Joe with a keen scrutiny, "she plans to build an adobe house. I mean, by hand, from scratch. Some notion her uncle has about the place. Says he can get Indian labor real cheap from New Mexico. His dead wife's relatives. Something like that. But still...adobe?"
"Adobe, huh?" Joe pondered the plausibility. Something inside him smiled. They didn't have a thing in common except for one minor detail that no one would notice. She was an independent thinker. Like himself. And he admired her guts.
"Now, what would a woman like that know about building a house, especially adobe? Do you realize how much work it would entail? Not to mention time. It's ridiculous to contemplate."
"Is it?" Joe eyed his friend.
"Well, of…"
"'Bout as crazy as me bringing Longhorns back to Texas?" he ventured. "Give her the loan, George. I'll co-sign the note."
"You? My God, man, are you crazy, too?" George protested, running a reckless hand through his tawny hair. Wide-set blue eyes fixed on Joe purposely as he continued to object. "Why, do you realize if she didn't make it, you'd have to mortgage your place? That would put you in debt for some time, my friend. You might never recover your losses. Especially since you're taking quite a gamble on those Longhorns. I can't let you do this. As your banker I must advise you to--"
"I'm not asking you to let me. I'm telling you I want to do it," Joe said firmly, his jaw jutting out in that determined angle.
"What possible reason could warrant such an insane action?" Then, as though it dawned on him, George reassessed the offer. "Oh, so, that's it, huh?"
Not given to histrionics, Joe replied sanguinely, "No, that's not how it is, George. Look, her old man gave me a break once. Let's just say I'm repaying the favor. Besides, where would this country be if people didn't help each other?"
George stared at him as though he'd lost his mind. And his face screwed up when Joe finished his statement.
"Just fix it for her, and don't tell her how it was done."
"Don't tell her? But why not? She's bound to wonder how?"
"Tell her you reconsidered."
"But why keep it a secret?"
Joe smiled, pleased with his decision. "Because someone, much like yourself, once helped my great-grandfather down the line. I'd like to think I'm repaying that favor. Yes, sir, my grandpappy can rest assured the debt is paid."
"You've no personal interest in this?" George scrutinized his friend.
"I didn't say that. I just said my personal interests are another matter. I knew her father. He didn't like me much. Thought I was trying to steal his land. But I saw the man a few weeks before he died and I over-heard him telling a friend he wanted to leave her something when he died. The man was a bum, George, but he loved his daughter. Besides," he paused with a smile, "I'm curious to see what she does with the place."
"And?" George smiled back.
"And, I'll keep you posted on any further developments. I'm afraid she's got more important things to worry about right now than me. Someone is sure trying to throw a scare into her."
"What do you mean?"
Joe pushed himself back in the chair and went into detail about the accident at the Rodeo. "I've got a gut feeling she thinks I'm the culprit."
"You?" George's outburst had Joe laughing inwardly. The man was a friend. "Then she doesn't know you very well, does she, my friend?"
Joe chuckled aloud. "She's just a skittish filly that needs to be gentled."
"By someone like you?" George snickered.
"Maybe, maybe not." Joe suddenly got to his feet. "Now, what time is dinner?"
George Driscoll stood up. "Make it seven or so. I'll have to stay late for the auditors."
"Want me to bring anything?" Joe offered as he paused in the doorway.
"Just yourself."
Joe nodded. "Okay, I'll be there," he called, then strolled out of the bank and back into the bright sunlight.
~*~
"Okay, so who is this Candy Arnold?" Lisa asked that evening.
Joe shot her a quick smile and went to hug her tightly to him. Gazing down into her gorgeous blue-eyes he answered, "Just a neighbor."
But something had drastically changed between himself and Lisa. Perhaps it was the announcement of the baby. Perhaps that's what made him detach himself from this lovely woman he'd loved forever.
He smiled to himself. She was still petite, blonde and beautiful, but holding her wasn't affecting him any longer. Those male urges that used to drive him insane whenever he came close to her were gone.
"Just a neighbor," she repeated with disbelief. "You've been talking about her for nearly an hour and she's just a neighbor?"
George moved to comfort his wife. "Sorry, honey, we weren't deliberately neglecting you. Miss Arnold's land has the whole community in a stir. They found water there last month, and everyone in the Panhandle wants to buy it out from under her."
"And I'm afraid that puts Miss Arnold in a bad situation right now," Joe explained, moving away from Lisa.
"Water?" Lisa persisted trying to make sense of all the conversation.
"Yes, darling, it seems her land contains the only real natural water rights that haven't been used, and she owns all the mineral rights to it. She's sitting on a gold mine and doesn't know it," George explained, his arm going affectionately around his wife's waist as he pulled her against him.
"They finally found water, here in Channing?" Lisa shrieked. "That's unbelievable."
"Yes, but there's a problem. It's very deep. We'd have to drill with heavier equipment than we've seen in this area to get it up. Besides, Candy Arnold isn't about to sell us those rights, once she finds out what she has," Joe informed them.
"Maybe we could persuade her."
"Well, don't look at me, friend. She doesn't trust me." Joe sat down at the table and glanced up at them. "So, are we going to eat or let all this food get cold?"
"Well, yes, but…someone else is coming. She should be here any minute," Lisa fussed, then ran into the kitchen to check the biscuits.
"She?" the men chimed with a knowing laugh.
"Yes, and both of you be nice. She's a new member of our church and she doesn't know many people here," Lisa defended.
But Debbie Fletcher was more than a local stranger in town. She was definitely a woman on the prowl for a husband. Joe had a second sense about these things and instantly shied away from them. Something about a female on the make just turned him totally off.
What on earth was wrong with him tonight? First Lisa looked different to him. Then, there was this gorgeous brunette with a body that wouldn't quit. And he didn't want either of them.
Lisa tried her best to throw them together at every opportunity. After supper she put them to work cleaning the dishes, which George instantly fussed at her for. Joe spotted her ploy and decided not to say anything.
Alone, Debbie was quite different than at the table. Joe felt no urge to advance on her. He didn't have to. Debbie pretended helplessness, asking him to tie her apron. Joe tied it and moved away. He deliberately thwarted her every attempt to flirt. However, as he drove her home, she caught his attention. "Want to tell me about her?"
Something about the resigned voice had him talking once more. "Her? Her who?"
"No man totally ignores a woman unless he has someone else on his mind. Who is she?'
"Oh, it's not a woman, Debbie. I've just been caught up in my work lately. 'Fraid I've forgotten a lot of my social graces."
When he reached her small house on the outskirts of town she purred sweetly, her full red lips pouting. "Want to come in for a drink?"
He cleared his throat as he eyed her. "I better not tonight Debbie. But maybe I'll take a rain-check."
"Am I doing something wrong? Or don't you like me, Joe?"
Joe squirmed. He didn't want to go there. Sure, she was sexy as hell, but there wasn't anything there for him except the basic urge to explore. "No, you aren't doing anything wrong, Debbie. You are a very attractive woman." Attractive didn't cover it; she was a bombshell and, any other time, he wouldn't hesitate to take what she so generously offered. "But--" what could he say. "I guess I just don't like being set up."
Debbie grinned. "Yes, Lisa wasn't very subtle, was she? I'm afraid I didn't help much either. I don't always go around throwing myself at men. But I've been so lonely since I moved out here from Canton. I mean, I knew everyone there. Here, it's so different. If you weren't born here, they sort of treat you like an outsider. But I do like you, Joe."
"Thanks. I like you, too."
"Maybe if we got to know each other a little better."
"I'm sure we will in time," he agreed. He pulled her unresisting body into his arms. She strained to be closer. Her lips parted as his head bent to take the kiss she offered.
She was everything any red-blooded man could ask for; warm, soft, inviting, and he was totally not into it. He groaned as he pulled away. He must have given her the wrong impression because she was pulling his head down for another kiss.
Joe pushed her gently away. He opened his eyes and saw a Pontiac passing by. He recognized the old car and the driver. It was Candy Arnold, he growled inwardly. Deliberately, he put space between himself and the willing woman.
"Is there someone else?"
He hesitated over the question. Was there? "Goodnight, Debbie," he answered simply. He came around to her side of the truck and guided her to her front porch.
"Goodnight, Joe, and remember, if it doesn't work out, I'm available!" She threw him a kiss and walked inside.
On the way home he wrestled with his emotions, and the accelerator. Was there someone else?
Chapter Six
A constant jangling of the phone woke Joe the next morning and he stirred slowly to its annoying trills. Not fully awake, he reached for the receiver, blindly knocking the phone from the stand by his bed and onto the floor. He scrambled to recover it, then lay still, slumbering across the bed, the covers slipping in disarray. "Hello," he muttered hazily.
"Good morning, Mr. Munroe," came a angry voice from the other end. "Correct me if I'm wrong, but weren't you supposed to meet me at the south fence this morning?"
Groggy, Joe wiped at the corners of his eyes and rolled onto his back with a comfortable sigh. "Sorry, Dumplin', I guess I overslept. What time...?"
The irate crackling in Candy's voice brought both his eyes open. "Dumplin'?" she screeched. "Now, listen you, this is Candy Arnold, your neighbor. Not your Dumplin'. I called to discuss business. The south fence, as a matter of fact. Remember?"
"Hmm…" he murmured with a humorous tilt to his firm-set mouth.
"Mr. Munroe, if you could get your mind off your amorous date last night and concentrate on the business at hand, we might get somewhere." Candy seemed perturbed by his aloof manner. He grinned.
"Really--where?" He deliberately provoked her, knowing how beautiful she would look with the angry glow of her temper showing. Something stirred within him, something he hadn't willingly invited. Strange how the lower half of his body seemed to respond to this obviously ticked-off neighbor.
"Are you awake?" came a suddenly perplexed voice when Joe didn't say anything.
He held the phone away from him, eyeing it with a quirked brow. "I'm not sure..."
"I see." Her acid tone was beginning to irritate Joe's morning disposition. "I thought ranchers got up with the roosters. Or don't you have any work to tend to? I mean, I know Longhorns don't have to be coddled, but surely there is something you should be doing right now."
He smiled indulgently, his voice lowered to a husky note. "Nothing that won't keep."
A quiet from the other end had Joe perplexed until she blurted out, "I'm sorry to disturb your company, but…" her voice trailed off as though she were at a loss for words.
Joe forced his laughter away. The lady had reached her own conclusions. Candy was sure he was entertaining a female in his bed, no less. So what could that hurt? Sounded kind of nice, when Joe thought about it. And it certainly served her right! Let her think what she wanted. It would do his ego a world of good.
"Not at all, Dumplin'. And I'd like to apologize for keeping you waiting this morning. I'll have to remember how punctual you are." He heard her gasp in dismay, and a boyish grin spread over his face. He'd never had this much fun with any woman before, not even Lisa. "As for the fence, I'd be more than happy to take care of it for you, even though it's on your property line. I believe in helping my neighbors, don't you?"
Strange, but he could just see her face. Even as far as imagining the fire in those topaz eyes of hers. Big eyes that tilted upward at the end. Stranger still was the warm feeling he got just thinking about her. He permitted the languid feeling that stole over him to fill him momentarily. Positioning himself on one elbow, his arm muscle flexed. Sunlight streamed through the room bathing the bed in its glare.
'The fence is on my side?" she resounded.
"'Fraid so. You see my property isn't fenced on the south side."
Again there was a pause, and Joe imagined the pink that invaded Candy's cheeks as she spoke. "In that case, I'm truly sorry for bothering you. Uncle Roscoe will help me take care of it."
"Apparently you aren't too familiar with your boundaries yet. Want me to send a surveyor over?" he offered knowing she would refuse and nodding when she did.
"That's not necessary, thank you. I'll call one myself. Sorry, I disturbed you," she replied, obviously eager to slam the phone in his ear.
"Don't be," he said with a soft chuckle. "I can't think of a nicer way to wake up in the morning than having a beautiful woman whispering in my ear."
"Save the flattery for your girlfriend," she snapped.
Uneasy about the impression he had allowed her to continue with, he tried to explain. "She's not my girl..." but the phone went dead, "…friend."
Damn! He slammed the receiver down with disgust, then picked up his pillow, choking it. "One of these days…Candy Arnold…one of these days." He nearly laughed aloud.
He really didn't want to leave her with the wrong impression but she wouldn't have believed him anyway.
The call had brightened his day and he found himself whistling as he cleaned up. It wasn't every day he could kiss one beauty goodnight and have another wake him up. Not that he hadn't had his fair share of the gentler sex, but he hadn't had any lately. Of course, she didn't have to know that.
As he prepared breakfast his mind wandered. The infatuation with Lisa was over as soon as he realized Lisa was pregnant. Besides, it was obvious to anyone that Lisa was crazy about George.
Yet, it hadn't happened overnight. For years, Joe knew Lisa was the only girl in the world for him. Since high school he had been head over heels in love with her. Or thought he was. Funny now that he looked back on it, it seemed pretty foolish. He had wasted so many years worrying over a woman who was deliriously happy with her husband.
Last night was the first time he had enjoyed being in the same room with the two of them. She was happy--with George. What was more important, Joe had finally let her go.
He had a big breakfast, cooked it himself, and enjoyed it. Everything but the eating alone part. He really didn't like eating alone. Sometimes he'd go to the bunkhouse and eat with his men, but this morning he needed some privacy. Especially after Candy Arnold's call. He shrugged away those blue feelings as he pondered his morning conversation. Perhaps, as a good gesture, he should offer Roscoe some help with the fencing. They were neighbors, after all.
He set the dirty dishes in the sink, and ran hot water over them, then left them and went to the barn. He saddled his bay, Cherokee, and rode south. Butch was usually by his side. He must have wandered off this morning, though, because he was nowhere in sight. Joe always tried to take the time to admire the beauty of the day, and note the action of the sparse wildlife, such as prairie dogs and jackrabbits, on his range.
Today, however, dark shadows moved angrily across the sky, quickly trying to snuff out that bright morning sun. The wind began to whistle. Joe had an ominous feeling that a dust storm was brewing. There were no morning doves to coo. No jaunting jackrabbits to aggravate his mount. Even the curious little prairie dogs had vanished. That wasn't a good sign.
He started to turn back, thinking Roscoe wouldn't be fool enough to try and mend a fence in this kind of weather. But, just as he reined his horse, he spotted a dark figure in the distance, moving about the fence line. Dammit. Roscoe was old enough to know better. Sprinting Cherokee into action Joe moved closer.
A loud cracking noise brought Joe's full attention to the figure ahead. In the space of seconds, the horse by the fence bolted and the rider, who was attempting to mount, was knocked to the ground and dragged through the dust by the stirrups.
Able to see the problem, Joe went into action, galloping full speed. He caught the run-a-way horse. "Damn fool, what are you doing out here? Didn't you see the storm brewing?"
Shock riveted through Joe as he reached to pull the dangling rider against him in the saddle, only to find his hand locked securely around one full breast. With lightening speed he lowered his hand, swearing under his breath. "You okay?" he questioned, as warm hands wrapped about his waist. He felt her relax momentarily against his shoulder, then straighten.
"What were you trying to do? Kill me?" she spurted when she finally caught her breath.
He half turned in the saddle. "What do you think I was trying to do? Your horse bolted. I thought you were in trouble. I thought you were Roscoe."
"Look, you knew who I was, and that I was in trouble. Your bullet barely missed Lancer."
"Bullet? So that was a rifle I heard?" He gestured with his head in the opposite direction. "I wasn't sure if it was thunder or what?"
"Let me down!" she demanded, as she wiggled against him to get down.. The more she wiggled the worse his insides began to ache. He let her down.
He glared down at her. "You actually think I did it, don't you? Well, hell lady, what with? I'm not armed."
Unaffected by his denial she never batted an eye. "Who else is there? I don't see anyone around. Besides, you probably threw the gun away by now. I'd just like to know your reason. And why are you taking it out on Lancer?"
Joe was baffled. She suspected him of everything! "Lady," his voice was icy hot. "You've tried and hung me as far as I can see. If that's how you've got it figured, there's nothing I can say that's going to change your mind." He nodded in an easterly direction. "Your horse is over that way. He's probably got about a mile on you by now. You'd better get home. We're in for a dust storm and there isn't time to argue about this now." He tipped his hat to her and started off in a slow trot. He knew he wasn't going to leave her here without a mount, and little protection from the storm, but it was high time she learned who her friends were.
"Wait," she called.
He ignored her first plea, hearing the frustration in her voice. Still, he wasn't satisfied. She must have grown disgusted with his lack of concern, for she began making a mad dash toward Lancer. In her haste, she stepped into a prairie dog hole, twisting her ankle. She cried out to him once more.
"Come back," she shouted as the storm roared a short distance behind her. "Please…." she begged.
Maybe it was the break in her voice, maybe just the fact that he knew he couldn't leave her there, but he whipped Cherokee about and headed back.
Threatening black and red clouds of dust engulfed them, making visibility virtually impossible. The wind roared and nature warred. Dust storms were famous in this part of the country for quickly stirring up the devil.
"Give me your hand," he shouted through the thickened air.
"Here."
In one swift movement, Joe pulled her up and into the saddle again, holding her tightly against him.
"There's a playa not far," he shouted as his horse automatically headed in the right direction.
In a matter of seconds they sank into the walls of a short ravine, dismounting and croaching along its rim. Joe quickly loosened the cinches, and removed the saddle and blanket. He secured a bandana about his horse's face, grabbed the blanket, and ran back to Candy. He crouched over her, making a small tent-like covering over their heads for protection as he pushed her to the ground. Hats rolled in unison down the small incline.
Joe felt her tense as he shielded them both from the stinging blast. It was useless to worry about the intimate positions, but the idea must have crossed their minds simultaneously.
"How long do these things last?" she asked, choking on her words.
Joe shoved her face downward, and adjusted the blanket more securely. When the wind whisked the blanket free, she clutched at his shirtfront and smothered her face into his chest. He could feel her lips trembling against him, and he grew suddenly protective.
Seconds later she started to pull away. "I'm sorry."
"Tuck the blanket in at my jeans behind me," he ordered as he proceeded to do the same with her side. It meant putting their arms around each other and coming much closer, but this was survival. He only hoped she understood.
Her hands felt warm, and shaky, and he couldn't stop the slight smile from forming on his face. It wasn't the first time making love to Candy Arnold entered his mind. But this wasn't the right time or the place. Still, he couldn't ignore those yearnings, not with her so close. The kiss they shared came to mind.
Dammit. Why couldn't he have been stranded with an old and ugly woman? Why this particular lady? And why now?
"Would you be still?" he barked out of impatience as her hips bumped against him, jolting him into an acute awareness.
"Sorry," she muttered miserably.
He wasn't mad at her, he was mad at himself and all those crazy things running through his head.
"Hey," he glanced down at her for the first time. "I didn't mean to bark at you. But this is an awkward position to be in with a beautiful woman."
He couldn't see her entire face, it was too dark, but he noticed her eyes getting much bigger.
"You know I can't figure you out," she said. "I don't know if you're a good guy or a bad guy."
"I've got a white hat at home, if that helps."
She couldn't stifle the laughter, and he couldn't look away from her. It was the first time he'd seen her smile, and he raised the blanket just enough to really see it. God, she was beautiful when she smiled. But too damned close for comfort.
Something bumped over their heads, and Candy grabbed at him, pulling him to her, as her arms went around him. "What was that?" she shrieked and looked at him.
"Probably a tumbleweed, but scoot up here," he commanded gently, urging her to rest her head against his arm.
As she came closer, he pulled her against him, and she buried her face against his collar and neck. Her warm breath fanned him, and he couldn't stifle the shiver of awareness that ran through him. Damn stupid time to get turned on. His arms barely held her, but she was holding on as though her life depended on it.
"Don't take in deep breaths," he cautioned.
"Don't worry," she cried, her nose rubbing against his neck.
Another object flew overhead, and this time they clutched each other.
He smiled against her hair, enjoying the fresh clean scent of her. "What kind of perfume is that?"
"It's not. It's baby oil," she muttered.
"Baby oil? It's nice," he said quietly, not daring to move for fear she'd guess just how nice.
But she did move and their expressions locked.
His smile softened on her. "It's a helluva way to get acquainted, isn't it?"
"Yes."
It was past impossible to hide the growing awareness between them. Especially with that awareness announcing itself against her thigh. Her breathing seemed erratic; her breasts needled his chest. Had he scared her.
"You've got beautiful freckles."
"Freckles aren't beautiful."
"Yours are," he returned evenly, as his eyes and finger followed a path across her nose. "Someday," he stared down into her shadowed face, "when you've grown to trust me a little, you can tell me who scared the hell out of you."
Then the world faded into a quiet oblivion as he pulled her to him and touched his lips tentatively to hers. "I'm not going to hurt you," he murmured as his lips returned over and over to hers. The kiss was slow, burning, sensuous. Her lips tasted like the sweet of honey. He could feel her eagerness to respond, and he savored the moment her lips parted to allow him greater freedom.
"Y'all all right down there?" came a slightly familiar drawl from a few feet above their heads.
Joe slumped against her with a low growl. Candy tensed once more; the moment was destroyed as Joe peeked above the blanket and saw the storm was gone. Staring up the rim, he spotted Roscoe sitting high in the saddle with a knowing grin on his rugged face.
"We're fine," Joe answered, feeling like a kid being caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
"I'd say it's safe to come out now. Is that Candy down there with you by any chance?" Roscoe asked with an amused tone. If Joe read him right, Roscoe knew exactly what had been going on.
He nodded.
"Good thing you happened along. I warned her not to try it today, but she's got a mind of her own. I found Lancer and thought I'd better scout for her. Looks like you've got things under control, so I'll be moving along. See ya."
Joe nodded and slowly rolled away from Candy, feeling the cool breeze that shot between them.
Candy jumped to her feet, obviously anxious to make a dignified retreat. "Where's my horse?"
"Roscoe took him," Joe answered as he tended to his bay.
"Great. Now how am I going to get home?"
"Looks as though I'm elected to see you home. He didn't leave you much choice," Joe said, saddling the horse and looking at her.
"Look, don't get any ideas…about…about what happened," she hastened to explain.
"It was a just a kiss, Candy. It happens a lot between men and women." He played down its importance. Dammit, it was more than just a simple kiss.
"I still don't trust you."
"I know." He motioned to hoist her into position.
"We're strangers."
"Are we?" he questioned, his eyes locking onto hers. When she didn't answer he swung up in the saddle behind her.
What he wanted to do and what he did do were two entirely different things. He was drawn to her, there was no doubt about that. Had been from the beginning, and those kisses only compounded the confusion between them.
What made Candy Arnold so different? He argued with himself. But the answer to that question was quickly squashed and forced to the back of his mind. He wasn't ready to answer that, not with her breathing fire and brimstone with those beautiful eyes.
He wanted her; he knew that. But for how long, to what extent, he wasn't sure. After all, the lady didn't trust him. That was putting it mildly. She practically accused him of attempted murder. Still, behind all the scoldings and tongue lashings he was giving himself, he knew there was something very special between himself and this unpredictable little red-head. For now, though, it would wait. Someone was trying to harm her. That was fact. And somehow he had to convince her it wasn't him.
But how?
Chapter Seven
Days later, Candy was still angry about letting Joe kiss her, especially since she wasn't at all sure she could trust him. After all, he'd been around very time something went wrong. Every time. She couldn't just dismiss it because he was a hell of a kisser.
"I think there's somethin' you're over lookin'." Roscoe admonished Candy quickly.
"What?" she snapped, not fully willing to hear her uncle out in the matter.
"The fact that he's the very one who saved your little neck on several occasions, for one thing. It was Joe Munroe who jumped in that arena the other night. And he also saw you through one helluva sandstorm as I recall. So, he's offering to buy the place from you, so what? Don't sound like a man trying to hide anything to me. I hate to say it, but I think you're barking up the wrong tree, honey." Roscoe glanced at his niece as he continued to clean his rifle.
"Maybe." Candy relented an inch. "But haven't you noticed how he's always been around when things start happening?"
Down deep, she knew her uncle had a good point. She wasn't overlooking those things. And, if she were honest with herself, she didn't want to blame him for everything. But who else was there? Who else had been around when things began to happen? He admitted he wanted her land.
"So, you gonna file a complaint?" Roscoe asked, setting his 'Ol' Henry' against the wall, and putting away his gun cleaning kit. It was a rare gun, and Roscoe prided himself in keeping it looking new. He was the kind of man who lacked material things, but what he had, he took care of.
"No, not 'til I'm sure. I don't want to lodge an official complaint unless I have more to go on," she said slowly as though she had just made her mind up to the matter.
"That's probably best." Roscoe winked. "Meanwhile, I'll do my best to keep you in my sights," he grinned.
"Thanks." She smiled at him. "Now, I better check on Lancer's leg."
"If you'd pamper a man as much as you do that horse you'd be married by now," Roscoe added.
She paused, bent and planted a kiss to his forehead, then dashed out before he swatted her.
The brilliant sun peeked through the rafters of the temporary lean-to that Candy and her uncle had constructed for a stable. Lancer's ear pricked and he hurried toward her, knowing she had couple of sugar cubes for him. She treated him with a laugh, then squatted to massage ointment into his sore leg. The vet said he was healing well, but she wasn't taking any chances. As she examined him she murmured soothing words of comfort to him.
Funny how an animal could come so close to being a real friend, but that's how she felt about Lancer. She had trained him from a colt, and the bond between them grew stronger day by day. "I don't need a man, as long as I have you, do I, boy?"
"Candy?" Roscoe called from the open trailer door. "Telephone, honey."
"Thanks," she called to her uncle as she put the lid on the ointment, then gave Lancer one last affectionate pat on the rump.
In the far distance Candy heard the lonely call of a morning dove, echoing the stark loneliness she herself sometimes experienced. It sent a chill through her this morning. Roscoe had already warned her that in this part of the country one became acclimated to the lonesome prairies. Oddly enough, with the loneliness came a nearness to God that few ever experienced. It filled the soul. She cast a short glance about the property on her way back to the trailer. A glimmer of hope spread through her, as she saw the place as a real ranch someday. She hadn't decided on the breed of cattle she wanted to run yet. Roscoe suggested Angus or Herefords.
"Who's on the phone?" she asked as she washed her hands and turned to him.
"Don't know, didn't say." Roscoe glanced at her from the corner of his eye. "Some fella," he muttered as he continued to work on the figures before him. He was going to the auction at the end of the month and he wanted to be ready with all the figures.
A fella? Candy didn't know any men around here, except...yes, well, if Joe Munroe was calling, she would get rid of him quick enough. But then Joe wouldn't be calling her, not after she accused him to his face of attempted murder.
She finally took the phone, her voice full of irritation. "Hello?" She had this gut feeling she wasn't going to like this caller.
"Hello, gorgeous!" came a slightly familiar voice that she couldn't put her finger on.
"Who is this?"
"How soon you forget. And to think we were married not so long ago."
Candy pulled the receiver away from her ear to stare at it. "Fargate?" She edged it back to her ear. "I'm sorry, you took me by surprise." She didn't want to sound apologetic.
"You haven't changed a bit, honey," Fargate continued, unabashed by her lack of greeting.
"No, I haven't."
"Anyway," he paused as though considering what he was about to say, "I'm sitting here in a lonely Amarillo hotel waiting for a proper invite to your place. You did say I'd be welcome, didn't you?"
"You're in Amarillo? Now?" she gasped.
"That's right. I told you I'd come."
Candy saw her Uncle's head fly up and a frown forming on his finely tanned face.
"Yes, yes, you did. But I figured, I mean, I thought…"
"You thought I was kidding?"
"Exactly!"
"Well, I wasn't. I'm here. So, how about it?"
"How about what?" she quizzed not knowing what to do or say about the matter.
"Will you come and get me?"
"Come and get you? Oh, but you don't understand. We have no house on the place, no barn, and there's so much I have to do yet to the place. It's really not a good time..."
"Sounds as though you're digging your heels in to stay."
Now why on earth did that bother him? "Yes, as a matter of fact, we are. I received word this morning that my loan was approved and we can proceed with the repairs now." Why was she in such a hurry to convince him she was staying? She hadn't convinced herself, yet. Even though getting that loan pretty well cinched the matter.
"I see you've been busy then. So, are you going to pick me up or not?"
"Well, I…yes, of course I will." She saw her uncle's frown deepen, as he turned away from her. "But give me a little time. I'm filthy."
"Just another example of what ranch life can do to a beautiful woman. Take your time, I don't mind."
She scribbled the address on a pad near the phone and hung up, then glanced hesitantly at her uncle. He was ignoring her, and she knew it. "It was Fargate. I guess you heard. He's in Amarillo. Wants me to come and pick him up. I wonder what for?"
Roscoe continued to write down figures, but he paused long enough to raise a brow at her. "Yeah, I wonder?"
Candy could feel color rising in her cheeks. "I didn't encourage this. Honest. I didn't take him seriously when he said he wanted to come out here for a visit. I mean, why should he? He has a full life back in the city. What would he want out here?"
"That's a good question," Roscoe muttered.
Candy came to stand beside him, putting her hand on his shoulder. "Don't worry. He knows how I feel about him. I don't really think it has anything at all to do with me. Maybe there's something in Dad's will he didn't tell me. Maybe he's part owner, or something."
"God let's hope not. But I wouldn't put it past him."
"Uncle Roscoe?"
"Too late to worry about it now. Might as well sit back and find out what he's up to." Roscoe glanced about the trailer as though something were suddenly bothering him. "But where do you reckon we're going to put him?"
Candy shook her head. "I don't know. He can't stay here tonight. I didn't expect him to come, much less stay. I guess we'll have to check the hotels in Channing."
"Unless you'd like a little privacy. I could bunk somewhere else for a day or two."
"Don't be ridiculous, Uncle Roscoe. He's not staying here and that's all there is to it."
Despite all the misgivings about Fargate's visit, Candy found herself dressing for the occasion. Not that she wanted to impress him, but it might not hurt to let him see what he really missed. She wore her newest outfit, a sundress with matching heels. It would do her ego a world of good to see him drool just a bit.
It worked too, because when he saw her he was practically drooling.
"Wow, you look terrific. Come on in, honey." He pulled her into his hotel room and shut the door.
"Aren't you ready to leave?" she hesitated.
"Not until I get a proper greeting," he answered, pulling her against him and planting a kiss to her lips.
Alarm bells rang in her head as he manipulated her. Pushing away, she broke the embrace before the kiss could ignite. Not that she had any left over feelings for him, but he could be charming when he tried.
She eyed him perceptively. "Look, I don't know what you are up to, but I'm really in no mood for games."
"The only thing I'm up to is getting you back into my life, Candy," he murmured trying to pull her back into his arms.
"Let's get something straight," Candy warned, pulling out of his reach. "This isn't some kind of reunion. What we had is over."
"Is it?"
When she rolled her eyes he shook his head and held up his hand. "Okay, okay, I'll behave. There's plenty of time. But I might as well tell you I plan on changing your mind about us."
"There is no us," she inserted almost angrily. "Not any more."
Did he honestly think he could invite himself back into her life? After what he had done? Then he certainly didn't know her. There was no emotion left for him. She felt lifeless in his arms. Yet strangely, in danger, too. But why should she fear him?
How she ever imagined herself in love with this cold, calculating man, she didn't know. Fargate was nothing more than a game player. A charming, good-looking game player. But the only way to find out what he was really up to was by playing along to some extent. It might be amusing, especially since he no longer had the ability to hurt her.
Once they were in the car, he put his arm along the edge of the seat and glanced at her. "You're surprised to hear from me, aren't you?"
"To say the least. I hadn't taken you seriously."
"I figured as much." His hand wandered over her bare shoulder, making the thin strap fall away. She yanked it up, wishing she hadn't been so foolish to wear something so revealing. As she drove she occasionally cast him a wayward glance.
It was easy to see him for what he was now. Easy to see that she had fallen in love with an image her father had painted of him. The real Charles Fargate was far removed from that man.
Funny, but in ways he had a lot in common with Doug Chapman. Why Doug came to mind, she didn't know. Looking at Fargate now, she was able to see him objectively. He wasn't the most handsome man, but he was attractive and he knew how to be totally charming. Plus, he was a definite success. And money bought a lot.
So, what was he up to? Why did he sit there and pretend such great interest in the countryside for most of the trip? Why he bothered was beyond her. He wouldn't be caught dead living in such an isolated area. No, Fargate was all city. But it was almost as though he had some personal interest in the land around him. She could see his mind working.
He looked out of place in that business suit. So, when they arrived, she told him to change into something more casual. Then she went to find Roscoe.
"I'm really sorry about this, Uncle Roscoe, for bringing him here, but what could I do?"
"Nothing…I guess." Roscoe didn't look at her.
"You really don't like him, do you?"
"I don't know the man. And I'm pretty sure I don't want to get to know him."
"You may not know him, but you do have an impression, don't you?"
"Maybe, but for your sake I'll keep my mouth shut and my eyes open. All I really know is that he ain't right for you. And I don't understand why he came all the way out here to visit when you didn't encourage it."
"He acts like he wants me back." She bit her lower lip when her uncle's head jerked up and he glanced at her.
"Is that what he told you?"
"Yes."
"Don't that seem a little queer to you? And I reckon that could be the reason I don't cotton to the idea of him being here. He damned sure ain't no cowboy. He's about as at home here as I would be in his office. But I'm a little surprised at you letting him wrangle his way in here. Just where the hell we gonna put the man?"
Candy threw her hands in the air in a helpless gesture. "We'll have to make some arrangements in town." She felt guilty about letting Fargate come out, but what could she do, short of being rude? Why hadn't she just refused when he asked? She felt somehow the problem would resolve itself.
Fargate had donned a pair of slacks and a short-sleeved shirt when he joined them.
"So, you interested in ranching, Fargate?" Roscoe quizzed suspiciously as the three of them began a short tour of the immediate area.
"Not as a career, no," Fargate began with a big smile. "As an investment, maybe, Roscoe. Land is here to stay, you know. You can't go wrong by buying land. But, I'll warn you now, I'm seriously trying to persuade Candy to move back into town. I might have a few intelligent suggestions to make. I know Ol' Hank would appreciate any help I could give her."
He knew what he was doing, trying to manipulate them both by throwing 'Ol' Hank's' name in there, Candy surmised quickly. But obviously seeing Roscoe's wariness, Fargate took the time to talk with him, as if gaining some sense of confidence.
Along about sunset, Joe Munroe rode up on his bay. Quite unannounced. With one arm draped casually over the saddle horn, he leaned forward in the saddle and flashed them all a big smile, tipping his hat to Candy. His eyes narrowed perceptively on Fargate.
"Afternoon," he called not dismounting until he was invited.
"Afternoon," Roscoe replied, with a friendly, extended handshake.
"Company?" Joe glared openly at Candy, who hadn't so much as spoken to him, nor introduced them.
"Oh," she snapped to attention, uncomfortable under Joe's keen scrutiny of her frilly dress. She wished her legs were covered and her breasts not so exposed, but it was entirely too late to worry about it. "This is Charles Fargate…Joe Munroe. Fargate's an attorney and a... friend." She over-emphasized the word friend and looped her arm through Fargate's.
"Fargate, oh, yes, the attorney I spoke with about buying this property." He was deliberately fishing for a connection.
"Munroe. Sure, now I remember," Fargate challenged.
"Didn't expect to see you out here. Kinda out of place." He cast Candy a quick appraisal, his eyes lingering on her neckline a little longer than necessary. "I guess she's told you all about the rifle shot?"
"Rifle shot?" Fargate's brow shot upward and he pulled Candy front and center. "What's this all about?"
"It's nothing really." Candy shot Joe a look of angry indifference.
So, that was why Joe Munroe was here. He was worried about that rifle shot becoming public knowledge. And he wanted to snoop.
"Fargate's not here on business," she said defensively.
"Really?" Joe's eyes met and held Candy's with that same familiar laziness that held Candy spellbound. He wore almost the same expression now as when she had kissed Doug Chapman. "Staying long?" he asked Fargate.
"As long as I'm welcome." Fargate squeezed Candy's hand.
Candy swallowed that information with stunned silence, no longer able to meet Joe's scrutiny, or her Uncle's disfavor.
"Oh? Where you stayin'?" Joe asked, glancing at the small confines of the trailer, then at him.
"Oh, we'll find him a room at the hotel in Channing, I'm sure," Candy said.
Joe shook his head. "'Fraid not. The big auction is coming up and they're remodeling the hotel."
Pressing her lips together in a tight line, Candy willed herself to remain calm, a far cry from how she really felt. "I'm sure we can manage somehow."
Joe shot Roscoe a curious glance. "Well, now, I don't mean to pry, but this is a small community. People have a habit of using gossip as their main entertainment." He saw Candy's dismay and continued with a broader smile, "But I've got a suggestion."
Naturally, he would.
"He's welcome to stay at my place. It's about as close to here as he can get, and I'd be happy to see he gets a ride over every day." Joe stressed the "every day" and saw Candy's eyes narrowed on him.
"Oh, I don't think--" she began, refuting his offer before giving it proper consideration. She just couldn't let him get away with arranging everything. This was none of his business. Besides, with a convenient way of staying, Fargate might stay longer.
But Fargate was already nodding. "Sounds like a perfect solution, honey. As long as I'm not in your way, Mr. Munroe?"
"Not at all. You're very welcome. We don't get enough visitors out this way," Joe murmured, shooting Candy a satisfied glance.
Fargate smiled. "This is great. You know I'd forgotten how unsophisticated country people can be. I don't want to compromise you, honey, even if I am your ex-husband."
Joe's head jerked up and his eyes pinned Candy. The triumph should have been hers, but for some reason she didn't feel her own victory.
"And, especially since you've made up your mind to stay here and try to make a go of it," Fargate conceded.
Joe's face lightened. "Have you?"
"I never had any other intention. But I don't honestly think my reputation is going to be jeopardized."
Roscoe cleared his throat and shot Candy a discerning glance. "Nonsense. It's very hospitable of Joe to offer, and we accept. It'll make things easier all the way around."
Fargate nodded and shook hands with Joe.
"We country people like to help one another as best we can." Joe mocked Fargate, his mouth twitching with amusement.
"Great," Roscoe said. "Now that's settled, why don't you hop down, Joe, and stay for supper. I got a mess of south of the border beans on the stove that will light up your insides. We're celebratin'."
"Thanks, Roscoe." Joe dismounted in one smooth move, moving himself closer to Candy. "So, what are we celebrating?"
"I figured the news would be all over town by now. Candy got that loan."
As though someone broke the silence barriers, Joe's face illuminated and pearl white teeth flashed against the bronze of his face. "Now, that's something to celebrate. You must have really charmed ol' George, Candy. He's a hard man to do business with. So, have you made any plans yet?"
She shot him a caustic glance, ignoring that question. It didn't seem to matter, for Roscoe soon had Joe in hand and was walking away from her and Fargate.
But Joe suddenly stopped, turned and glanced back at her. It was that same curling the toes look he had sent her before. "I--brought you something. It's in my saddlebag. Better not leave it there too long." As soon as he said it he turned away, as though she were dismissed.
Fargate watched the interplay between them and when Candy didn't move he prompted, "Wonder what it could be?"
"I couldn't begin to guess," she answered between gritted teeth. They walked toward Cherokee and opened the saddlebag.
When her hand met something moist, she pulled the ball of fur out and into both hands. It was the most beautiful little black and white rabbit with the biggest, floppiest ears she had ever seen.
Candy's face brightened, her anger dissipating. "Oh, isn't he adorable, Joe?" she called out, unable to stifle her glee. "Where did you find him?"
Apparently, Joe didn't hear her, so she ran toward him, forgetting all animosity, and repeated her question.
"I found him scuttling about my garden the other day," Joe said. "Acted as though he needed a mother rather than a reprimand, so I thought of you. But it's hard to tell if it's a him or a her at this point."
Despite the implication of his statement, Candy couldn't control her zeal as the tiny rabbit sniffed at her fingers. "He's precious." She had every intention of thanking him, but when she looked up at Joe, he was heavily engrossed in conversation with Roscoe and walking away from her.
Fargate, who had watched her, came up and reached to pet the small creature, his hand brushing Candy's. Their eyes met, but there just wasn't any magic there anymore. "Looks like you're insinuating yourself pretty deep out here. I think I've lost my influence over you completely, haven't I?"
Candy shrugged. "Maybe. Animals were always my weakness, don't you remember?"
"Only too well. But what of men?"
Candy kissed the rabbit. "What about them?"
"Oh, Candy, now I remember what attracted me in the first place to you."
"Oh, and what was that?"
"You're so damned different, so refreshing."
"That's me, refreshing," she purred. It was nice having a gentleman's attention again. Even if it was Fargate. Not that she lacked for male companionship. Only days ago she had been in Joe's arms.
Of course, that was completely unexpected, but a man's arms nonetheless. She hadn't invited Joe's kisses, had she? The memory of his lean body against her own, the way they seemed to fit together so perfectly, sent a thrill down her spine. His lips had tenderly coaxed hers to part and respond. But, good grief, what was wrong with her? She had to stop thinking about Joe Munroe. She wasn't the kind of girl to fantasize. But it was no fantasy the way she responded in his arms. She had to remember she didn't trust Joe, and she didn't trust herself around him, and that made her mad.
Fargate left her side to tell Roscoe something and, suddenly, she found herself nearly arm in arm with Joe. Facing him before they went inside, she muttered rather lowly, "Did you have to invite him to stay with you?"
A slow, sensuous smile spread across Joe's face as his eyes twinkled into hers. "No ma'am. I could have invited you instead. Wish I had thought of that sooner."
Immobilized by the lurid suggestiveness of his comment, she stood agape.
"Tell me, did Fargate inspire the dress?" Joe asked as his eyes strayed to the daring neckline once more.
"No, the weather inspired it. In case you haven't noticed, I am a female and prone to wear dresses on occasions."
As though her answer delighted him, his hand ran lightly down the side of her flushed cheek. "Oh, I've noticed." His voice went husky as his eyes held her. "Better scoot inside, Dumplin', before I'm tempted to show you just how much I've noticed."
In spite of all her best intentions, Candy felt drawn to this man--like metal seeking a magnet. Confusion seemed to dog her lately. In other circumstances that might have been fine, but she couldn't trust that open smile, nor his silky voice.
Safely inside the trailer, she inched away from Joe and her heartbeat slowed to normal. Without regard she handed the rabbit to Fargate, who was eyeing her closely, and turned anxiously to her uncle's side to help.
Fargate froze, as the little animal began to sniff and move, then he hurriedly dumped the little creature into Joe's arms. Joe chuckled and cuddled the rabbit against him.
"Oh, no, you don't young lady." Roscoe scolded Candy as she attempted to shatter his masterpiece. "Only one cook to a kitchen, and tonight that's me. You are temporarily a lady of leisure, so try to enjoy it."
Candy laughed at the seriousness of Roscoe's statement. "Better watch out, you'll spoil me."
Roscoe nodded and went back to stirring his beans, adding just a touch more chili powder.
"So, what shall we do with Dumplin'?" Joe asked, his eyes trained on Candy.
"Dumplin'?"
"Dumplin'." Joe anointed the rabbit, then challenged Candy with his eyes. "If that's all right with you?"
Candy pinked. "Why not?"
Roscoe shook his head. "Just what we need around here - another pet for her to dote on. Well, let him loose in the trailer and don't forget to take him out occasionally, 'til I can get him a cage built."
A round of laughter released the tension. Candy took the rabbit from Joe and cuddled it to her breast.
"Like him?" Joe's voice softened just enough for her to notice.
"Of course I do," she cried, her eyes closing as she rubbed the ball of fur against her cheek. When she opened her eyes, they locked onto Joe. The trailer seemed suddenly too small and…hadn't it gotten much warmer? A feeling older than time passed between them.
It was a beautiful gesture and she couldn't help how she felt about animals, she reasoned.
"Soups on." Roscoe broke the spell that was fast weaving between them.
After washing their hands, everyone gathered around the small table. They were eager to sample Roscoe's culinary arts. The aroma had everyone digging in.
Fargate choked with the first bite, until Roscoe thumped him on the back. "Goes down a might hard the first bite, but once it sizzles your gut, you can't get enough."
Fargate reached for his water and gulped it down. After a long silence Joe glanced at Fargate, who was snuggling himself as close to Candy as possible.
"So, what brings the law to the High Plains?"
Fargate looked around the table, as all eyes went to him. "Nothing more than a beautiful woman, Joe."
Candy nearly choked. She wanted Joe to think there was more than there really was, but Fargate was practically confirming it now.
"Sounds like a reconciliation?"
"Actually..." Candy meant to cut Fargate off before everyone got the wrong impression, but she wasn't fast enough.
"This is just a visit, but I'm hopeful, yes!"
A hush fell over the entire trailer…
Chapter Eight
"What's all this talk about a rifle shot?" Fargate insisted, helping Candy clear the table and wash the dishes.
"It's nothing, really." Candy didn't want to bring it up. Her gaze darted accusingly to Joe, who was sitting at the other end of the couch, watching the two of them from the corner of his dark, brooding eyes.
"Someone took a shot at me the other day, is all. Or at Lancer," she explained hesitantly, her expression purposely bland.
"A shot? Why haven't you mentioned this before?" Fargate shrieked in bewilderment, placing the dried plate on the cabinet. "This could be serious. Was it to scare you, you think?"
"I have no idea." Her gaze strayed once more to Joe.
In one lithe movement, Joe was on his feet and moving towards them. "What she's so delicately trying not to say is--she thinks I'm the one who shot at her. But she's way off base. It isn't me." He stood menacingly close, his eyes boring into her with dead precision. "The last thing I'd want from her--is a corpse."
The meaning didn't penetrate Fargate but captured Candy's full attention. The suggestive gleam in his eyes sent an electrical current racing through her.
"That isn't all, either."
"What do you mean?" Fargate met Joe's glance.
"I doubt she's mentioned the first attempt either." Joe looked quizzically at Fargate.
An inter-change of facial expressions had Fargate frowning. "No, she hasn't!"
Joe nodded. "It figures. At the rodeo someone let one of the meanest bulls loose in the arena, while she lay face first in the dirt. It was no accident, and she knows it. Maybe you can talk some sense into her."
Joe apparently assumed Fargate played an important role in her life. Boy, was he ever wrong. She bit her lower lip not to tell him so.
"Who would want to harm you?" Fargate asked as though it were absurd in the first place. "I mean what possible reason could there be behind all this?"
Candy grabbed the dishrag and rang the excess water from it, pretending it was Joe's neck. "I don't know," she said, exasperated. Scrubbing the table much harder than necessary, she added, "I can't be sure it wasn't just an accident. Maybe the chute wasn't closed good, maybe a car backfired. Maybe I'm paranoid." She shot Joe a look of cool indifference. "I suppose I did accuse Joe. Only because he was always around when things began happening. He's the only one who was, as far as I know."
"Not true," came a rather dry voice from the couch. "I was there too, honey," Roscoe called out.
Candy cast her uncle a quick glance. "Well, if there is anyone I can be sure of, it's you."
"Candy, this should have been reported," Fargate swiftly informed her. "It could be anyone."
"That's my point," she cried facing Fargate, and feeling Joe's eyes on the back of her head. "It could be anyone. And, until I'm sure, I don't want to say anything to the authorities. Why, they'd start questioning Uncle Roscoe, and I won't have that."
There was another loud hush to the room. It was obvious to everyone she was upset. So, no more was said. But it had put a damper on the evening.
Later, Candy drove Fargate over to Joe's place. She hadn't been over, so she had to follow behind Cherokee. She hadn't planned on setting foot on Munroe land, but Fargate was afraid of horses and asked her to drive him.
A monumental shock riveted through her, and Fargate as well, as they passed the well-kept fields of wheat and grain sorghums that filled the barren land in the moonlight. Open prairies housed a small herd of Longhorns in the distance.
"Isn't that something?" Fargate marveled aloud.
Candy begrudgingly acknowledged it, her eyes straying to the rear view mirror as the fields faded away. It was too dark to see in detail but she had seen enough. Joe Munroe was no slouchy cattleman.
As Candy pulled up behind the corral, she heard the brief conversation that bounced back and forth between boss man and range foreman.
"Did you get those poor cows in the back pastures moved?" Joe asked, ignoring his guests.
"Yes, sir," came a quick reply from a short man with a bushy mustache. "And we separated those two Longhorn bulls just like you said. Put them on the West lands."
"Good, see ya tomorrow then, Sam."
"Night, boss," the man drawled, his eyes flitting to the truck, then to Candy.
"Tell me, Joe." Fargate stretched as he got out of the truck and joined him near the fence railing. "Are all cattlemen as modest as you about their ranches?"
Joe shuffled his feet, crossed his boots and leaned against the fence, his arms folded over his chest. "Modest?"
"Yes, I mean all this--" Fargate gestured. "I had no idea you owned such a place. Somehow I had you pictured as one of the struggling cowboys of the west."
Joe tipped his hat back with one finger, allowing himself a better view of the man beside him. The corners of his mouth quirked upward. "It's a good sized ranch, I expect. I don't keep it a secret. Anyone around could tell you. But in case you hadn't noticed, the land around here is full of big ranches, some much larger than mine."
"And do you intend to raise Longhorns here?"
"I am doing it, but I've got a long way to go. I may not live to see them grazing like all other cattle in masses, but maybe my babies will."
"Babies?" Fargate's face illuminated in the moonlight. "I didn't know you were married, Joe."
A low chuckle echoed through the thick night air. "I'm not—yet," he said as Candy approached them. "But I intend to be, and I also intend to raise a house full of kids."
Fargate abruptly pulled Candy to his side. "We bachelors have to stick together, else the beauties like Candy here will make us lose our heads."
"If you can manage from here, I'll be saying goodnight," Candy offered softly through the stillness, backing away from the possessive hold Fargate had on her. Her hands went to the back of her hip pockets of her jeans. Why she insisted on changing before driving him she didn't know. She was doing a lot of silly things lately.
"So soon?" Fargate pouted, then pulled her against him for a kiss.
Candy soon pushed away though. "Want me to pick you up in the morning?"
The steel edge of Joe's voice cut through the thickness of the moment. "Don't worry, I'll be glad to drop him off first thing."
"Thank you," Candy replied smugly. "Goodnight."
~*~
For the next few days Fargate was constantly under foot. It didn't bother Candy--she worked alone. But Roscoe was peeved. It wasn't long before he encouraged Fargate to grit his teeth and roll up his sleeves. Enthusiasm was all he lacked.
His heart wasn't in it though. Why should it be? He was a lawyer, not a rancher, Candy reasoned.
Bronc-busting was a new experience for Fargate--it petrified him.
There was one mustang in particular that had everyone raising their brows. Candy was sure Roscoe had acquired him purposely for a show. If there wasn't a little fun in it, Roscoe would soon tire of things. But no one could break this particular bronc.
How it came about, Candy wasn't sure, but Joe Munroe decided to play the big hero. Fargate urged him on. Roscoe merely chuckled to himself.
But as Joe mounted, everyone gathered round to watch. This was no show. This was the real thing. The air was suddenly still. The sun blazed like an inferno. The atmosphere was charged with anticipation of the small war about to be waged between man and beast.
Candy climbed the rails and sat on the edge of the fence, her hands clutching the wooden rails so hard her knuckles went white. Her mouth was dry, her heartbeat seemed to stop. It wasn't a game, her mind screamed. One wrong move and the horse would buck hard enough to toss Joe against the barn. But Joe showed no signs of being afraid of the animal. His mount was easy, accomplished in one fluid movement. But that was all it took to unleash the power of the horse. It reared and bucked and thrashed about the corral, first one way, then another. All with lightening speed. The dust stirred beneath his hoofs like a storm.
The crowd cheered. Candy was glued to the fence.
All the air fled from her lungs, her body sensed each movement. She was unaware of the relief written on her face as Joe finally gentled the animal to a trot, then dismounted and handed the reins to one of the regular hands.
They rallied him for his courage. But as he wiped the sweat from his brow and looked up, his gaze locked onto hers, almost hungrily. Like an unmentionable climax, her heart skipped a beat and her limbs went weak.
Something flickered momentarily in the depths of his eyes as though he knew. That was it! He knew how worried she had been for him. That slow, burning smile darted through her with precision accuracy.
She wouldn't give him the satisfaction again. She was determined not to show Joe Munroe the slightest attention as she left the railing. To prove her point she grabbed Fargate as he happened by and walked off in another direction.
From that day on, Joe Munroe was inviting himself on her property, she decided. Although her plan didn't work too well. It was impossible to completely ignore him. Roscoe was continually swapping ideas with him, and Fargate seemed to like him, too.
Candy wished he wouldn't come around. Aside from the fact that Uncle Roscoe valued Joe's opinions about ranching over hers, she couldn't control the rising tension within herself, because when he didn't come around, she found herself looking for him. Dammit! She felt like a bomb about to explode any minute.
If it hadn't been for the auction, she might have lost her mind completely. But Uncle Roscoe saved the day and offered to take Fargate with him.
"Aren't you coming?" Fargate asked her as Roscoe prepared to load the truck.
Candy pretended to be engrossed in figures. "No, I think Roscoe can handle it. He's a better judge of stock than I am anyway."
"But, Candy," Fargate insisted, "this is your ranch. Don't you think you should take more interest in it than this?"
"This is our home, mine and Uncle Roscoe's."
"Well yes, of course but--"
"Have fun." She couldn't very well tell him why she wasn't going. So, she placated him with a few feeble excuses. She needed some time alone. Ever since Fargate had arrived, Candy's suspicions had doubled. Fargate had an annoying way of pointing things out about the accident that really bugged her. Like the fact that her uncle had been present during both accidents, and her father hadn't left him a thing.
If there was one person she could, and did trust, it was her uncle and she hated Fargate for planting those suspicions in her mind. Nothing had happened since the day of the storm and it was highly possible that what had happened was accidental. At least that's how she preferred to look at it.
Once they were gone, she felt the tension drain from her. She finished her chores and returned to the trailer for another cup of coffee. What was behind all that tension and animosity was how fast Joe had gotten under her skin, too. Her mind was constantly on him and she was constantly scolding herself for it. How could she have let him kiss her like he had? Let him? That wasn't right either. No, she had been a very active participant.
And what was worse, she couldn't get that kiss during the sand storm out of her mind. She had kissed him back, that was what threw her. She had wanted it as much as he. And that shocked her. Passion had flared between them like a lightening bolt. And what really threw her was that it wasn't the kisses, it was what lay behind those kisses. She wanted more, much more, and worse still, she wanted it from Joe Munroe.
She didn't know if she trusted him enough to let him take those kind of advantages. She didn't understand anything anymore. Confusion warred in her mind.
"I don't need him!" She slammed the refrigerator door, dug a pickle out of jar and crunched it. "And I certainly don't need Fargate, either."
Men! They were constantly on her mind lately and it irritated her. She was mad at herself, for being such a--woman!
Joe Munroe wouldn't leave her mind alone, and it was unthinkable what he did to her body. She spent so much time trying to ignore him, she had little time for anyone else. He consumed her thoughts day and night.
One minute he made her nearly swoon with passion, the next he infuriated her with his teasing glances. The concrete fact was--Joe Munroe was the one man who could melt the 'ice maiden'.
Fargate had called her that. Was she? Somehow she doubted it after responding to Joe like some kind of wanton vamp. Or was she trying to prove she wasn't the ice maiden?
By what lever could she learn to judge a man? Her uncle was the only man in her life she could depend on or trust. Not that she hadn't tried. She had trusted Fargate and look what happened.
She glanced in the mirror, mesmerized by the wideness of her eyes. How did she measure up against other women? Nothing on the sensational side, she decided with a frown. No, she was quite ordinary.
Doug had dumped her on one date. Fargate had dumped their marriage. Her father had practically dumped her when her mother died. Only Roscoe had been there for her through it all.
"Get a grip, girl," she rallied. "So Doug dumped you. So what! You weren't in love with him anyhow. So Fargate cheated on you. So what. You aren't sorry now, are you? So aren't you better off now, without a man. Well, aren't you?"
Dumplin' scampered into the room, and she bent to pick him up in her arms. Snuggling the furry ball against her cheek, she smiled. "At least I've got you and Lancer."
After changing her clothes she saddled Lancer, eager to ride since his leg had mended so nicely. She tucked Dumplin' into a handmade shoulder bag and galloped off to the north pasture. The fences hadn't been checked there yet, and there was plenty of territory to cover before Roscoe returned with their first head of stock.
Gazing about the somewhat barren land she visualized a house in its midst. Was it all just a dream, or would she someday come to see the reality?
The land lay quietly sprawled into a vastness that swept over her like a flash flood during a drought. A light breeze whipped her hair. Lancer perked and seemed to be enjoying the outing as much as she. Dumplin' scuttled his head out of the bag, sniffing about and darting back inside again.
Lancer wasn't favoring his leg any longer, his spirit eager, aggressive even. She patted his mane, and picked up her speed.
She shook her head; it would be a long hard winter, if Lancer's coat was any real sign. Heavens, there was so much to be done before a hard winter set in.
In the distance she spotted a cloud of dust. As it neared she recognized its form, but not its person. All she could see of the rider was a short-legged, stout-built figure with a big brimmed hat.
The buckskin came to an abrupt halt only a few feet from Candy.
She was about to embarrass herself by greeting the gentleman when she gasped. It wasn't a man at all. Beneath the big brimmed hat, dust covered clothes, and muddy work boots was a woman. Not a young woman, yet not old either.
"Morning," came the twangy voice, as hawk-like dark eyes scrutinized her.
"Morning," Candy returned.
"Hanks's kid, huh?" the woman half grunted, pushing a wayward tendril form her eyes. She took off her hat, displaying salt and pepper hair, thrown back in a careless bun at her neck.
"Yes, I am. Did you know my father?" Candy quirked a quizzical glance her way.
The woman straightened in the saddle, suddenly relaxing her hold of the reins, allowing the buckskin the freedom to graze. Narrow, blue-black eyes raked over Candy before the old woman dusted a hand on her britches leg and extended it in friendship. "I'm Aggie."
Candy hesitated, not sure if she should have known the name or not. "Aggie," she repeated. "I'm Candy."
"'Bout time you got to know your neighbors, girl. Out here neighbors are important. You'll learn that as you go along."
That had a familiar ring to it. Joe had said something to the same effect.
"So, how come you ain't been over?" Aggie asked as though she were no stranger at all.
Candy gesticulated. "I've been…busy."
"Nonsense, nobody's too busy for a visit now and then. You gotta learn to take things one thing at a time. Well, come on, then."
Despite the mystery surrounding their destination, Candy found herself following Aggie along the fence line. Something about this woman seemed so familiar. And her sudden command left no room for back talk, so Candy followed, a slow smile spreading over her face as she eyed the woman with open curiosity. Perhaps they could be friends. She could sure use a friend about now!
Chapter Nine
The 'Rockin' Wheel Ranch' was little more than a couple of broken down bunk houses, a well-weathered barn, and a small, white house with a picket fence around it. Looked as though someone had started to fix things and stopped.
It reeked of the same character and flavor as its owner. Short and rather rotund, Aggie must have been in her late fifties, Candy decided. She had a point blank manner and a stare that would knot your insides. Her deep, seedy voice held a crude hint of her underlying sexuality. Roscoe would adore her. Salt of the earth, he would call her.
"H…have you met my Uncle?" Candy asked a half hour later as she set her booted feet beneath Aggie's homey little kitchen table and waited for a fresh glass of iced tea.
"That'd be Roscoe?"
"Yes, that's him."
"Shore I've met him. You know he used to run with my brother down in Pecos country." Aggie grunted. "Yes, me and Roscoe go way back. Saw him rewiring' a section jest the other day. Invited him for some tea and we got reacquainted. I like that man, he's good stock. But it shore takes a heap of doing to unlock that tongue of his," Aggie said chuckling.
Candy's mind flitted, her expression changing. Snapping out of it she replied, "Yes, he's a little woman shy."
"A little?" Aggie chuckled.
Candy smiled.
"So, maybe you can tell me, how'd his wife die?"
"Tuberculosis. Uncle Roscoe took her to New Mexico, hoping the climate might help her recover, and also to be with her folks. She didn't get better though. She suffered a long time before that. I think it still bothers him to talk about her. He doesn't discuss her much."
"You're pretty close to Roscoe, then?"
"Very, he's the only family I have left," Candy replied as she sipped her iced tea.
"He must have loved her." Aggie's voice trailed away as though she felt the pain for Roscoe.
"Yes, she was a beautiful woman. A full-blooded Navaho."
"You don't say? Love like that don't come too often in life. I should know. Me and my Frank had some good days, too."
"What happened?"
Aggie's face contorted a moment, then, stirring her tea with a spoon, she answered quietly. "Got gored by a bull."
Candy's face went white. Her recent scrimmage with a bull had scared her witless; she could certainly sympathize. "He was in Rodeo?"
"Nope. You see we had this bull - meanest thing you ever did see. Course Frank enjoyed watchin' the boys try to tame it. But Frank felt sure he'd settle down once we got him out on the range. He didn't. One evening, late, Frank and Joe were out rounding up stock and Frank dismounted to pull a calf out of some bramble. That bull came charging at him. Joe saw the whole mess. Even tried to put himself between them, but he just wasn't fast enough."
"Joe? Joe Munroe?" Candy shrieked with surprise.
"Yeah, my nephew. You know him?"
"Yes, we've met. You mean he was visiting when it happened?"
"No, I mean he stayed with us that summer while his folks went to the Cancer Center in Houston," Aggie replied gulping her tea as her eyes misted.
Candy knew she shouldn't probe, but her curiosity was stirred. "Cancer?"
"Yes, Joe's daddy was dying of cancer. Joe took it hard, but he was too stubborn to let anyone help him. And his uncle died from that ornery old bull. Joe's buried a lot of kin in his day, poor boy. Guess that's why he puts up with me; he sets a great store in family."
The story touched Candy, and cold chills ran up her spine. "It must have been hard on him."
"Yes, but you'd have never known it by the way he acted. No, sir. That boy became a man in one short summer. Took care of the ranch from then on. He's a strong one, even though there are times when he shows his emotions. Special times. At least to me."
"Are you his only relative?" Candy straightened in her chair, her eyes widening with understanding.
"Oh, he's got a few cousins scattered here and there. No brothers or sisters though."
"Why don't you live with him?"
"Ain't no need. Got my own place. This is home."
Candy looked about.
"Well now, I hope that don't change things between you and me, just because I'm his aunt."
"No. No, of course not."
"Good, cause I need a little female companionship every now and then. And most of them fuddy-duddies in town don't cotton to my rough ways."
"I'd like to be friends, Aggie."
"But you don't hold with Joe much, do you?"
"I don't know much about him really." She left it open. If Aggie wanted to talk about him, she'd listen.
"Give it time, you'll learn. Joe's hard to get to know. But there ain't a better young man ever lived. He's helped me with my place. Helped me keep my independence. And he'd give you the shirt off his back if you asked him."
So, she wasn't going to offer any more information. Why did that disappoint Candy? Still, she'd unknowingly explained a few things. If Joe witnessed his uncle's death, it might explain why he rushed in to save her from that bull. Like seeing fate twice. It must have unnerved him as much as her. He wasn't being brave, nor heroic, he just didn't want to see another person die that way. That made sense. She could respect that.
Candy leaned back in the chair, her mind full of questions. But she couldn't ask them. Not yet.
"That's a might small trailer you live in," Aggie remarked as she got up and poured them some more tea.
"Yes, it gets a little crowded these days." Candy chuckled. "Especially since we have company."
"Company being that city fella that's staying' over at Joe's I guess?"
"Yes, have you met him?"
"Briefly, yes. I've already got a few conclusions of my own about that one. He's a might peculiar cuss, with those flashing green eyes and all that blond hair that don't never get out of place. Why, I bet he sprays it with hair spray, too. The way it stays put on his head. Ain't natural." Her voice held agitation. "So, is he your man?"
"My man?" Candy nearly choked on her tea. Aggie sounded remarkably like her uncle. "No, not any more. He's my ex-husband. He and my father were very close and, when dad died, I guess Fargate sort of felt responsible for me or something."
"Ex-husband? You must have married him young?" Aggie cast her a quirked brow and eagle eye.
"Yes, three years ago. I guess I was pretty naïve," Candy admitted ruefully.
"I don't like him," Aggie blurted out.
Candy looked Aggie in the eye. "Really, why?"
"Well, I'll tell you. I judge a man how he sits a saddle or wears his hat, and that rascal don't do either. That's enough for me, honey. Any grown man scared of animals."
"But he's a city man, Aggie."
"I know, that's another thing against him, in my book. But I guess what riles me most is how I've heard him talk about Roscoe."
Candy paid attention. Aggie had picked up on the same feeling. "What do you mean?"
Aggie shrugged, then leaned way back in her chair. "Well, he thinks Roscoe has influenced you to stay here. And he thinks Roscoe has been the one trying to scare you. Aside from all that, he's too snoopy."
"Snoopy?"
"Joe says he watches everything like a hawk. Like he's got plans." It was plain Aggie was trying to decide whether to tell her something the way she kept hedging. "Joe's told me all about those close calls of yours. First, at the rodeo, then, at the ranch. Everybody knows what you've got…"
"What I've got? What have I got?" Candy stood up in shock. Shouldn't someone tell her?
Aggie squinted. "That land of yours is right smack dab on the biggest water hole you ever saw. On top of that, everybody knows it--wants it. It could be anybody trying to scare you off your land."
"Scare me off my land?" she shrieked. "But they didn't even know I had land at the Rodeo."
"Maybe they did. Maybe they knew about old Hank's land. He certainly didn't keep any secrets. Yes, ma'am, your land." Aggie affirmed with a nod.
Candy flopped back into the chair, stunned.
"And that ain't all."
"No?"
"Nope."
Aggie eyed her seriously now, probably debating whether to go any further with the conversation.
"But ,Aggie, why would anyone want to hurt me enough to get me off the land? I'm willing to listen to reason."
"'Cause you're sitting on a gold mine. And you're not from around here. Lots of folks figure you might sell to some big company or hoard the mineral rights, which I'm sure you own. Yes, ma'am, you got a goldmine."
"I'm not even sure I own the mineral rights. At least, Fargate hasn't mentioned it."
Aggie nodded. "I figured as much. Like as not he knows all about the water or the gas."
"Gas?"
"Oh, it's probably too deep to be worth drilling for, but there's a natural gas line under there, too. The water would be more practical for the state, though."
"Is that why Joe wanted to buy my land?"
Aggie's expression changed. "I should keep my big mouth shut. But it's part of it, I'll admit. He wants it, that's for sure, but he'd never hurt a fly. Too soft hearted for that."
"What's the other part?"
"He wants to run his Longhorns on your land, better grazing, better playas. It would give him room for his other stock, too."
Candy closed her eyes, and sighed. "Well, I'm certainly glad you told me, Aggie. I'm in your debt. This puts a new perspective on things."
"I figured it would."
Candy stood up once more and started for the front door. She turned and glanced over her shoulder at Aggie. "Thanks for the tea, Aggie. And everything. I better get back before Roscoe does."
"Don't rush on his account. He'll be gone for hours, girl. That auction goes on all day and into the night sometimes." She chuckled. "You're welcome to stay with me."
"Thanks, Aggie, another time," Candy mumbled as she pushed open the screened door. "Why don't you come to supper tonight, though?"
"What time?" Aggie asked as though she had been waiting for her to ask.
"Sevenish."
"I'll be there. Thanks for asking me."
~*~
Candy wasn't ready to go home yet, but she wanted some time alone to think. She had little privacy lately, and she needed that space. Until now she had been more than convinced that Joe was the only one who would want her off her own land. But now! Anyone could be the culprit. She kept telling herself not to worry. Nothing had happened since the dust storm. It might have been some kind of freak accidents. Obviously she had a lot of rethinking to do.
Then there was Fargate. Aggie was right--to some extent. He dearly loved to stir up a scandal. One thing the last few days had reaffirmed, she wasn't in love with her ex-husband. And he needed to know it.
Why was he here, and pursuing her? It made no sense. If she didn't know better she'd be accusing him of wanting to grab her land, but what use would he have of it? She had a gut feeling it wasn't out of loyalty to her father. She shrugged away the eerie feeling that her troubles weren't over.
As she stopped along the way to check the salt rocks, she spotted a dried-up stream, and slumped wearily under a small mesquite tree to cool off. She hadn't meant to, but she was tired and, as a light breeze nipped to cool her skin, she relaxed, and closed her eyes.
A loud unexpected noise had her jumping to her feet.
"What are you doing?" Then, when she recognized the man on the horse before her, she raged, "Why don't you just shoot me and get it over with?"
Joe Munroe slid off his horse and walked boldly up beside her, a rifle in his hand. With the tip of the barrel he picked up the small rattler on the ground by her boots. He tossed it away.
"You shouldn't go sleeping around out here this time of year," he growled lowly.
Candy's eyes widened. Guilt made her chin tremble, her brown eyes plead. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have jumped to conclusions." When he didn't say anything, she added, "I guess I owe you an apology."
"Forget it. You're not going to like what I've got to tell you. I've got some bad news for you." His voice was flat, unemotional, unfeeling.
Candy heard what he said, but it didn't make any sense.
"Did you hear me?" he asked when she stared blankly at him.
What he was saying didn't seem important. Instead, she began looking at him. Not just a glance, a bold faced stare. She noticed the contours of his body, his hesitated stance, his teamed face. It hit her like a pie in the face, she was hungry for the sight of him. She hadn't seen him in days. Not since he broke the bronc. He looked different somehow.
"Hey," his voice began to soften in those familiar tones that warmed her heart. His gloved hand reached out to cup her chin, and forced her to look at him. "I wasn't thinking either. I must have shocked the hell out of you."
Huge tears formed in her eyes but would not fall as she looked up at him.
Then he pulled her into his arms, wrapping his long arms about her protectively. Her mind registered nothing but him. She liked the way they fit together so perfectly, as though made for each other. She enjoyed the heady male scent of him. But most of all she liked being in his arms. Her arms went around his lean waist and she rested her head against his shoulder, enjoying the feel of his chin rubbing abrasively against her cheek.
Who moved first she didn't know but suddenly they were kissing, their arms tangling, their legs pressed against each other. Her fingers played through the thick mass of hair at his nape, and he groaned, his hand finding her breast with pin-point accuracy. She strained to be closer. A heat from within suffused her. Their sudden needs announced themselves. Ever so slowly they melted to the ground, the burning ache within her subsiding.
She woke with the sweat trickling between her breast, her breathing shallow, irregular.
Her cheeks were on fire, and a dull throb echoed through her entire body. Ashamed of her feelings, she mounted Lancer and raced for home as though her life depended on getting there in record-breaking time.
But she knew something was wrong as she rode into the yard. She couldn't quite put her finger on it. Or didn't want to. She blinked rapidly and glanced about her. The lean-to looked the same. The small remuda were grazing in the east pasture. But something was missing.
Her trailer!
Shocked and angry she looked all around her. It was gone! Then she saw a rider--and recognized him.
Always at the scene of the crime, Joe Munroe appeared on schedule. Anger seethed through her. She ran to the lean-to, leaving Lancer unattended, grabbed a whip and lit into Joe with a stinging blow to his side.
"You! You did this!" she shouted, the tears rolling down her face.
"Candy, wait--" Joe yelped, as his bay reared. When she didn't stop, he jumped her, and they rolled over and over until they were up against the lean-to. Grabbing her hands and putting them high above her head he pinned her there. Her eyes were wild with fear, her hair tousled, her cheeks flaming.
"It's gone," she cried hopelessly.
He stared down into her tear-stained face, then gazed about them. She twisted and squirmed beneath him.
"Easy," he cajoled. "Now, where have you been?"
"Over at Aggie's. Now, will you let go of me?"
"Not just yet. I want to know why you're so bent on hanging me for everything." When she didn't answer, he quirked a brow. "When are you going to start giving me the benefit of the doubt?"
She struggled to be free.
"Looks like I'll have to resort to other methods to convince you," he smiled as his head bent and his lips brushed softly against hers.
She turned her head away, but he steadied her chin and kissed her again, this time more slowly, more intently. "Mm. I'm getting so I like the taste of dust on you. In fact, the dirtier and madder you get, the better I like it."
The next kiss overwhelmed her, forcing her to relax and give into the bliss he offered.
"That's better," he murmured against the wisps of her hair as his lips continued to roam over her face. "I've been out of my mind looking for you. I came over this morning, after Roscoe picked Fargate up. You were already gone. So was the trailer."
"I'll bet you were out of your mind--"
"Now, Dumplin'."
"Don't call me that."
Suddenly their eyes met, and the urge to be kissed hit her like a rock. She wanted him to kiss her and it stunned her.
But he didn't.
The dream she had only a few minutes before was coming to life, and it scared and fascinated her. As she lay there staring up into indigo eyes, she knew he knew. She was no longer accusing, he was no longer teasing. The woodsy odor of his cologne and the hint of leather mingled in the air around them, intoxicating her senses.
"Better mount up." He abruptly pulled her to her feet, ignoring what she was offering.
"What for?"
"You can stay at my place," he smiled.
"Your place?" Another panic gripped her. Did he think she was offering more than kisses? And did he think she would obey so easily after such an avid refusal? Well, he had another think coming! Not now!
"That's right, Dumplin'," he said walking around the area, checking the tire tracks that led towards the road. "It was a good-sized truck."
"Really? Want to describe it for me?" she lashed out. What caused her to be so angry? Was it that constant pet name he used, or the fact that she was beginning to like it? She didn't have time to contemplate the reason because he took several giant steps toward her, his eyes glaring into hers.
"You still think I'm the one behind all this, don't you?"
When she didn't answer, his face went black with fury.
"Of all the cock-eyed nerve. Where do you get off lady? I'm the only one around so it has to be me? Is that it? Well, sweetheart, I've had it with you. You can sit here 'til doomsday and sulk and accuse all you want. Or you can act like an adult for once and ride with me to the ranch. It's your choice, and I'm not about to ask twice. I don't give a damn either." His jaw tightened, and he gritted his teeth, then he turned around and walked away.
"Some choice!" she tried to sound unaffected. But her knees shook. She had never seen a man's face so angry. But even as angry as he was, he wasn't frightening.
"It's the only one you've got," he grated as he mounted and looked down at her impudent face.
"I could stay with Aggie. She's already invited me."
"No, you can't," he bellowed. "Her place is too small, and you'd be an imposition."
"An imposition?" she gasped. "Well, then I won't impose on you either."
"Suit yourself. I offered. Better report this to the authorities as soon as you can. Now," his expression softened slightly, "are you coming or not?"
"Dammit," she grumbled aloud, then stomped her foot to the hard ground as though that might do the least bit of good, and did a little mad dance in a circle.
Apparently he'd had it. He wasn't waiting any longer. He set Cherokee in motion.
In the flash of seconds, she pondered how long Roscoe would be gone, and what she was going to do when darkness fell. She really didn't want to sit out here alone all night. But asking for help was so humiliating. Especially from Joe. Especially after she accused him of theft.
"Hey, wait up," she called as she mounted Lancer and made sure Dumplin' was secure in his bag.
Cherokee stopped immediately, but the rider didn't move for a while. When he did, he leaned on the saddle horn. "Well hurry up."
In a matter of seconds, she was up to him. They didn't look or speak to each other the entire trip to the RB ranch. When they arrived, a couple of hands were milling about the corral, and one stopped to take their horses.
"Feed and curry them, Manuel," Joe directed as his hand went to the small of Candy's back to guide her toward the house. As usual, all her senses leapt to life. His touch, his smell, his taste all came to mind.
The hacienda was draped in Chinese Elms, and white, wrought iron chairs were scattered about the rock garden.
He led the way through the darkened house.
Immediately, she felt the warmth of his touch again.
She spotted the kitchen that led off at a right angle through an open archway. It looked modern. She could just see the gas range and tall refrigerator, her gaze encompassing the neat butcher-block counters and spotless stainless-steel sink.
Directly ahead was another big open room. To the left a library and study, complete with a huge rocked-in fireplace, a big, black leather couch and a loomed rug. The mantle supported an eight-day clock, and above it was the biggest set of Longhorns she had ever seen. What a conversation piece that must be.
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