
        
            [image: cover]
        

    















Pretend Mom






By Rita Hestand











Published by Smashwords






ISBN # 978-1-4523-0318-5






Copyright ©2009 Rita Hestand





















Smashwords Edition

License Note






This book is licesed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebooks may not be resold or given away to
other people. Please purchase an additional copy for each person
you share with. If your reading this book and did not purchas it.
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
it to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of the author.











Dedication and/or Acknowledgement











I would like to dedicate this book to all the
small towns of America. It is from the roots of these towns that
America has built it's backbone. The friendliness and charm I hope
will always be with us. God Bless America!






Other books by Rita

Beyond the Dream Catcher

Jodi's Journey

Chief Cook & Bottle Washer

Courting Abby

Hannah's Man

Along Came Love

Nick's Baby

Strictly Business

Runaway Bride






















CHAPTER ONE






Dixie Kincaid felt weak, almost sick. Her
fear of flying had taken its toll. On wobbly legs she careened down
the exit ramp toward the main gate. Taking a deep quelling breath,
she pushed her chestnut hair from her face. Willing herself not to
tremble, she grasped the wall for support as she glanced around for
a familiar face. No one stepped forward. No one called her
name.

For a split second she secretly wished Kevin
had been here to greet her. But then, she knew that was merely
wishful thinking. Why should he?

It had been three long years since she'd been
home, and then only to be whisked to the cemetery and back to catch
her plane. It had been seven years since she had actually spent any
time at her home. Much too long, she quickly realized.

She glanced about for a familiar face. There
were none. And suddenly she felt very alone. Maybe because she was
so used to cameras and newsmen greeting her. She had wanted it this
way, she reminded herself. No cameras, no newsmen, just someone
from home to greet her. There was no one.

Perhaps she might have to rent a car and
drive home. She hadn't thought of that. She fumbled in her purse
for her luggage ticket.

"Hello, Dixie," came a lazy, southern drawl
that could only belong to one man.

Before she realized his intention, his lips
feather-touched hers.

Hints of cattle, hay and clean earth filled
her nostrils—a strangely compelling scent.

Goose bumps prickled her skin, making her
tingle, the kiss spoke of coming home, of being cared for.

When the man pulled away with a satisfied
smile, and Dixie was left to compose herself, and her thoughts.

"Welcome home." The man's voice sounded
raspy, his eyes glittering into hers.

"Mike Dalton!" she murmured aloud, trying to
make sense of his actions and her reactions. Gathering her wits
about her, she cast him a disdainful glance as she tried to control
her shaking limbs. First an airplane ride from hell, now a bolt
from the blue like Mike Dalton greeting her. And what a greeting! A
kiss was the last thing she expected from Mike. What next?

Just because he kissed her didn't mean she'd
changed her mind about him, nor he about her. He shouldn't be here,
her mind reeled. But then she knew why he was! Summoning her
control she straightened her denim jumper and gave him a guarded
smile.

His eyes glistened as his moist lips firmed
into a warm, welcoming smile. How could he stand there and look so
self-satisfied?

His roughly etched features hinted a
hawk-like quality as he stared down into her surprised face with
amusement.

Mike vibrated his own brand of southern
charm. His grin was too wide, his nose was a smidgen crooked, and
those eyes, not even a real brown, more gold—and all seeing. His
hair, a rich shade of mahogany, was short cropped and invited a
ruffle as he adjusted his hat. Pleasantly handsome—and terribly
compelling, he wasn't the kind of man a woman could walk away from
without remembering.

In faded jeans, a white shirt and a jean
jacket, he wore the word virile like some men wore after-shave.

Despite her better sense, Dixie's heart raced
to an odd beat. A familiar beat she thought long forgotten. She
never understood her reactions to Mike. No one affected her like
Mike, not even his brother, Kevin. There had always been this
electrical current running between them, as though there were
things unspoken. It made absolutely no sense how his mere presence
could affect her equilibrium. It had been seven long years since
she laid eyes on Mike, and yet it seemed like yesterday as he
stared back at her with that same familiar expression.

He knew instinctively how to confuse her
emotionally. That kiss raised more than a little curiosity,
obviously in both their minds, from the expression on his face, as
though he was surprised by his own actions.

Where was her family? Why weren't they here?
And why did this stubborn, handsome man have to stand here and look
at her so smugly?

Deep down, Dixie suspected she knew why Mike
was here. It was Kevin. Mike was still protecting his brother from
the vamp. Her!

Veiling her thoughts, Dixie glanced
innocently at him. "I suppose you're here to pick me up?"

"That's right. Everyone was tied up at the
time. So, I volunteered."

"How nice of you. Forgive me if I'm a little
startled to see you, Mike. But you're about the last person I
expected."

"I gathered that much." His glance slid over
her like thick hot fudge melting over ice cream. "You look a little
shaken; you want to get a bite to eat?"

"That might be a good idea." At least with
food in her mouth she wouldn't have to do much talking.

Mike's smooth southern drawl brought Dixie's
eyes to his penetrating gaze. "Great. I forgot breakfast, myself.
But let's get something down the road, okay? The prices here are
outrageous."

He touched her elbow and guided her through
the growing crowd. In a matter of minutes he had rescued her
luggage from a baggage chute and carried both cases with ease to
his slightly battered pickup.

Mike watched her hug the door with open
amusement. She couldn't help but wonder if she measured up to his
expectations. He certainly did to hers.

That kiss didn't fool her though—just rattled
her.

Once they were settled and on their way, he
switched on the air-conditioner. She had forgotten how unbearably
hot it got in Texas.

"So, are you staying long?" His glance met
hers across the small confines of the truck.

"No, it's just a vacation."

"Then New York is still your home?"

"It's where my work is, yes. I've been there
seven years and I'm finally making progress."

He didn't seem that interested. That didn't
surprise her, since Mike had been the one who had scoffed at her
making a singing career seven years ago.

He maneuvered the truck like a well-trained
horse.

"I've heard you on the radio." He checked the
traffic before pulling onto the highway.

She swallowed a dose of pride she left
behind. "I didn't think you liked rock music."

"Not particularly, no."

He didn't explain, she didn't ask.

"I kinda expected you to show up in one of
those weird costumes most rock stars wear on stage."

"I don't usually travel in full make-up. I
didn't want to be recognized. I even went so far as to use a phony
name with the airlines. And obviously it worked."

"Yeah, I could see where that could be a
problem."

She met his mocking smile.

Knowing Mike was old-fashioned and believed a
woman belonged in the home, having babies, she refrained from
elaborating on her work. Although she had to squelch the
overwhelming desire to brag about herself. He probably wouldn't
believe that she liked her work, even though it wasn't what she
really wanted to do.

"So . . ." Mike drawled, his eyes escaping
the long hot road long enough to send her a quizzing look. "Are you
married now?"

"No—uh, I've been too busy to settle down.
Besides, that's not about to happen until I find Mr. Right."

"Mr. Right. That's interesting. Is that what
you're waiting for?" Now he was goading her.

"I'm not waiting for anything." She squirmed
as the air-conditioner made a funny noise and clicked off.

Mike banged on the dash and the air came back
on. "Sorry, I've been meaning to have that fixed."

"I'm surprised you're still driving this . .
."

Grinning he nodded. "Best work truck I ever
had. Couldn't give old Betsy up."

Surely this wasn't the only vehicle he owned.
"You haven't bought a new one?" She bit her lip for asking.

"No need. This gets me where I want to
go."

"How can you impress a woman in something
like this?" she squawked.

"I'm not trying to impress anyone, especially
a woman."

When an awkward silence ensued, she chanced a
glance at him again. "So, why didn't Emily and the boys come with
you?"

Mike didn't answer right away. The traffic
was thick, people were just getting off work and Mike seemed
frustrated all of a sudden. Perhaps he wanted to be rid of her.

Finally he shot her a smile and another long
lazy glance as they came to an abrupt halt. Someone with car
trouble ahead was holding up traffic.

"Emily got involved in the annual church
charity bazaar again this year," he said. "She was elected to the
committee. And you know how she gets when she's involved in
something for the church. She knew you'd understand, though.
Besides, it's still a long drive home, and Emily was never fond of
travel. Especially traffic jams on freeways during a heat wave. I
think she'll be relieved you're finally home, though."

"She sounded strange on the phone. Like there
was something she wanted to talk about but just couldn't on the
phone. I sensed there was something wrong."

"Oh, I wouldn't say there's anything really
wrong, but she is anxious to talk to you." There was a car pulled
onto the side of the road. "Do you mind if I stop and help them?
They've got three kids in the back seat and, in this heat, that
can't be much fun."

"No, go ahead." Dixie craned her neck to
watch.

Mike shook hands with the man, and in minutes
they were busy with the lug nuts. A few minutes later he came back
to the truck, and threw his tools in the truck bed.

They were halfway across town when he spotted
a place to eat. "This all right with you?" He gestured towards a
hamburger drive in.

"Sure, sounds great right now. I'm not sure I
could wait since you have to stop off and pick up a—bull, didn't
you say?" She gestured toward the trailer he was pulling.

"Sorry about that. It won't take long. I've
already signed the papers and paid the man, so all I have to do is
load him up and take him home. It was on the way home so I figured
might as well kill two birds with one stone."

"I suppose I should be grateful I didn't have
to get a shuttle." She didn't look at him, but the little blond
carhop on her way over to the truck captured his attention.

"Give us a couple of burgers with mustard and
fries and a couple of Cokes." He ordered for her.

He glanced over at her and smiled. "Isn't
that what you used to order most of the time at the Dairy Mart back
home?"

She nodded, surprised that Mike Dalton would
have remembered such a thing.

Dixie firmed her lips when he dished out the
money, though. Being old fashioned he was bound to pay for both
their meals but it still it irritated her no end.

He turned towards her, pushing his hat away
from his face, and relaxing behind the wheel.

"Something wrong?"

"I can pay for my own food," she said.

"Feeling indebted, are we?" He grinned.

"Am I indebted?"

"Not in the least. Just call me
old-fashioned. When a lady eats with me, she's automatically my
guest."

"Thanks, I didn't have change for a hundred
anyhow." She chuckled, wanting to make light of a situation she'd
blown out of proportion.

He smiled—this time with her, not at her—and
some of the tension between them eased. Still, Dixie knew exactly
why Mike was here. He was making good and sure she left his brother
alone. Why Mike had tried to come between her and Kevin all those
years ago, she didn't know. After all, it had always been a
one-sided affair. Kevin had no feelings for her…at least not back
then, and she wasn't sure of her own reaction to him now.

"Glad you haven't lost your sense of humor."
He leaned back and smiled at her.

Despite her intention, a smile dotted her
lips. "So, Emily is still doing volunteer work?" She groped for a
change in subject. Too many compliments from Mike could be
dangerous.

"Never stopped as far as I know."

How silly she'd been. She should have known
Emily always got involved in community projects, offering to do
almost everything herself. Of course, she had too many irons in the
fire to come to the airport. And she did get carsick. Funny how
things like that slipped your mind when you hadn't been home in so
long.

Still, not having family to greet her at the
airport left Dixie feeling uneasy. She hadn't dealt with Mike in a
long time, and according to her heart, she didn't know how to deal
with him. He looked hungry for a skirmish, and he still managed to
make her feel like an awkward schoolgirl at times. His very
presence made her heart rate soar. There seemed to be a strange
kind of chemistry between them. They seemed to respond to each
other physically, but mentally they were worlds apart—and knew
it.

"She wanted someone here to greet you. She
asked me to pick you up."

"She did?"

"You're surprised. Well, I guess that's
because you haven't been home in a while. You're going to have to
get used to the idea of me being around. I'm over at your place
almost as much as I'm at home."

"Oh? I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Mom
and the boys always liked you."

"You don't sound like you're a part of my fan
club." He shot her a mock frown.

"I didn't know you had one."

Emily was Dixie's stepmother, and the twin
teenage boys were her half-brothers. She'd quit thinking of them as
anything other than her only family long ago. Her real mother died
when she was a young child, and she barely remembered her. Her
father died three years ago of a heart attack, and then her sister,
Audrey, died just last year. Death had taken its toll on Dixie and
her family, something Dixie was still finding hard to deal
with.

It had never dawned on Dixie that she might
actually be needed here. That prospect brightened her mood a
little. Being needed was refreshing. She always felt like the black
sheep of the family, wanting to do things no one else did.

Emily had always taken her side with her
father, thus creating more harmony than friction. Tom, Will, and
Emily were all the family she had left, and they were precious to
her. Except for her Uncle Paul, whom Dixie really didn't count. He
thought she was the wild one of the family and had nothing to do
with her. Wild? She'd gone to New York City to become a rock star,
and that was considered wild on the Johnson side of the family.

A deep sadness filled Dixie. The loneliness
of coming home without her father and only sister surrounded her.
Audrey's death had devastated her greatly. She'd been killed in a
plane crash on her way to visit Dixie in New York. Dixie knew it
was foolish, but somehow she felt responsible for Audrey's death,
and ever since shuddered when flying.

Strange how coming home brought all the old
memories to the surface, but this was her first trip home in a long
time and it was bound to be different. She should have prepared
herself for it. Even though her father hadn't approved of her
running off to New York to find her fame and fortune, he had
encouraged her to think big.

"Are you all right?" Mike's voice penetrated
her absorbed mind, as an arrogant brow shot upward in question and
tawny gold eyes probed deeper. What was he searching for? What did
he think he was going to find?

"I'm fine. I'm just a little shaky over the
plane ride."

"Have a rough trip?"

"Not really. Not for anyone who enjoys flying
I suppose. I just don't happen to enjoy it."

"Why didn't you tell me? I thought you looked
pale, but I attributed it to seeing me."

"It's nothing, really."

"You were shaking a few minutes ago." He
frowned, studying her closer. "Why didn't you take a train or bus,
if flying bothers you?"

"Because I didn't want to lose most of my
vacation traveling back and forth. Besides, Mom sounded upset when
she called me. I wanted to get here as fast as I could."

He reached across and took her hand in his. A
big, warm hand. It startled Dixie. She forgot how caring the people
in small towns could be. She started to pull away, but Mike was
only being Mike—the protector.

"I'm fine now."

"You sure?"

She nodded and pulled her hand from his. Mike
frowned.

After a short silence, he turned in the seat.
"So, how's life in New York?"

"Busy."

"I'm surprised you took the time off
work."

"Well, I was due a vacation, and Mother
sounded distraught." Dixie cast him a questioning look.

"She can hardly wait to see you. I wouldn't
say distraught, but anxious."

"I want to know how Mom and the boys are. Is
there something wrong? Is that why you came? What's been going
on?"

"Wrong? No, there's nothing wrong, really.
Although I suspect Emily needs to talk with you. But, they're fine.
The boys would have come with me, but they're both in summer
school. Not much new to tell in town. A few moved off to better
careers, like you. A few married. I'm surprised you haven't asked
about Kevin."

"I'm sorry." Dixie swallowed. He mentioned
Kevin so casually, yet Dixie knew Mike was anything but casual
about his brother. She wasn't prepared to talk about Kevin right
now, and especially with Mike. "I was waiting for you to tell me."
She didn't want Mike to know she was rattled.

It was all too awkward a moment. Mike
couldn't possibly know what she was feeling about Kevin after all
these years. Just because he was opposed to them getting together
so long ago didn't mean he still felt the same. Maybe he had
mellowed. Maybe he wanted to tell her.

"And how is he?" She tried not to sound too
interested, yet she couldn't stop fidgeting with her hands, and he
glanced down at them as she spoke.

"He's doing great, actually. He's running for
senator now. He's happy."

"I'm glad," she said, only to see Mike's brow
arch arrogantly. The thought of Kevin running for senator startled
and pleased her. She had known Kevin would do well. No wonder Mike
was so anxious to keep her away from him. It wouldn't do for a
senator to be seen with a wild-looking rock star. Even she could
imagine the headlines that could cause.

"Are you?"

"Happy? Of course. But I want you to know I
don't intend sitting here and talking to you about Kevin." Her
outburst cost her what little leverage she had. He was prepared for
a battle, by the look on his face, so she changed direction. "So,
you were elected to come and get me?"

"Something like that."

"I'm a little surprised you had the time. I
mean, as I recall, you had a good size ranch to run."

"Still do. But I attended an auction in
Mesquite and have to pick up that bull I mentioned earlier. Like I
said, we'll be stopping on the way home, if you don't mind."

"You're breeding cattle now?"

"Just started."

Naturally, he hadn't come all this way just
to pick her up, she thought. "I hope picking me up wasn't too much
out of the way for you."

"No," he winked. "Not really."

Dixie looked away again, unable to assemble
her thoughts. Mike was just too disturbing.

But, despite her efforts to ignore him, she
found herself curious about Mike. What had happened to him in all
these years? Had he married? Did he have a houseful of kids? Their
eyes met and she looked away hurriedly. Looking into those intense,
tawny eyes was a little too disturbing. She'd have to change the
subject completely. Mike Dalton was affecting her strangely.

"Poor Mom, she really has to stay after Tom
and Will to keep them in school. I wish it came easier for them.
They hate it. I remember her promising Dad they would finish school
even if they were twenty-five when they did."

"She's got her hands full with that
promise."

"I can hardly wait to see them. It's been so
long."

Too long!"

















CHAPTER TWO






The old home-place lay sprawled among the
rolling hills of an east Texas meadow. Towering cottonwoods
whispered the music of the wind like chimes. Wild buttercups grew
in the meadows. An old two-story frame house stood majestically in
the background. In the distance an occasional sunflower peeped over
the horizon, stretching itself towards the morning sun. It was a
serene place. It was home, and Dixie quickly realized how much
she'd missed it. Born here, she felt her roots stirring old
memories.

After a wonderful day with her family, and
Emily reassuring her they would talk later, Dixie began to feel at
home again.

Finally left to her solitude, she wandered
near the well-manicured grounds of the cemetery down the road.
She'd been afraid of this particular cemetery for years. The tall
cottonwoods spread a mighty shade over the lawns.

In reality she supposed death might not be
her real fear, it was more the process of dying. Death was such an
active partner in her life. Not hers, but her loved ones. One by
one, they had died on her.

She found her family's graves without any
trouble. She knelt beside her sister's grave first, she gently slid
a finger over the letters on the stone. It was cold. Not at all
like her sister. Audrey had always been a warm, vibrant person,
full of life and possibilities.

A northern breeze filtered the air, stirring
the dead leaves about the grounds like a ghost swishing through an
old house.

"Oh, Audrey, I miss you. I'm so sorry I
missed the memorial service but I was already on a plane for
Australia when I heard about it. I almost couldn't go on stage
again . . ." She swallowed the lump in her throat. "At least you're
with our parents now. You aren't alone. Probably less lonely than
me. I miss you so." A tear spilled. "I've come home 'cause Emily
called and asked me to. That, and to put old ghosts away, so I can
get on with my life. You knew how infatuated I was with Kevin. I
thought it a childish crush, but I wanted to be sure. I have to be
sure."

She moved her fingers slowly over each
letter. "Something is going on I think, but Emily's not ready to
talk about it. I don't know what, yet. I guess she'll tell me in
good time. And the boys—oh, how they've grown. And into such little
gentlemen, too."

Another tear spilled.

"It feels good to be home, Audrey, but I
can't stay long. My life is in New York now. I've met a man, a man
I work with, who has serious intentions. Problem is, I'm not sure
how I feel. I hate putting him off, but I'm not sure. I mean, Ed
just doesn't give me that bubbly feeling of being in love. Maybe I
expect too much. I guess deep down I felt that coming home might
give me a few answers. Maybe I haven't put my feelings for Kevin
away, yet. Or maybe I just don't love Ed. All I know is, I've got
to find answers."

Her hand shook. Tears Dixie had held too long
poured freely. Why did crying always release the tension? Such a
release, she mused silently. She placed the fresh wild-flowers at
the head of her sister's grave and she watched her own tears being
soaked up by the hot, dry ground. It felt good, and right, being
here alone, able to cry.

"Buttercups and Indian paintbrushes, your
favorites," she murmured. "You used to say they were God's flowers,
put on earth to be cherished."

Dixie had no idea how long she stayed there,
kneeling over the graves, talking as though someone might answer,
but the sun was slowly sinking when she finally straightened and
got to her feet.

Hearing a noise behind her, she turned in
time to see her mother's old friend, Mrs. Butie. She called a
hello. Mrs. Butie clutched at the expensive flower arrangement in
her hands as she proceeded to a far corner of the cemetery, where
she turned to stare at Dixie. Mrs. Butie's husband had died nearly
twenty years ago, but she always placed flowers on his grave one a
month.

Suddenly, Dixie wished she'd chosen something
more appropriate to wear. It wouldn't make a difference to anyone
but her; everyone had his or her own preconceived ideas about her
by now. Small towns were like that. Nothing she did or said would
change them. Cut-offs and a T-shirt seemed out of place with Mrs.
Butie staring at her so.

Pulling her large frame rigid and adjusting
the midriff of her dress with a snort, Mrs. Butie grunted. "I'd
heard you'd come home. And we all know why." Mrs. Butie pulled the
few weeds about the older grave site.

Dixie bowed her head, confused by the
outburst and hurt by the sting in Mrs. Butie's voice. How could
Mrs. Butie know why she was home? She wasn't sure herself. "Good to
see you again, Mrs. Butie," she called and walked away, trying not
to run or look back. Not a very clever comeback, but then Dixie had
never been clever with words.

Life was unfair. She couldn't make Mrs. Butie
like her, so she wouldn't try.

There was a special place where Dixie escaped
when things became too difficult to handle. It was nothing more
than an old oak tree, yet somehow the tree gave comfort to those in
need. It wasn't far down the road from where she lived. There were
a lot of names engraved on that old tree, hers included.

Dixie hurried towards the tree as dark clouds
began to gather and manifest into an early summer storm. At first
there were only a few large sprinkles, and Dixie thought she might
escape the storm altogether. She finally reached the oak tree.
Nothing had changed. It still stood majestically looking out onto a
wheat field to one side and a deep ravine to the other.

Once she reached it, she felt safe. Even
though trees weren't the best place during a storm she knew this
particular tree would never harm her. It gave too much solace. She
sat down for a minute, resting against it. As a child she had
called this her thinking tree. And Dixie had a lot of thinking to
do.

She knew immediately she had to see Kevin,
and gauge her reactions to him. Why it had become such an obsession
with her she didn't know, but it had. Perhaps it was because Ed,
her agent, had asked her to marry him and she felt so uncertain. Ed
was wonderful, but when he kissed her she didn't see stars. When he
proposed it wasn't in a romantic setting, it was at work. She
needed a break, to get away and see if her heart missed him. And
seeing Kevin might put it all in the proper perspective.

She had so loved Kevin as a young girl
growing up, and he had never given her much encouragement. Still,
she couldn't marry another man without being sure that her feelings
for Kevin were in fact just infatuation.

Suddenly lightning and thunder roared above
her. She clung to the big trunk of the tree. She was in a dangerous
place, and had to leave. She waited patiently for the rain to
slacken. But the storm wasn't bashful; it seemed to magnify her
sorrow, the wind whipping the huge limbs about, and a low creaking
sound emanated from it.

Already soaked, her shorts felt heavy against
her bare legs and her t-shirt plastered her breasts like a mask.
Her dark hair dangled against her shoulders limply.

Glancing upward she saw the branches of the
tree swaying heavily in the wind, performing some primitive dance
about her. The leaves floated in little rivulets down the hillside.
Just below, the gully was quickly filling with water. She'd have to
cross it to get to the road. Going the other direction led to the
cemetery.

The rain became erratic, first in heavy
sheets so she couldn't see. She waited for the next slack before
darting down the steep ravine. Small branches tore at her ankles as
she practically slid down the incline. An old piece of barbed wire
caught at her t-shirt as she continued toward the ravine and hit
the ground with a thud. She felt the rip and the deep prickling of
her skin as the wire stabbed her in the ribs. Still, she managed to
keep a steady pace, groping for a better foothold as she tried to
cross the ravine.

She kept reassuring herself there was no need
to panic. It was only a gully-washer and she'd be fine once she
crossed the ravine. The house was only a couple of miles down the
road. She'd be home soon, drying off and wondering why she ever
thought such wild thoughts.

Still the road seemed further and further
away, as though it had moved.

Deliberately, she slowed her pace, calming
herself. Don't panic, she told herself. Surely there was something
humorous in this. Where had her sense of adventure gone? The fact
that she'd always managed to get herself in some kind of trouble
crossed her mind. Goodness, it was only a rainstorm.

Yet, as the rain became violent again and
beat at her from all directions, the wind changed, and it was
increasingly difficult to catch her breath. Without warning she
plunged downward, towards the rapidly rising water. She lost a
tennis shoe as she continued to slide. The water was moving like a
small river now, rushing over rocks, making a gurgling sound.

As she began making her way across the
flooded ravine, her foot lodged solidly between what felt like an
old tree root and a rock. She tried to wiggle the rock, but it
wasn't budging. She tried again; still nothing.

"Don't panic," she screamed aloud this time.
Things like this always worked out in the movies. Any minute she
would loosen the rock and move away, unhindered.

It wasn't as though she were about to die,
for goodness sake. All she had to do was keep her head and wait
until the water itself dislodged the rock. Still the fact that the
ravine was very deep on this side scared her a little, had she gone
on the other side, it wouldn't have been this deep and she'd be on
the road by now. She'd automatically opted for the fastest way
home, and the most dangerous.

The sound of rushing water brought her gaze
around. She felt it rising against her legs. "Get hold of
yourself," she scolded, looking about her to see if anyone had been
watching or listening to her tirade. There was no one about. She
was alone, very alone.

Everything would be fine as long as she
didn't do something foolish. She simply needed some kind of lever,
something with which to pry the rock away.

"It's right over there, if I can just reach
it!" she shouted to herself. If she could just reach it, she could
pry herself loose. She strained forward, her fingertips barely
grazing the branch. If she didn't work fast, it would float
completely out of reach. She leveled the unrestricted part of her
body with the water, as she tried again to grab the branch. It was
at her fingertips.

The t-shirt flapped against her. She felt the
cold water splashing against her breast. Darn! Why hadn't she worn
a bra? Why hadn't she dressed more appropriately? And yet, this was
certainly not the time to worry over modesty.

She tensed as her trapped foot seemed to
lodge deeper and the current rushed over her hips. The water was
rising. She had to hurry. The ground had been so dry and the water
wasn't soaking in.

Finally, she grasped the branch and began
working along the edge of her foot. She couldn't see what she was
doing; the storm had darkened the sky like someone pulling down the
blinds. Unable to see she stabbed herself twice with the branch.
The rock moved, but not as she planned. Instead it struck several
painful blows to the bottom of her foot and lodged her deeper. She
was burying herself!

She could see the obituary now, Rising water
takes rock star Dixie Kincaid's life.

The water rose steadily now, nearly covering
her midriff. Dear God, it was just a gully. She couldn't drown …
could she? The rain pounded on her like crabapples falling off a
tree. She could feel the frantic struggle going on inside herself
to survive. Her mind must be working way too fast.

"Maybe you deserve to die!" she cried
aloud.

Then suddenly something dark and ominous
encompassed her. Against the roaring of the water, and the extreme
darkness she couldn't tell what was happening.

A voice came from nowhere, startling her.
"Hold on, sweetheart, you're not dead yet!" came a low drawling
voice that had her heart hammering against her chest with
relief.

It was Mike, of all people. She knew it even
before she could actually see him. She could almost feel those
tiger-eyes sparkling through the darkness, and see the pearl white
of his teeth beneath the broad brim of his western hat. Her heart
fluttered wildly as he came closer, trying to scoop her up against
him.

"My foot," she cried out as he realized just
how trapped she was.

He flicked his hat away with the back of his
hand, and dipped his hands beneath the surface of the water to find
the icy cold foot still deeply embedded. Gently he tugged and
pulled but nothing happened

She heard him grunt, as he bent to the task
of dislodging her foot with a vengeance. He grabbed the stick, then
ducked under the water to try to dislodge the rock. He came up
every now and then to reassure her. As though him saying it would
make it all come right. Oddly enough she believed him and a sense
of calm overcame her.

When nothing worked, she heard him mumble in
an angry tone, and then he went totally under the water. Before
long she heard a loud swishing, and felt the release of her foot as
it came free.

Coming up slowly, the rock and a pocketknife
in one hand, her foot in the other, he laughed.

But Dixie wasn't laughing. She was frozen. He
quickly scooped her into his arms, pulling her from the current
rushing about their waists. Dixie's hands glided automatically
around his neck. The last two things she remembered was shuddering
violently into a black void and that his arms around her seemed
like a whole world of protection for her. She'd never been this
safe in all her life.






***






Later, she was mildly aware of voices moving
about her in a rush, as Mike carried her inside her house. A
half-hour later, Dixie's eyes opened to a room full of people.

"Grandma Emmy, she's awake." A beautiful
pixie sat the foot of her bed.

Perhaps she was dreaming.

"Dixie." Emily came forward, bending over her
and taking her hand in her own. "Oh, child, you gave us such a
scare. We thought you were dead when Mike brought you in."

"I thought so, too," she murmured as Mike
pivoted around to lock gazes with her.

"Thank God Mike found you when he did. If he
hadn't been out rounding up strays for old man Tucker just before
the storm hit, he might not have spotted you. He said it was so
dark he didn't know who or what it was but he spotted something
thrashing around in the ravine. He thought you were a calf at
first. You had us so worried, dear. We thought you went to the
cemetery."

Dixie rubbed her eyes, as though to clear
them. Straightening herself she met the concerned stares of her
brothers. "I'm sorry. I did go to the cemetery; I just walked for a
while, afterwards. I wanted to think."

Emily Kincaid worried too much, and Dixie
warmed to the instant compassion. She hadn't had anyone fuss over
her in years. She regretted now that she'd failed to notice her
stepmother's attributes when her father was alive, giving him all
her attention. How unfair she must have seemed, and what a loving
woman Emily was not to hold a grudge.

Mike walked to the edge of the bed, a slow,
lazy smile playing at his mouth. He was still wet, his jeans clung
to him like a second skin, and there were traces of dried mud, but
no one seemed to mind.

Suddenly conscious of the way she must have
looked when he brought her home, she snuggled deeper under the
covers. Then her gaze took in the little girl at the foot of her
bed. She had big brown eyes and nearly black hair. She was
beautiful, but not a pixie.

"Hello, who are you?" Dixie asked her.

"I'm Mandy. Amanda. Are you going to get
well?"

"What a beautiful name. I think I'm going to
be fine." Dixie smiled looking about the room for explanations and
locking gazes with Mike. "I guess I owe you my life, Mike. I bet I
was a mess." She could barely manage to look at Mike.

Mike scrutinized her pale face, "Your foot
sure is. I'm just glad I happened by. If Old Man Tucker's gate
hadn't broken and half his cows got out, I might never have seen
you. Sorry, but I thought you were a stuck calf when I first
spotted you."

Emily patted her hand, "Come on, Mandy, let's
go get Dixie a bowl of hot soup, and you a cookie." Emily waved the
child from the edge of the bed and the boys from the room.

"Thanks, Emily. It sounds wonderful." Dixie
smiled.

She rose up and let the covers fall, only to
grab them again when Mike took a chair and drew it close to her
bed. "You've been to the old oak tree, haven't you?"

Dixie squirmed. "I . . ." she started but he
finished for her.

"It's still there, isn't it?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do. Yours and Kevin's initials. I'd
half hoped you'd gotten over him by now. But I guess some things
never change."

"I didn't even look. That's not why I—"

"Maybe, but you would have, if the storm
hadn't caught you."

"Can we leave this for another time? I'm not
up to fighting with you or anyone else about Kevin."

"No fight, sweetheart, but I think it's time
someone told you he's happily married. And a word of advice, leave
it at that." There was a steel edge of impatience in his voice that
he didn't bother restraining.

"It was years ago, Mike. I didn't go there to
moon over Kevin. And I'm glad he's happy. I've grown up a little
since then, you know."

"Yeah, I've noticed." He cleared his throat
and smiled. "And we'll leave it 'til another time, but there are a
couple of things you need to know about that night. It's been seven
years. You say you're over him. That's great, if it's the truth,
but now I'd like a chance to explain my side of it. Maybe we can
reach a level of understanding between us. You seem to resent me
for some reason and I'd like to know why. I've never told anyone
about that night, and don't intend to. I'm pretty involved with
your family as you can see, and I don't want anything messing that
up. The only thing I'm guilty of, Dixie, is being a little
overprotective."

"Don't you think Kevin is old enough to take
care of himself?"

"I wasn't protecting Kevin, sweetheart." His
glance slid over her thoroughly. With that said he stood up,
ruffled her hair and smiled. "I'm glad you're all right."

"Thanks," she said hesitantly. He was about
to leave the room when her words stopped him. Tension seemed to
stretch across the broad expanse of his back. "So you've married
and had a family?"

"I did, and I have. But my wife's dead,
Dixie."

"Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know, Mike. I—"

"How could you? You haven't been around
enough to know about anyone around here. The last time you were
home, you flew in, went to the funeral and flew out before
nightfall."

Dixie nodded then glanced up at him
again.

"What happened?"

"Car wreck."

"I am so sorry."

"It happened a long time ago. Amanda was
still a baby. She's nearly four now. She hasn't had much family.
Connie's family lives in Florida, and my folks are dead, as you
know. Amanda only has me—and your family and her uncle. She's
latched onto Emily like a grandmother. Nothing I could do to
prevent it, and I finally stopped trying. I hope you don't
mind."

"Of course I don't. She's a lovely
child."

Mike shuffled his feet.

Dixie pulled the covers up over her more.

"So, why haven't you remarried and given that
little girl a new mother?"

"Maybe I'm still looking for the right
woman." His expression told her nothing, but the frown never left
his face as he strode out of the room.

Right woman? Right man? It sounded as though
Mike were as displaced as she.

Memories flooded Dixie's mind. Trying to shut
them out, she closed her eyes. What happened that night so long ago
could never be erased or changed. Star-struck over the neighbor's
younger son, Dixie had gone to the Dalton house, unaware that Kevin
was attending an auction with his brother.

She had stood there for what seemed like an
hour trying to make up her mind if she should wait for Kevin.
Finally, she had to let herself in the house. After all, she had
reasoned, it had been storming and she was saturated.

Very few people locked their doors in the
country, so it seemed only logical that she let herself in. She was
chilled to the bone. After checking to make sure Kevin or his
brother Mike weren't in the house, she lit the kitchen oven. Her
clothes were dripping wet, and she slowly peeled them off and hung
them on the oven door to dry out. She went to find something to
wrap up in. She found a big, white, terrycloth robe hanging behind
the door in the master-bathroom. She took it down, strode back to
the oven and was about to wrap herself in it when the door opened.
She had only managed one arm of it, when Kevin and Mike walked into
the kitchen. Kevin spotted her first and stood paralyzed to the
spot. In her horror she grabbed at the robe, trying to cover
herself. She let out a small cry as she fumbled with the coverings.
Water still dripped from her hair, making a small puddle on the
floor. Silence invaded the old house. This was not how it was
supposed to happen. She merely wanted to talk to Kevin, alone,
without her friends and family around. This wasn't even seductive,
it was just embarrassing.

But there he stood, staring, his mouth
hanging open. Kevin was unable to act or react to the situation.
The look on his face was not one of a lover, but rather the look of
a man stricken. He said and did nothing. It was Mike who acted.

Mike strode straight to her side, and gently
pulled the robe around her. Without so much as a word, he drove her
home. How he managed to get her inside her house without anyone
finding out, she never knew.

Maybe it was his warning that had stuck with
her, haunted her. "If I were you, I wouldn't set my cap for
Kevin."






***



The next morning, Dixie glanced at her bed in
dismay. It was drenched. Emily was there, offering to wash the
sheets. "Perhaps I should call the doctor. You must have had a
fever through the night. You look so weak."

Dixie squirmed uncomfortably. "I'm glad you
didn't. I'm fine, really. You're a doll, Mom, to worry so
much."

Dixie watched as Emily fussed with the
bedding. Emily was still a very nice looking woman. Her brown hair
was gently fading to gray, but it managed to bring out the glorious
blue of her eyes. She was small and delicate looking, but Dixie
knew her spirit was that of a tiger.

Will and Tom peeked through the open doorway.
Two red-heads with freckles and big smiles on their faces. On their
way to summer school, they were in a hurry.

It was Tom who broke the silence between the
three of them as they stared at her. "We've missed you. We hope
you'll stay around for a while. We don't want to sound mushy or
anything, but we kinda like having you around."

Dixie smiled. "I kinda like being around. I
nearly forgot what wonderful brothers I have."

Will came to stand just in front of her.
"Mike told us you probably wouldn't be staying long and not to get
too attached to having you here. Is that right?"

"Mike?" Again?

"He just didn't want us getting our hopes up
too much. He's been like a big brother to us since you've been
gone. And Mandy has sorta adopted us. They stop by all the time. He
helps Mom any time she needs him. I guess we've sorta come to
depend on him a lot. Anyway, we go frog giggin' together," Will
said quietly as his mother hastened him out of the room.

A brother! Mike?

Alone once more, Dixie contemplated this new
bit of information. It sounded as though Mike had become a
permanent fixture around the place.

She let the cool morning breeze filter
through the sheer nylon curtains and smiled as she listened
contentedly to a mockingbird perched on a tree limb by her window.
She had forgotten how peaceful it was here.

Her room seemed untouched after all this
time. Everything in its rightful place, just waiting for her to
come back to it. The maple bedroom set was two or three generations
old and well preserved. The thick quilted bedspread with the hand
embroidered spring flowers was draped across the foot of her bed.
Some of her very own handiwork.

Coming home had already accomplished one
thing; it brought Dixie back to earth and closer to her family.

"There's a long distance call from an Ed,
dear. I'll bring the phone in to you. You stay put," Emily called
from the hallway.

Feeling pampered and enjoying it, Dixie
leaned back on the pillows and watched her dote. "Thanks, Mom."
Sitting up in the bed she eagerly took the phone.

"Hello love," came the familiar English voice
on the other end. She wished Ed wouldn't call her names like that,
but he was English. "Are you all right? I rang through last night,
but they said you were ill. Naturally, I've been out of my mind
worrying about you."

Dixie tried to stifle her laughter, noting
the huskiness in her own voice that rattled just a little. "Well,
you can stop worrying. I'm being taken care of like royalty
here."

Ed seemed in no humor. "I was really worried
about you," he rasped. "Are you sure everything is okay? Your voice
is a little broken up."

Dixie stuck her tongue out at the receiver.
"Don't be angry with me, Ed. Besides, when I thought I'd breathed
my last, I thought of you."

"Stop that," came the sharp reprimand. "Do
you hear me, you ninny? Now—tell me, is everything going well? The
locals giving you a hard go of it?"

"No, not at all."

"Well, despite your courage, your despondency
is showing, love," he declared as though he were an authority on
her moods.

She frowned at the phone again. She wasn't
despondent. Exhausted maybe, but not despondent. Ed wanted to think
that. He wanted her to come running. "No, Ed, everything is fine,
really. But I do have a sprained ankle and I'll be hopping around
here for a while."

Ed gave that strange little strangled sound
he always uttered when he was upset. "A sprained ankle? I knew
something bad was going to happen to you. But at least this will
give you plenty of time to consider my proposal. Your voice is
okay, isn't it?"

"It's fine, Ed." She snarled at the phone. So
much for romance. "I've got to go now. But I'll give it some
thought. I promise." Her voice broke just a fraction, but she
cleared it and went on, "You're winning ground all the time."

Why had she said that? She wasn't the least
bit in love with Ed and she knew it. How she had suddenly reached
that conclusion was beyond her comprehension, but she knew it as
sure as she knew her name.

"Do you mean it?"

"Maybe by the time I get back to work, I'll
have made a decision."

"Now, Dixie, this isn't a joke we're talking
about. You aren't purchasing clothes or something. I happen to
really love you. But I won't settle for any half measures. It's all
or nothing."

"You're right. I'm sorry. I wasn't aware I
made it sound so cold and calculating. But this is a big step. It's
an important step, and I don't want to make any mistakes. I need
some time to myself right now."

Satisfied he calmed down. "Okay, I think I
understand. We have come a long way today—and on the phone at that.
Dear sweet love, I wish I were there to kiss the hurts away. I miss
you. These meetings are such a bore. I feel so bad over you being
gone, that I might even lose an account. I wish I were there with
you."

Dixie felt herself redden. "Yeah, I'll bet.
You forget I've been to a few of those meetings myself, Ed. They're
anything but dull. And I'm sure you don't have to be alone!"

Ed hesitated. "If it weren't for you, I
wouldn't be . . ."

Dixie frowned. For a man in love he didn't
sound too happy about it. "Don't let me spoil your fun, Ed. We
aren't attached you know. We aren't even engaged. You're free to do
what you want. In fact, I prefer it that way. Because when I do
settle down, it'll be for good."

"You sound tired, love. I'll ring off and
call you later. Get some rest," he ordered.

Dixie nodded automatically. "Yes, you're
right again. I am tired." She hung up the phone and cried into her
pillow until she fell asleep again. Men haunted her life. Her
father died much too early in her life, Ed relied on her at work,
Kevin ignored her, and Mike—she wasn't sure what Mike thought of
her. Or why she suddenly cared.






















CHAPTER THREE






Dixie remained in bed the entire day, letting
Emily fuss over her like a child. More exhausted than she realized,
Dixie basked in the attention from her family. Still, she couldn't
tell them about her fear of losing her voice. It must have been all
the rain. She'd strained it trying to sound normal while talking to
Ed on the phone.

After her run-in with Mrs. Butie at the
cemetery, the news of her arrival spread throughout the town
quickly. Dixie's uncle, being the most distraught from the news,
marched over to the house in nothing short of a hailstorm.

Uncle Paul was a big man, similar in many
respects to a German tank. Dixie stared, wide-eyed at the thick
mass of gray hair sweeping across a wide forehead that she barely
recognized, and deep-set blue eyes that cut through her on contact.
He pushed Emily aside as though she was a pesky fly in his way.

"So," he flagrantly admonished Dixie, giving
her a quick, but thorough, glance, "you finally decided to come
home, did you?" He paused, waiting only seconds before continuing
his tirade. "Well? Come on, let's have it. What's in the Will?"

Dixie blinked in astonishment. What on earth
was her uncle talking about? And why did he tower menacingly over
her as though he meant to do her in?

Swinging her feet to the floor, she braced
herself to stand—and, ignoring the wincing pain from her ankle, she
looked directly at him. She knew she'd have to do battle, but she
hadn't planned on doing it with her family.

"What Will? Whose Will? What are you talking
about, Uncle Paul?"

His temper out of control, his voice boomed
like thunder. "Don't play games with me, Dixie. You know exactly
what I'm talking about. You came home to find out if your father
left this house to you, didn't you?"

Dixie's mouth dropped open, and she leaned
against the wall near her bed.

"I came home to rest, and visit, Uncle Paul.
That's all."

"Rest hell!" he raved, his eyes narrowing.
"You're not fooling anyone with that act. You're not some simple
little idiot. You're here about the Will so don't try to deny it.
Well … we'll settle it once and for all before you leave, I
guarantee it."

What anger! But what was he talking about?
The thought of a Will had never entered her mind. As far as Dixie
was concerned, the house, this house, if that's what he was talking
about, belonged to her stepmother, and that's all her father had to
leave anyone. He hadn't been a rich man. It had absolutely nothing
to do with her, and she wouldn't change it if she could.

Naturally, she hoped Emily wouldn't sell it
until the boys were grown, but even so, it wasn't her or anyone
else's business. Not even her uncle's.

Resting her forehead on the bedpost she
hesitated to say anything, afraid she might agitate her uncle
further. She hadn't come home to fight. Didn't want to fight, with
anyone. Her head was spinning, and thinking became all but
impossible.

She winced as she moved on her foot, and her
ankle throbbed with pain even though Emily had wrapped it well.
"Look, Uncle Paul, I've come home for a much needed rest. A
rest—that's all. I've had a very hectic schedule for the past three
years and I'm tired. Worn out. I haven't the least notion what
you're raving about. Or why you're looking at me like that."

"Then start explaining!" he demanded.

"Explaining! Explaining what?"

Her Uncle's face redded.

Emily peeked her head through the doorway,
then edged her way into the room slowly, guilt marring her
features. Apparently from the look on her ashen face she felt
completely intimidated by Uncle Paul. Dixie had to do something.
Could this be the reason Emily needed Dixie's help? She could
understand that. Her stepmother had been placed, innocently, into a
dangerous position with Uncle Paul.

"Leave Dixie alone, Paul. Can't you see she's
worn out and in pain? She's been through an ordeal." Emily weakly
tried to defend her. "Why just yesterday she nearly—"

"I don't care what she's been through. I quit
caring about any of you, long ago. John Kincaid had a chance to
better himself years ago and wouldn't take it 'cause he couldn't
imagine this land being strip-mined."

"He couldn't bear the thought …" Emily
began.

"Yes, so his wife and family did without all
those years, because of his stubborn foolishness. So he lost out
with the money. But he had the old home place. He saved that, and I
must admit I'm glad. Even if he was a fool, he saved my
birthplace—my sister's and mine—your mother, Dixie. Okay, so he
saved the place, now I'm here to take over. I've let this go far
too long, as it is. I've merely been waiting for you to return
home, so we can settle things once and for all."

Emily's mouth shot open to say something.

Uncle Paul cut Emily a look of complete
indifference before returning his attention to Dixie. "Stay out of
this, Emily, it isn't your affair. This is Johnson business!"

Dixie felt herself turn red, as her temper
flared. Johnson business indeed! "Now wait just a minute, Uncle
Paul. In the first place you can't just march in here and start
acting like some dictator. This is still Emily's home. Mom is as
much family as you, and has been for twenty years. She practically
raised Audrey and me. You can't come into her house, and talk to
her like that. She's earned the right to call it her home."

An ominous black cloud seemed to hover
overhead. Her uncle lowered his voice, apparently so Emily couldn't
hear. "Everyone says you've come back for your inheritance."

"Then everyone is wrong," she snapped.

"Are you saying you don't care what becomes
of this house, this land?" he asked.

"I'm saying I have no inheritance, here or
anywhere else. I make my own way, and have for years. All my
parents ever had is this house. Emily's house, no—her home. Of
course I care about it. It's my folks' home. It's where Mom and the
boys live. I care. But it's theirs, not mine. You better remember
that, Uncle Paul. Just for your general information, that decision
was made years ago, when Dad was still very much alive and well. He
made his own Will, in his own handwriting, stating the house would
go to Emily, as it rightfully should. The same as you would do for
your family."

"By God, it should never have happened. None
of this should belong to Emily, you hear? This is Johnson land.
Your dad got this land when he married your mother. I intend seeing
it stays Johnson land." Her Uncle's face turned red again, his
veins popping out on his neck, as his temper flared once more.
"Emily's not a Johnson, and you certainly don't act like one
yourself. I'm ashamed to admit we're blood kin. This land belonged
to your mother, your real mother. It's Johnson land and always will
be—or have you forgotten that?"

"Of course I haven't forgotten. But for your
information, my mother put everything in Dad's name a few years
after they were married. It was her decision. So it was his then.
Now it's Emily's—Mom's."

"You dare to call her your mother?"

"Why not? She's practically raised me, Uncle
Paul. Emily's like flesh and blood to me."

"I want you to know that I'll do everything
in my power to see that she doesn't keep the house."

"But why?" Dixie countered. "You have a big
beautiful home up on Beacon Hill. It's all you could ever want. And
your children want for nothing. Why this house?"

"Because, girl, I was born in this house,
raised in this house. I'm entitled! It means something to me that
your mother lived here, too. I would think it would have meant the
same to you."

Dixie studied the big burly man in front of
her with new understanding. Compassion for the situation swamped
her. Was the same Uncle that used to carry her piggyback to the
store when she was a little girl? How could it be? That man had
been so kind, so gentle, so understanding.

He'd changed, drastically. Even his taste in
clothes and refinements were different. Now, he wore business suits
and crisp white shirts. No dirty overalls for him any longer. He
was a big-shot landlord in town, a very hard to deal with landlord,
according to Emily. It was hard to believe this was the same man
who took the time to read children's stories to her on Saturday
afternoons.

Dixie closed her eyes for a moment, trying to
comprehend the situation and handle it rationally. Her good
business sense taught her to control her temper, to weigh the
facts.

"I was born here too, Uncle Paul. But that
was a long time ago. There is nothing to settle, and I have nothing
left to say to you, until you're ready to apologize to Mom and
me."

Something jolted momentarily in her Uncle's
face. "I owe no apologies. Just don't get in my way, girl. I aim to
fight for what's mine."

"Give it up, it's not worth it," she murmured
dully.

For a moment he was quiet, then he looked her
up and down. "You—you have no right talking to me like this. You
come home after all this time. You just pull up stakes and leave
when your family needed you most. When your sister dies. When your
father was getting sicker. Well, let me tell you something, kid,
you are no Kincaid or Johnson in my book! You deserted your folks
in their time of need, and folks here won't be forgetting that so
soon."

Part of what he said was the truth and it hit
home with a sting. Dixie's eyes rolled to the ceiling, preventing
her tears from flowing and giving her a chance to control her
rioting emotions. How could mere words cut so deep, and leave such
a sharp wound? She knew it was coming; only she didn't think it
would come from family.

Emily rushed to her side. "Don't let him
upset you, dear."

Dixie gathered her strength. "Don't worry,
Mom, it's just his way of saying, welcome home."

"But I do worry," Emily huffed, pulling Dixie
to her. "I've always worried about you, dear. The sweet, little
girl who wouldn't let anyone help her get over her mother's death.
I remember how you'd sneak away to cry so no one would hear you.
The only reason you couldn't stay was because it hurt you too much
to see them dying. I knew that. I thought everyone did. You've
always kept things so bottled inside you. You were so unlike
Audrey. As if you were afraid to burden anyone with your problems.
You're so thin, and you look so tired. And … your voice .."

Dixie started to say something, but her uncle
brushed past her in a flame of fury. "She doesn't deserve even your
pity, Emily. Now, mark my words on the matter, you haven't heard
the last of this. I'm sorry for you, Emily—you and the boys, but I
can't just let this thing go on. You're a woman, apt to do foolish
things. I can't let this house go."

Did everyone think women incapable of
thinking for themselves?

He stalked out the door, slamming it so hard
the walls vibrated throughout the house.

Dixie stared after him, and suddenly the
whole incident seemed ridiculously funny, and she and Emily burst
out laughing as they looked at each other.






***






That same afternoon Dixie went outside to the
small garden. Bored, she wanted to get out and see the countryside,
feel the sunshine, smell the good clean earth again. She loved the
fresh scent of her mom's small rose garden.

Deciding what she wanted to work on, she went
into the kitchen for her gardening supplies, surprised and
delighted that everything was still in its place. Nothing had
changed; a comforting thought. She sighed. She found the garden
gloves in the same old drawer along with a string to tie her hair
back from her face.

The twins had just bought Emily a new rose
bush, and it needed to be planted, so she merrily continued with
the task. Engrossed in her work, she was unaware of anyone joining
her until a shadow loomed. Placing a hand over her eyes, she
squinted.

"Dixie," came the deep voice that haunted her
days and nights lately. "Is everything all right over here?"

"Yes … of course it is, why?"

"From the phone conversation I had with Emily
earlier, I wasn't sure. I got tied up with Ed Newton, but I came as
soon as I could."

So Emily called Mike when Uncle Paul was
over, Dixie surmised.

"Ed Newton?"

"Yeah, I bought some cows from him."

"I never asked, but you're still working your
dad's spread, I guess."

"It's mine now. Kevin wanted no part of it.
And yes, I'm still working it. It's Amanda's and my home."

"Well, there really was no need to disturb
you, Mike. Everything is fine." When he said nothing, she went on.
"Do you always come flying over here when there's trouble?"

"So there was trouble?"

"Not really, we took care of it ourselves. I
suppose Mom is a little intimidated by Uncle Paul. Most people
would be. He is overbearing," she said, not bothering to put aside
her work for his company, and hoping her voice would hold out. She
didn't want to blow things out of proportion.

"I see," came the dry reply when she didn't
look up. "So you're finally calling Emily, Mom?"

"I'd say it's about time, wouldn't you?"

"Absolutely." He smiled, making her
ultra-aware of her senses again. But he was silent a long time and
he hadn't moved a muscle to leave, so she looked up at him
again.

Unprepared for the increase in her pulse rate
at the sight of him, she glanced away. God, was he always this
attractive, or was she just now noticing?

"Since I'm here, can I help?" He bent down
beside her, his masculine scent flaring her nostrils, and she shot
him a disproving glance.

Go away, her mind screamed. "I think I can
manage."

His hand touched hers as he reached for some
dirt, and she jolted as though he'd shot her. Their eyes met, and
she got to her feet. Usually in control of her emotions, she didn't
understand this electricity between her and Mike, and the way it
disconcerted her. Every time he touched her it caused sparks. Had
it been there before? Had she ever reacted to him this way? Who was
she fooling? She realized it had always been there, deep down, some
primitive emotion she couldn't define.

"I saw Kevin today," he said quietly as he
rose.

"Did you? How nice." Why couldn't he let it
alone just for one afternoon? Every time she'd seen him lately
she'd reacted, but his constant reminders of Kevin always seemed to
ruin the moment.

"Reverend Lewis wanted me to ask you if you'd
sing a solo in church, next Sunday."

"Are you trying to be cute?"

"Hardly." His eyes penetrated hers. "Just
because you sing rock doesn't mean you can't sing spiritual, does
it?"

"Why didn't he just come over and ask me
himself?"

"He probably would, but he's got a funeral
this afternoon and is pretty tied up."

"Is he sure the congregation would appreciate
my singing in church?"

"You've run into Mrs. Butie, haven't
you?"

"How'd you know?"

"Town gossip."

"It doesn't matter. I guess I'm out of the
habit of paying attention to gossips. But I didn't come here to
wreak havoc on anyone."

"Dixie, he asked because you used to sing
solos in church a lot. You're still a member there. Everyone pretty
much expects you to. You're a singing sensation. Unless you're
afraid to for some reason."

"Of course I'm not afraid. I just don't see
the point. But just to prove to you that I'm not afraid, I'll do
it. I'll be there, next Sunday."

"I'll tell him." He sighed heavily, as though
he'd lost some battle. "Dixie—I'm as sorry about that night as you
are."

She moved away, pretending an indifference to
the subject. "What does that night have to do with my singing in
church? Does the whole town know about it?"

"Of course not. I just thought we should talk
about it."

"I really see no point in discussing it. It
was a long time ago. I was young, and foolish, it's over. No real
harm done. Surely even the great Mike Dalton has done something he
wasn't too proud of?"

"I think there was harm done. And yes, I've
done a lot of things I'm not proud of. Look, I shouldn't have
interfered. I know that now. I should have walked away. Stayed out
of it. I knew how you felt about Kevin—Audrey told me. But dammit,
you were just a kid, still wet behind the ears. And Kevin—"

"Was mortified."

"I didn't say that. He was still a little
green back then himself."

"When I saw his face, I wasn't sure what to
do. Like he was afraid I was going to jump his bones or something.
What a scandal that would have been, huh?"

"The town would have hung him if he'd have
touched you. I would have hung him."

"You? You hated me!"

"You're wrong, I never hated you Dixie. I
knew why you were there. You wanted to talk or be with Kevin. I
should have stayed the hell out of it. Let you two hash it out,
then."

"It doesn't matter, that was a long time
ago." Not wanting to rehash that whole business about her and
Kevin, Dixie changed the subject. "So, where's Amanda?"

Mike's look of surprise delighted her. "I
have a housekeeper who looks after her in the day time. I'm sure
you remember her, Ms. Ferris. I hired her to take care of Amanda
and the house for me. Besides, when Emily said there was trouble, I
thought it best not to bring Amanda with me."

"Oh, I wish you had. She's lovely, and could
easily help Mom forget about Uncle Paul. Must take after her
mother." Dixie smiled.

"A little."

Dixie's raised her head and their eyes met on
the same level for the first time. Her mouth flew open and his eyes
glided to it like a bird looking for a perch.

She sucked in a breath as though it were her
last. Mike was going to kiss her again and in her heart she wanted
him to, just to compare it to the first kiss—the one at the
airport. It had jolted her mindless, and she wanted to know why.
His head bent, and she thought she tiptoed just a bit—until she
heard a voice. Mike pulled away slowly, his eyes never leaving
hers.

Garbled emotions ran rampant, making Dixie
feel remarkably clumsy. What was wrong with her? This was Mike,
Kevin's brother. A man she'd vowed never to tangle with. Yet, she
wanted him to kiss her. Wanted it as much as he did.

"Out here, Mom," she called, her face
flushing as she turned her attention back to the chore of
gardening. Ignore it. Things get blown out of proportion by not
ignoring them. The kiss was probably just a fleeting thought,
brought on by his apology, she told herself.

"There you are. I hope you aren't overdoing
it, Dixie. Oh, hello, Mike, I'm so glad you stopped by. Paul was
over earlier and upsetting Dixie, I'm afraid. I just didn't know
what to do about him. I never dreamed he would come here and
disturb her with his problems. I admit, I can't handle him, never
could. He just barged right in and somehow managed to take over. I
suppose Dixie has already told you all the insulting things he
accused her of?" Emily prattled.

Dixie turned about long enough to cast Emily
a questioning look.

Mike caught the interplay and a slow, burning
smile spread across his handsome face. "No, actually, I'm afraid we
didn't get to the heart of the matter."

Cute, really cute, Dixie thought, shooting
him a disapproving look.

At least Emily had no idea about what had
almost taken place a moment before she arrived in the garden. Dixie
still couldn't believe she was about to kiss Mike. He was
definitely off limits. She knew that deep down Mike hadn't approved
of her love for Kevin, only she didn't know why. What had she ever
done to earn his disapproval?

"He had his nerve, I'll tell you. Why, do you
know he came over here to accuse Dixie of being here for the sole
purpose of reading the Will? She's never even mentioned such a
thing since her father died. In fact, I'm a little embarrassed that
I haven't mentioned it to her. When she explained to Paul that
there was only a handwritten Will, Paul didn't believe it. Poor
Paul, he's always wanted this house. But he's never had the nerve
to come out and ask me about it, and I never had the nerve to
mention it either. He as much as said he plans to do everything he
can to rectify the situation in his favor."

Mike listened closely, occasionally glancing
down at Dixie's bowed head. She deliberately ignored him. Dixie
simply reasoned this wasn't Mike's problem, even if Emily had come
to rely on him.

"Now don't worry, Emily." Mike directed her
toward the house. "I'll do some checking with Amos Fletcher. He
should know if there are any legal actions Paul can bring. I
honestly don't think there's anything to worry about."

"It's just that the Will wasn't drawn up by a
lawyer or anything. That has me a little worried. At the time it
seemed the thing to do, but now, I don't know. And if I lose the
house, I'll need to start thinking about another place, somewhere.
Although I'm not sure I could handle another mortgage payment."

"Don't fret. A handwritten Will is actually
the best kind, I'm told." Mike smiled at her. "Paul's
bluffing."

They seemed to have forgotten Dixie for the
moment and she was silently glad. She needed time to assimilate
what had just transpired between her and Mike. Perhaps she was
being swayed by his kindness to her and her family, which could
account for it. She was a soft touch. Truth is, she wanted that
kiss if only to satisfy her own curiosity.

Nevertheless, she was home to help her mom
and the boys, not get involved with another man. She'd made a fool
of herself over his brother. She wasn't foolish enough to try it
with him.

Mike was probably right about her uncle
though. However, Dixie knew her uncle was full of duplicity,
capable of upsetting Emily's utopia with mere words. She needed
reinforcements.

So, this was why her mom had called her to
come home. She couldn't blame her, this was important. If Uncle
Paul succeeded, Emily and the boys would be homeless. No, she'd
never let that happen, even if it meant supporting them by herself.
She needed to reassure Emily that she could take care of them, no
matter what the outcome.

At least Mike had managed to expunge Emily's
fears before he left. And at the back door he paused and smiled
recklessly at Dixie. "Take care of yourself, sweetheart. I'll see
you later."

He winked and was gone before she had a
chance to tell him not to call her sweetheart. Not that it meant
anything.

After toiling about the new rose bush for a
while, pulling weeds from the area, Dixie went inside, washed her
hands and went upstairs to take a shower. Gardening was a dirty
sport, she decided with a laugh.

She was taking herself much too seriously.
From now on she wanted to have a little fun while she was home. The
house looked deserted by the time she came downstairs again. She
found a note from Emily on the refrigerator when she went to get a
Coke. Dressed in her thick cotton robe and rabbit slippers, she
plopped in her father's favorite chair to read the newspaper,
propping her feet on the end table. God, how long had it been since
she'd read a paper?

Before long she was pushing aside the paper
and closing her eyes. She hadn't been this relaxed in years. She
wouldn't go to sleep—she'd just rest a while.

Some time later, something shook her arm and
she shot up with a grunt.

"He, sis, don't you think it's about time we
had a little fun, don't you think? You are on vacation so you
should enjoy it. Don't you think? Have you called any of your old
friends yet?"

Dixie relaxed and smiled contentedly at Tom
who stood by the arm of the chair, staring down at her with
concern. "Now that sounds like a marvelous idea. I'll try to get
hold of Carol. I haven't seen her since I've been back, and we used
to have a ball. We've got a lot of catching up to do, I
suppose."

"Carol Ramsey?" Will strolled into the room
with his hands in his jeans pockets, and his face screwed up.

"Yes, Carol."

"She doesn't live here anymore. She married
John Tucker Jr. a while back, and they moved to Dallas last month.
Didn't she write you?"

Dixie slumped back into the chair. Had she
written? There had to be a ton of mail at the apartment, but Dixie
seldom had the time to relax and read mail.

"She probably did. I'm afraid by the time I
get around to reading my mail, it's six months old or more. I'll
bet most of my old friends are married and gone by now. Did Carol
have a big wedding?"

Tom scratched his head, a red strand falling
forward as he did so. "Yeah, I think so. I don't pay attention to
those things, much. Mom went. She can tell you all about it. And
you know Mom—she never misses a wedding. Cries at every one of
them. I don't know what she sees in weddings, they're all the
same."

Dixie smiled lazily up at her brother. "Maybe
you will some day when you have one of your own. And she married
old man Tucker's boy, huh? He used to be such a snob. Carol
couldn't' stand him in high school. I guess that just goes to show
you. You never know. Well … there's always Ann …"

Will glanced up again, shook his head. "Nope
… Ann Williams ran off with the sheriff's son two years ago and no
one has heard from either one of them."

Dixie giggled and swatted him in the face
with the paper. "Go on, get out of here. I can't imagine Ann
running off with anyone. But then, on second thought, why not?
Everyone used to say she'd never find a man. Good for Ann."

"Don't nobody do nothing in this town without
the rest of us knowin' it."

"I suppose not," Dixie murmured softly. No
one but her. Maybe she owed Mike something after all. He managed to
keep a secret for seven years.

Will moved closer, eyed Dixie carefully then
asked seriously, "We're going' frog giggin' tonight, wanna go?"

Dixie eyed him back, then broke into a big
grin. "Now that's the first interesting invitation I've had since I
got back. How could I refuse? My two favorite men in the world. I
haven't been frog giggin' with you guys in years. I only wish Ed
were here for this auspicious occasion."

A serious couple of faces stared down at her,
then back at each other. "Are you gonna marry this Ed guy,
sis?"

The slight breaks in Will's voice made a
squeaking sound, and he turned cherry pie red. Bashfully, he hung
his head and thrust his hands back into his pockets.

Dixie didn't acknowledge the squeak. "I don't
know, really. I haven't given it much thought. He's asked me. I'm
not sure how I feel about him, though. Life without him would seem
funny, I'm sure of that. But, I came home to relax and think about
things. Actually, I'm in no hurry to get married. I might not even
get married. I mean, I'm kinda used to being on my own. I used to
think when I did get married, I'd settle down here. And start a
family, first thing. But that was a long time ago," she added
wistfully.

Will took the chair opposite her so he could
see her face. "Would you still like to live here?"

Dixie shrugged, "It's a tempting thought. I
don't think there's anyplace quite as beautiful or serene. But, if
I marry Ed, no. He could never be happy in a small rural community.
He's a city man. Besides, my career is in New York."

"Then I hope you don't marry this Ed
character," Will said gruffly. Will had always been blunt. It was a
good balance because Tom used more tact.

"Well listen, if we're going frog giggin'
tonight, I'd better get supper started right away. Mom left, said
something about being down at the church again. Boy, she really is
getting into this social thing. I'm glad she's not sitting home
alone every night." Dixie headed for the kitchen.

"Me, too." Tom sighed, turning on the TV.
"Hey, I'm starved, and if I know Mom, she'll be gone half the
night. Let's don't wait for her."

Searching the refrigerator, Dixie smiled.
"Okay." She glanced behind her in time to see Will standing just
behind her, watching her. "How about some of Mom's canned
black-eyed peas, with fried pork chops and some cornbread? You
think that will be enough, or do you want potatoes, too?"

Will headed for the back door, but yelled
over his shoulder at her, "Yeah, fix some potatoes. We're talkin'
high cholesterol, but heck, who cares? A fella needs to keep up his
strength. I'll go pick us some green onions and see if there's any
mush-melons ripe enough to eat. We're pretty hungry. We just
finished a ball game, you know."

Boy, it feels good being home with these two
chow hounds, she thought. "Good, I was hoping you'd do that for me,
Will. Say, while you're out there, you might as well bring in some
of those tomatoes on the porch table and see if there are any
cucumbers in the garden. I peeled the last cold one last night. You
don't know how good it is to have so many fresh vegetables
available to you."

Will stuck his head through the doorway and
gave her a tight-lipped grin. "Want me to bring in the whole
garden, while I'm at it?"

Dixie recognized the old bantering that had
become familiar around the twins. "Cute, really cute, Kincaid." She
tossed a damp dishtowel at him and giggled. He caught it without a
blink and set it on top of the counter as he went out the door.

Things haven't changed, she thought with a
sigh. Will still liked helping out in the kitchen area, whereas Tom
wouldn't be caught dead doing women's work. Thank God, the twins
would never change. Different as night and day, and yet, so alike
in other ways. Twins could be an experience to live with, Dixie
assured herself with another giggle. They were growing up so
fast.

Minutes later, Will helped her prepare the
fresh vegetables and talked quietly to her all the while. If she
didn't know better, she would have sworn he had really missed her
this past few years. It seemed as though he was trying to make up
in one night for three very long years. It was good, being
home!

Sometimes, like now, she wondered why she
ever left, but then she knew why. She couldn't face herself for
what she'd done. Had it really been that bad? Looking back on it,
it almost seemed silly. But a certain man didn't think it
silly!
















 


CHAPTER FOUR






Dixie put the last dish away as Emily
returned from the church. Loaded with parcels of decorative
streamers and balloons for the Charity Bazaar, Emily was huffing
and puffing. Still, Dixie thought she never looked happier or
younger. In fact, Emily seemed to have a glow about her.

"I'm sorry I'm so late. But there was a lot
of work to be done and so little time to do it. My, has everyone
eaten?" She glanced about at the clean kitchen.

Dixie pulled the apron from her waist and
hung it on the hook near the sink. "Afraid so, Mom. The boys have
invited me to go frog gigging, and I wanted to get supper out of
the way early. Besides, they came home from a ball game starved, as
usual." Dixie giggled. "I left you a plate in the oven,
though."

"Land sakes, that was sweet of you, dear, but
you needn't have bothered. I had dinner, thanks to Bernie. He went
out and got chicken for everyone who volunteered to stay late. I'm
glad, because I was starving, myself."

Something in the way she mentioned Bernie's
name caught Dixie's attention. "Bernie?"

Emily's cheeks colored. "Surely you remember
him. He was your father's barber for years."

Not easily duped, Dixie nodded—a silent
understanding dawning. "Oh, yes, of course. And I'm tickled pink to
see you taking an interest in men again, Mom. You aren't the type
to live alone, you know."

Emily's brow puckered. "I was a little
worried how you'd take to me seeing another man. I mean—so soon and
all. I suppose if I'm truthful it's the main reason I wanted you to
come home. That, and the fact that I've missed you so. I guess I
want your approval. Does that sound foolish?"

"Worried? Mind?" Turning to face her, Dixie
smiled when she noticed Emily's fretful brow.

"Yes, because I don't want you to think I
didn't love your father, dear. I did. Very much. But it's been
three years now, and, Bernie is the nicest man. He makes me laugh.
I used to laugh a lot with your father. I hope you have the time to
get to know Bernie better while you're here, dear." She pinked
beautifully, bringing a rose color to her ordinarily pale
cheeks.

Dixie let the soapy water out of the sink and
dried her hands on the towel, her mind already working overtime.
She turned Emily around to face her, noting how her pale blond hair
had more gray than blond, and how her beautiful, gray eyes sank
deeper in her face now. Still, Emily was far from being an old
woman.

"Mom, I know you loved Dad. I'd never doubt
that. And yes, loneliness can eat away at you, can't it? I'm just
glad you have enough sense to go on and live your life."

Emily eyed Dixie keenly. "And what would a
lovely young woman like you know about loneliness?"

"Not much, I suppose." Dixie evaded Emily by
escaping from the kitchen as Tom wandered through, heading for the
garage. "And you and I are going to sit and have a long talk—real
soon."

"I'll look forward to it. Now, run along, the
boys can be pretty impatient when they go frog gigging." Emily said
with a chuckle.

In the privacy of her own room, Dixie
rummaged through her dresser drawers for some old clothes. Frog
gigging demanded informal attire, she decided with a giggle. She
changed into a pair of patched jeans, and a loose fitting
comfortable cotton top. Grabbing a pair of thick socks, and an old
pair of faded tennis shoes, she dressed, knowing the boys were
probably already waiting for her.

Oddly enough, they hadn't seemed in too big a
hurry when she bumped into them in the hall, but perhaps they were
merely giving her plenty of time. Not rushing her. She liked the
way they considered her feelings all the time. Thoughtful boys,
they would some day make thoughtful husbands.

She noticed their waders as she caught them
strolling through the hallway later. Will had a large potato sack
thrown over his shoulder as he dashed downstairs.

"We'll have to wait a few minutes. Mike and
Amanda are on their way over," Tom announced with a smile.

"Mike? And Amanda?" Dixie shrieked in
surprise.

"Sure, sis, you know he always goes frog
giggin' with us. He loves frog legs, and he won't eat them unless
he catches them himself. Ms. Ferris, his housekeeper, cooks them up
for him. Actually, I think he really likes to catch them. You
should see him. He's good at it, too. And Amanda loves to tag
along."

"I'd forgotten you told me he went with you,"
she barely mumbled, a wave of panic washing over her. Twice in one
day was asking for trouble.

Will seemed to sense her apprehension. "I
guess you thought we were going by ourselves. It's just that Mom
doesn't usually like us going out so late to the creek bottoms by
ourselves—she worries. So Mike and Amanda started going with us.
But we could call him and un-invite him, if you want us to."

Both boys stared at her, waiting for an
answer.

"Oh, no, don't be silly," she said, gaining
her composure once more. "Actually, I'm the outsider. Why don't I
stay home?" She saw them looking at her strangely. How could she
get out of this without giving herself away? "I mean, it really
isn't a sport for girls, anyway, is it?" she said hastily.

"You can't stay home. Don't you know?" He
looked at his sister incredulously. "Mom's havin' Bernie over
tonight. I sorta planned the whole thing. So we'd all be gone, you
know? They don't get much alone time, and I think Bernie is having
a hard time working his way up to askin' her. You've got to go with
us, sis! And that's that! We think Bernie is really getting serious
about Mom and we like the idea."

"You really like this Bernie?"

"He's not so bad. He sure can tell some
stories. He seems to like us all right. Mom likes him a lot. And we
like the way she lights up when he's around. You know how women
get, all smiles and everything. She's a lot easier to get along
with."

Dixie scolded them with a frown. "Mom's not
hard to get along with, and both of you know it. I think you're
growing up too fast. I can't believe you two are involved in a
matching-making caper."

Will nodded.

If Will and Tom already gave their approval
of Bernie, why did Emily need hers?

She was so absorbed in her thoughts, she
didn't see Mike and Amanda staring up the stairway at her. How long
had he been there? she wondered when she spotted him.

"Dixie's coming with us," her brothers
chorused down the stairs.

Even Mike seemed to find it odd, from the
look on his face.

Dixie felt challenged. She placed her hands
on her hips and dared Mike to say one word. "Well, I used to go
with them before you came along, you know."

Surprisingly enough, he broke into a broad,
captivating grin. "Really, that's great. Just see you take care of
yourself, and keep up with us," he commanded. "This isn't a picnic,
you know."

"I'm pretty good at frog gigging, I'll have
you know."

"This I've got to see." Mike laughed.

With one raised brow, she took him on. My
goodness, the way she drooled over Mike Dalton these days, anyone
would think she was interested. Determined not to swoon over the
bulging muscles where he rolled his sleeves, nor the way his faded
jeans hugged his hips, she snubbed him as she walked by him,
winking at Amanda.

"It's a wonder Janet Wilkinson didn't follow
you out here, Mike. Everybody in town knows she's sweet on you,"
Tom kidded, eyeing the front door as though he expected the girl to
materialize any moment.

Mike's gaze flew to Dixie as he chuckled
good-naturedly. "I'm afraid Janet wouldn't be caught dead with a
frog in her hand. She's not the tomboy type."

"Daddy, what's a tomboy?" Amanda jerked on
Mike's pants leg.

"It's a girl who—never mind."

Dixie chuckled. She wasn't about to reveal
her feelings, but the news that Mike apparently had a girlfriend
shocked her. The fact that she cared shocked her even more. It made
sense that a man of his age with his good looks wouldn't be
available long. Janet Wilkinson was pretty high society in Wylie.
Mike was doing well for himself.

Will cast Mike a strange frown. "Janet
doesn't have brothers. Dixie likes bein' with us. She probably
won't be home long, and we want to spend as much time as we can
with her. Besides, it ain't healthy to stay cooped up in the house
all the time!"

Poor Will, Dixie thought, defending his poor,
lonely sister to the end. Boy, did she sound like a recluse. And
obviously Mike thought so, too, by his expression.

"Which gig you want, sis?" Tom asked.

Glancing at the four gigs in his hand Dixie
reached out and claimed one. "I want the shortest one. I can't
balance the longer ones very well. Unless you're saving it for
Amanda."

"No, she doesn't do any gigging, yet," Mike
replied, rubbing his daughter's head affectionately.

The gear was incomplete without caps and
attached headlamps. They looked like a bunch of miners with waders
on.

Not wanting to waste a minute, Dixie led them
to the creek. She held Amanda's hand, enjoying the way the little
girl seemed to be so receptive to her. Amanda chatted for a long
time, then became quiet, all of a sudden. Dixie sensed the little
girl might be afraid of the dark and took her to her father's
side.

The creek just crossed the Tucker property
line. In fact, her father and old man Tucker had argued for years
as to where the line actually ran, or if there even was one. Dixie
heard her brothers lagging behind her, talking to Mike. The sound
of their laughter made her feel content.

After a short while Dixie yelled back at
them, noticing that the lay of the land seemed to have changed. But
there was no reply. Only a dark silence filled the night, except
for the crickets chirping. When she looked behind her, there was no
one there. Where had they gone? Why had they left her? It was so
dark, only a soft blanket of stars lit her way. Yet, something had
changed, something was different about the trail, and she didn't
understand it. Crickets chirped and in the distance she heard the
mighty bullfrogs croaking.

She started to call out, but quickly shut her
mouth when a tall black shadow loomed in front of her, coming
nearer.

"Lost already?" came the slow drawl she was
becoming accustomed to.

It was Mike. Grabbing at her chest, and
exhaling the caught breath she held, she sighed aloud with
relief.

"I didn't mean to scare you." He stretched
out a hand to her—a warm, big hand that completely covered
hers.

More disturbed by his tingling touch than
being lost, she tried to explain why she was suddenly lost in
familiar territory.

"No, it's just I couldn't see my way in the
dark. I think my light went out. I thought I knew my way out here
so well," she said. "I guess it's been too long."

"It certainly has." Mike's voice sounded
husky.

His headlamp wasn't even on, and she was
thankful for the darkness.

"Why don't you lead the way?" she asked, her
voice softening.

"Sure, just stay close and follow me." He
cleared his throat and turned his lamp on. He hadn't let go of her
hand. Instead, he pulled her behind him.

If her hand perspired, she would die!

"You weren't really lost," he said quietly.
"We just take a detour now. We've quit using this end of the creek.
Up until a few days ago it was too dry to do any good. But, after
that rain we had the other night, I imagine it's filling up nicely.
It's probably flooded south of here."

"That explains it. Dad was always going to
build a levee—he just never got around to it."

It got very quiet again. Dixie was too busy
watching her step to talk. During the middle of July, snakes were
prevalent in the wooded areas, and she still had that little girl
fear of them. With snakes on her mind, it wasn't surprising that
she shrieked when she stepped on a sharp object under her still
tender foot. Despite being so careful, she had tripped herself. Her
hands flew out and against a wall of chest.. A fast heartbeat that
drummed loudly against her fingertips made her increasingly aware
of Mike Dalton Clumsy little fool, she admonished silently.

Every nerve in her body sprang to life, as
though the dreaded snake she feared had actually bitten her. This
was no snake, though; this was Mike, and probably a lot more
dangerous. Because she had a feeling that Mike could toy with her
affections if she let him.

She should move away, but she didn't want to
move just yet. "My foot," she finally murmured through the
darkness, her hands grasping onto him as he bent to check it
out.

"A rock," he soon answered bringing it up
between them. "You have this connection with rocks, don't you? You
better be careful. If you hurt that ankle again you'll be in
trouble. You want me to carry you?"

She glanced at the rock and let out a breath.
"I thought it was a snake. No, I don't want you to carry me. I'm
not helpless, just clumsy." She laughed a little. "Dad used to
scare the living daylights out of me when he brought me out here.
He said snakes came out of those rocks and I'd better watch my
step. I've been terrified of them ever since."

He shined his light into her face. One of her
hands—trembling now—still rested at his waist. Obviously he felt
that tremble, as he straightened and stared down at her. A callused
finger gently reached to stroke her cheek as she stared into his
light, wondering what he saw, what he thought. If she gave in to
the urge to snuggle into him, what might happen?

She only saw the edge of a smile, the glimmer
of his eyes. In the darkness, in his arms she felt safe, protected,
warmed. It was as though the darkness allowed their closeness.
Permitted it, encouraged it. If he only bent his head the slight
distance, he could kiss her if he wanted to. Did he?

Her mouth opened just a bit, her mind began
to blank away, waiting for him. Her eyes began to close, but then
he was gently shaking her.

"It'd be too easy to take the advantage right
now. But I won't play your game, Dixie. I won't be toyed with,
seduced if you will. You can't hate me in the daylight, and love me
at night. And I won't be a substitute for Kevin. One of the real
reasons you're here is to find out how you feel about him. So, find
out."

Her eyes shot open and tears were close to
falling. His voice sounded cold and removed from the emotions
swamping her.

What was wrong with her, it was Kevin she had
come home to find out about, not Mike. Had she forgotten that?

"Where's Amanda?" she asked, changing the
subject fast.

"With Tom and Will. I can't keep her away
from them."

His eyes seemed to be searching hers. How
could a little kiss hurt anything? she wondered. She wanted
it—didn't he?

Judging from his reaction, he didn't want any
part of her. And why should he? He only wanted to keep her away
from Kevin. She had to remember that. There was nothing between her
and Mike, so why was she reacting to him like this?

She jerked herself out of his reach, held her
head high and walked away. She didn't need him or his kisses.

She felt an immediate coldness surround her
that had nothing to do with the weather. Thinking about it
rationally she realized how she must seem to him. All he'd ever
witnessed from her was her blind one sided love for Kevin.

Silly girl, she thought. A man like Mike
could never really be interested in her. He had a girl—a little
one. And he had a dead wife, a memory. Everything she didn't
have.

Suddenly, Mike was acting as though his life
depended on them reaching their destination, as he jerked her by
the hand, and led them to the same side of the creek where her
brothers and Amanda waited.

Dixie had to get hold of herself. This wasn't
the time for an emotional outburst. Besides, what could she say?
She'd been guilty tonight. She wanted to act out a romance, and she
almost had. Perhaps she'd been reading too many romance novels,
lately.

Crickets chirped their merry tune and
grasshoppers flew and buzzed about their legs as they padded
through the tall grass. It wasn't long before she heard the
familiar croaking of frogs along the banks and knew they were in
the right spot.

Will and Tom wasted no time; they were
already scuttling the banks. Amanda kept close to her father
now.

Will motioned for Dixie to come see his
prize. He waved her up the creek banks, informing her there was a
thick patch of frogs to her left.

Quietly, Dixie began working her way along
the edge of the water, toward the weeded area where Will pointed.
Tom waved, but didn't say a word.

Squatting, she adjusted her headlamp until it
flickered on, and aimed it in the right direction. If Mike saw
that, he'd swear she lied about the headlamp. But it had gone
out—she thought. The frogs were mesmerized by the light, allowing
Dixie and Will time enough to bring the gig closer before the
actual strike.

It was apparent that some of the older,
bigger frogs were wise to their actions, for as the light centered
on them, they sank underwater and swam away. Still, some of the
bigger frogs could be gigged if they followed until they surfaced.
Teaming up, Dixie flashed her light in pursuit, and Will followed,
wading through the shallow waters until the frogs surfaced.

"Remember what I taught you," Mike said as he
hoisted Amanda onto his shoulders and worked his way to the
shoreline. Dixie watched and listened.

Dixie saw Amanda put her finger to her
lips.

"Shush daddy, the frogs will hear us."

With a rather large prize dangling at the end
of her gig, Dixie whistled for the sack. Mike brought it up, a
serious look on his face until he saw the frog, then even he
smiled. "Not bad!"

"For a tomboy?" she queried with a soft
chuckle.

"She's good, huh Daddy?" Amanda chuckled in a
hushed tone. "I like her better than Janet, don't you Daddy? She's
pretty don't you think?"

"She's very pretty, pumpkin."

It was nearly half an hour later when Dixie
began to tire and found a comfortable ridge to sit on while she
watched through the darkness for her brothers. She turned her lamp
off and lay back against the hard warm earth. Her ankle ached and
she knew she probably overdid it.

It was a lovely summer night, with a sky full
of stars and a not-so-brilliant half moon. Still, it was heaven to
her. It had been too long since she'd allowed herself any kind of
relaxation like this. The closest she'd come to relaxing at home
was in her tub.

She searched idly for the Big Dipper, with an
occasional whisper to Will as to what direction she should look.
Will, an enthusiastic astronomer, knew everything about the
stars.

Dixie hadn't been lying there more than a
couple of minutes before she suddenly began to scratch. At first it
was here and there, but the longer she sat still, the worse it
became. The itch intensified down her legs and into the seat of her
britches. Her constant squirming and little yelps brought Will's
attention to her and he flashed his light on her.

"Hey, sis, you need to be quiet."

It didn't take long to size up the situation.
She'd been sitting in the middle of an anthill.

Flailing her arms and legs at the same time,
she dashed for the creek. She ran kicking and screaming, slapping
angrily at her bottom. She knew she probably looked like something
out of an old Buster Keaton movie, but at the moment she just
didn't care.

Wet, and still flogging herself, she suddenly
stared up into a bright light that was shining directly above her.
It was Mike's light, and to her consternation, he was breaking up
with laughter. He let Amanda down so she could chase some of the
baby frogs that Tom and Will found for her to play with.

Dixie stood up in knee-deep water, sopping
wet, her hair plastered limply against her neck and shoulders, her
clothes clinging. "I'm glad you find it so amusing."

He roared with laughter. "In more ways than
one, sweetheart. I see your light's working now." He glanced down
at the shirt that clung to her like glue. "You've got to admit, it
isn't every day Dixie Rose Kincaid gets caught looking like a wet
tuna."

"Very funny." She grimaced. How could he
reject her one minute, and call her sweetheart the next? Innocent
flirting.

He obviously enjoyed her discomfiture. "Since
you've been home, you've been more wet, than dry, I'd say."

"And I'm so glad you think it's funny. Why
don't you try it yourself?" she shouted and then, without thinking,
she jerked him off balance and into the creek.

Amanda giggled, running toward her daddy to
help him out of the water. "That was funny Daddy."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it, pumpkin," Mike
called in a good-natured way.

At least he was a good sport, Dixie concluded
with a smile.

She heard the boys snicker as they moved up
the creek bed, assured she was all right and merely clowning
around.

Mike didn't help her out of the water, and
she didn't help him either—he simply stepped aside. He hollered at
the boys. "Let's pack it in, boys. Dixie and I need to get out of
these wet clothes."

Tom and Will and packed up their gear.

"Half of these are yours, Mike," Tom said,
catching up to them.

Mike glanced at the silent Dixie, then smiled
at Tom. "Tell you what, sport. Invite us to supper tomorrow night,
and have your mom cook the whole bunch. How's that?"

"Done," said Will, coming up behind them.

Dixie wished she could jump up and say no,
but that would have been childish. She would endure his company
again tomorrow night. She sighed as they traipsed home with hushed
voices. Her life seemed centered around Mike Dalton these days, and
he didn't seem to like it any more than she did. So why did he keep
coming over—inviting himself over?






***






The ant bites were driving her wild, she
needed to doctor herself before she went to bed, she quickly
decided as she took a shower and found no relief.

What Mike had said to her on the creek bed
worried her. It was Kevin she needed to see, and yet the urge to
see him nettled.

But what puzzled her most was the way she
felt such a let down when Mike barely said goodnight to her, and
the sweet gesture of his daughter kissing her on the cheek so
unexpectedly. What a little doll. "Methinks my biological clock is
ticking!" She laughed at herself.

The phone rang in the middle of the night,
and Dixie grabbed it before it woke the others. She laid stretched
across her bed.

"Dixie, love, it's good to hear your voice.
I've missed you terribly. I can hardly wait to see you. How are
things on your end? Getting any rest?" Ed asked throatily.

"Maybe not rest, but at least I'm relaxing,"
Dixie answered. "Actually, tonight I've been out frog gigging with
my brothers." She left out the fact that Mike and Amanda had been
with them. No use stirring more flies into the ointment. "We had a
great time."

"Oh? Who's we?"

"My brothers and I."

"Oh, good."

She heard him yawn. "Wish you had been there.
I ended up having to jump in the creek, clothes and all. Everyone
got a big kick out of it, except me, of course. It seems I fell
victim to an anthill," she said with a laugh.

"Good grief, what in blazes is frog gigging?
And what were you doing on an anthill in the first place?" he asked
with apparent annoyance. "You sound hoarse. Have you lost the
better part of your mind? I suppose this gigging as you call it is
some primitive sport, still practiced by the locals in your
area?"

"No, silly!" she reprimanded lightly,
ignoring his tone of voice. Ed had little patience for anything
that didn't concern music. "It's about the only way to catch frogs,
though. And as far as the anthill, I didn't go looking for it, it
found me!"

"Now I know this is a ridiculous question,
but why on earth would anyone want to catch a beastly, slimy frog
in the first place?"

Dixie chuckled indulgently into the phone.
"To eat them, of course."

"Good heavens, you've taken complete leave of
your senses. You can't mean you actually eat those little green
creatures that belch all the time." He sounded mortified and Dixie
could picture his expression perfectly.

"You've eaten them yourself. You told me so.
When you were in Europe."

"Frog's legs? Oh, yes, but I never realized
anyone would eat them right out of a local creek. I thought they
were domesticated, or something."

"No, in fact they're better from a creek, or
bayou. They have more flavor."

"Oh, I'll just bet. Now look, seriously, are
you all right?"

"Of course I am," she answered.

"You do sound more relaxed. I haven't heard
you laugh so much before. But I'm a little disappointed. You
haven't asked about me!"

"I'm always interested in you, Ed. And I do
miss you. It's just that I'm not dwelling on you or work right now.
I'm on vacation, and trying my best to enjoy it. I don't want to
think about getting back to work, and unfortunately, Ed, you're a
constant reminder."

"Would you rather I not call?"

"Don't be silly. Please don't be offended by
everything I say. I'm very fond of you, Ed, but I don't want to
think about anything too serious right now." When he got quiet, she
added, "I just don't want to talk shop all the time. I've really
tried to rest and relax. I think this trip home is exactly what I
needed. You just said yourself I was laughing more. And laughter is
good for you, Ed. You should try it sometime."

There was another prolonged silence then he
asked softly, "I need you, Dixie. How about you? And I'm not
talking about business now. Don't you feel the need, too?"

Dixie shook her head. "Ed, no
pressure—please."

A muted sound of disgust came from his end.
He wasn't pleased with her. Still, she didn't want to lead him on,
lead anyone on. She simply wasn't ready to commit herself to a
heavy relationship with Ed. Not yet, anyway. She liked him. Very
much in fact, but …

"We'll talk when you get back. Enjoy your
visit. I'll see you in a couple of weeks, if all goes well." Ed
seemed so capable of turning his emotions on and off like a
switch.

Could that be real love? Romantic he
wasn't!

"That soon?" she countered, knowing he was
deliberately trying to cut her vacation as short as possible. What
was he afraid of?

"I'm afraid so, darling. Two to three weeks
are all we can possibly spare you." He chuckled. "Your work is
already piling up, and your secretary is going wild trying to shut
down all the interviews. Have you managed to find out what was so
important with your mum?"

"I think so. She's seriously seeing a man,
and I think there might be wedding bells."

"Do you approve?"

"That's what she wants to know. But yes, I
do. I think she wanted me home for the wedding, actually."

"Well, sounds as though everything isn't as
serious after all. Enjoy your time with her, Dixie. I'll talk to
you later." Ed sighed and hung up.

Dixie turned off the phone and didn't move.
The conversation left her feeling lost. There seemed to be a forked
road ahead, and she knew she was about to make a lot of heavy
decisions about her future. Was she ready for this? If only dreams
came true. If only she could find a real romance and live it,
instead of reading about it all the time! 






















CHAPTER FIVE






The next morning Dixie busied herself hanging
laundry in the backyard, a chore long forgotten by her generation.
She loved smelling the sunshine in the sheets at night. Funny how
one could miss a smell. She looked over as Emily joined her.

"I'd like to ask a favor of you." Emily
sounded hesitant, as she picked up a garment from the laundry
basket and hung it on the line.

Dixie took the clothespin from her mouth and
clipped it to the material of her shirt on the line. "Sure, what's
up? And don't look so glum. I haven't said no, yet."

Handing her another garment, Emily's brows
knitted. "It's about the bazaar, dear. We're still needing
volunteers to work some of the booths."

Dixie paused only long enough to shoo away a
yellow jacket as it danced about the clothespin. "Is that all? From
the look on your face, I thought it was something serious. Of
course, I'd love to help. Sounds like fun. Which one did you have
in mind for me?"

Emily bit her lower lip. "That's just it,
actually. It's absolutely the worst one. The baseball throws."

Dixie laughed. "What's so bad about that? It
sounds like a lot of fun. I can't imagine why you're so hesitant to
ask me. I love selling tickets!"

"No, dear." Emily chewed on her bottom lip
again and covered her chest with one hand in frustration. "You
wouldn't be selling tickets, I'm afraid. That's why I was so
hesitant to ask you." She studied Dixie's expressionless face and
waited for some reaction. "You'd have to wear a bathing suit and
sit for hours—and get dunked."

Dixie pinned the last piece of clothes to the
line and picked up the laundry basket. Looping an arm in her
mother's, she walked toward the back door with her. "Of course I'll
do it … for you."

Emily's gray eyes sparkled, but she still
frowned. "Oh, I just knew you would. But I wouldn't have blamed you
if you'd refused. It's not exactly a joy to be dunked by half the
town. And I'm not sure I'm doing the right thing by asking you, of
all people." Dixie waved away her mother's fears. As they entered
the kitchen Emily added, "Bernie says you'd make a great attraction
to the booth, really draw them in. Everyone would want to see
you."

Not for the world would Dixie let her mother
see how nervous she was. "You really over-rate me, Mom. And I'm
probably a very unpopular candidate at this particular time. I'm
sure I could draw a good crowd though."

Emily fretted still. "I wouldn't say you were
unpopular."

"I'm the outsider now since I've moved away.
It's the old story of the southerner and the northerner. I've
become a Yankee, I'm afraid."

"If you don't want to do it …"

"It'll be fun. Now quit worrying so much. I
think you're taking this much too seriously."

Later that evening though, Dixie began to
have a few doubts of her own—especially when Mrs. Butie paid a
social call on her mother, with several other lady-friends, all
with a curious eye on her.

"Why, Dixie," Mrs. Butie said, smiling curtly
at her. "I didn't know you were still in town. We figured you'd be
too busy to stay long." She sipped her tea and bit into a
cookie.

Emily was quick to step in. "Why, yes, Dixie
is here for a couple of weeks at least."

Adjusting the beads at her thick neck, Mrs.
Butie attempted to cross her fat legs as she went on. "Been seeing
a lot of Mike Dalton, I've heard."

"Strange you should mention him, Mrs. Butie.
Mike's been invited to dinner tonight. You know how fond he is of
frog legs."

"Yes, well, I told my niece, Janet, it was
quite unseemly for a young lady to go hunting with a bunch of men.
She was quite surprised when she heard about it, Dixie. He's been
over nearly every day, hasn't he?"

"Has he? I hadn't noticed. A bunch of men?
Oh, you mean my two brothers and Mike's cute little daughter,
Amanda? Well, I don't consider my brothers' men yet, Mrs. Butie.
Although, I wouldn't tell them that." She offered a slight smile.
"And Amanda certainly isn't a man either. My brothers are in the
habit of inviting Mike and Amanda along. They happen to be very
good friends. It really makes little difference; hunting isn't
exactly a romantic sport." She suddenly realizing that her cut-off
shorts and halter-top would be another topic of conversation
later.

"Did you know Dixie is singing a solo in
church this Sunday?" Emily offered, trying to clear the air.

"In church?" Mrs. Butie burst out loud,
nearly choking on a cookie.

How could anyone make singing in church sound
so indecent?

"Yes, I used to sing in church a lot, before
I moved away. I think I remember a few of the songs."

Mrs. Butie stood up and puffed like a
bullfrog. "The entire town is liable to turn out for that
performance."

Dixie eyed her evenly. "I'm sorry, but I've
never heard of a performance in church."

For the moment, it looked as though Dixie had
scored the last word, but Mrs. Butie wasn't going to let her enjoy
it for long.

"You are aware of the impending engagement of
Janet to Mike Dalton, aren't you?"

"Engagement? No. He's never mentioned it. But
then, we don't talk much about his personal life. How wonderful for
the both of them, and for Amanda." Dixie forced a plastic smile.
"It's the first I've heard of it, but then, I'm not prone to
gossip."

Not satisfied, Mrs. Butie went on, as though
the war weren't over. "I guess it's of no consequence to you since
you'll be going home soon, anyway."

Emily was obviously stunned by her friend's
rudeness, but Dixie didn't let her own discomfort show.

"You're right, it's of no consequence to me,"
she replied steadily. "Tell me, just out of curiosity, what does
Janet think of Amanda?"

"She plans to take Amanda in hand. Mike is a
bachelor and hasn't realized that Amanda doesn't belong everywhere
her father goes. There'll be a lot of changes when they marry, I
can tell you. I imagine I'll be doing a lot of babysitting for
those two before long. Good day, Emily, Dixie," the older woman
huffed and the ladies all shot up at once.

Dixie watched as Emily practically hurried
them out the door.

Without a word, Dixie gathered the dirty
dishes and took them into the kitchen, where she proceeded to wash
them, as though nothing had happened.

"Oh, Dixie, I'm so sorry, dear. Julia can be
so crude at times. I wasn't expecting to see her today." Emily
stammered for an apology, as she brought the last of the dishes to
the sink.

Sinking her hands into the warm soapy water,
Dixie felt the tension draining from her. She shrugged her
shoulders. "Don't worry about it. I've handled much worse than Mrs.
Butie before. Have you ever heard of gossip columnists?" She
laughed. "Besides, it keeps the senses sharpened. I only hope I
haven't harmed your relationship with her. You've been friends a
long time now."

"Don't worry about that, dear. Our
relationship has never been on solid ground."

"Somehow, I get the idea that Janet doesn't
like Amanda."

"She knows very little about children, and
Amanda hasn't taken to her at all. Not like she took to you, at
least. Poor little thing. She's never had a mother, really, that
she can remember." She glanced at Dixie then added, "And poor
Julia, she's had such a bad time of things lately. Her heart's very
bad. And she's so anxious for Janet to settle down and get married.
I don't think there's a thing between her and Mike. Mike's
certainly not in love with her. No, if I had my guess, I'd say Mike
has been waiting for something or someone for a long time. He never
speaks about it to me of course."

"Mom," Dixie stopped what she was doing and
faced her, "I once thought Mike liked Audrey."

Emily glanced at her strangely, "Well, I know
they dated once but—"

"Well, anyway, he's practically engaged to
Janet, according to Mrs. Butie."

"Yes, according to Mrs. Butie." Emily shot
her a curious glance. "I think Audrey was too much of a realist for
Mike, and of course they were very young then. Now, he's a man, and
I think he's ready to settle down again. Amanda does need a
mother's influence, but I don't think Janet knows the first thing
about it. It's unfortunate for her. But, you know, I think Mike has
missed romance in his life. I think his wife must have been a lot
like Audrey."

"Audrey was sweet. But I guess she did have a
logical kind of mind. Why, does he compare them?"

"No, not really. I do. I don't know, dear,
only from what I've picked up from him. He married her when he
moved off to play football. They never came home. I'm told she was
a very sweet little thing, though. It hurt Mike when she died, of
course, but I have the feeling even that marriage wasn't all it was
cut out to be. He's hinted she was quite a daddy's girl. And just a
tad spoiled. Maybe that's why he's looking a little harder this
time for a wife. Being pickier. Anyway, they had Amanda, and he had
no time to feel sorry for himself then. He just rolled up his
sleeves and began being both father and mother to that little girl.
She adores him."

"You like Mike, don't you?"

"Oh, yes, dear, very much. He's been like
family to me. Always willing to come over at a moment's notice to
help me. He and the boys certainly get along. I think he's led a
lonesome life, except for his little Mandy. His mother dying when
he was born, and then his dad remarrying and having Kevin. His dad
died only a few years ago, his stepmother remarried and moved away.
Kevin rarely sees her. And Mike took care of his dad, too, right up
to the day. Mike's a family man. He thought the world of his dad.
It's just too bad he doesn't have a wife to make a real family for
him.

"Janet is always following him about, always
the do-gooder. Everyone knows how she feels about him. And he might
marry her, except she doesn't take to the child very well. I
seriously don't think Janet takes to any child too well."

"She can learn. Some women take longer, but
it's instinctive, don't you think?"

"I don't know, dear. No one really knows how
he feels about her, though. Trouble is, in a small town there
aren't too many choices, and Mike doesn't venture too far away from
home. So, who knows? Strange, but I always liked Mike better than
Kevin. Although, I must admit, Kevin is a fine young politician.
Done a lot for our town. One of the most outstanding men in the
community."

"I'm surprised Kevin hasn't been over, to say
hello at least."

"He'll be around. He's a busy man these
days."

"Tell me about Kevin's marriage."

"Well, let's see, he married June Summers.
Just after your last visit, in fact. They dated off and on. She
became a big help to him in his campaign. She taught Sunday school
for a while. It was no surprise to anyone when he finally asked her
to marry him. Naturally they had a big wedding. They have one boy,
two-years-old, and another on the way. Nice looking couple, too.
They seem very content with each other, but Kevin acts much older
than Mike, even though the reverse is true. Kevin is an old man
now, just like his mother was always an older woman."

"He's happy?"

"Like a pea in a pod."

"I'm glad."

"Now, tell me about your Ed, dear." Emily
sounded quite curious.

Dixie turned to look at her again, startled.
"My Ed. I've never even thought of him as mine. You're beginning to
sound just like Mrs. Butie. He's not my Ed. He's not my anything,
except my boss. I like him. He's helped me work my way up the
ladder at the recording studio. But I'm not in love with him." She
stopped and listened to herself. She wasn't in love with Ed. "I
work with him. When I think of Ed, I think of work. But, I'll admit
he's nice. Some people think him too tight laced, and much too
ambitious."

"Then you aren't going to marry him?"

After a long pause Dixie answered the
question. "No, I'm not going to marry Ed. I'm not in love with
him." As soon as she said it, she knew it was the truth. She blew a
soap bubble at her mother. "Marriage is too serious to rush into. I
like Ed, but not the way you might think. Besides," she sighed,
"marriage is out of the question right now. Not that I haven't
considered it before. Even with Ed. I mean... it would work out
marvelously, both of us being in the same business, able to share
our work. But there's no magic between us. And call me a romantic,
but I like a little magic."

When she turned around, she spotted Mike
leaning negligently against the counter. How long had he been
there? How much had he heard?

"Don't stop on my account. It was just
getting interesting. You were about to say how you like a little
magic in a relationship."

Always mocking her! She shot him a
disapproving glance.

"Oh, I knocked, but there was no answer, so I
came on in."

"Hello, Mike. Where's Amanda?" Emily
asked.

"Knee deep in play dough. Ms. Ferris indulged
her this morning. Better her than me."

"You should have brought her. I used to be an
expert with play dough." Dixie chuckled, glad they had changed the
subject.

"Really?" he drawled, his eyes glittering at
Dixie. He folded his arms across his chest and stared at her.
"You're very good with children, aren't you?"

"I don't know. I've never much thought about
it."

God, he looked nice, in snug fitting black
jeans and red-checkered shirt. He had that just showered look, too,
and his clean-shaven jaw invited a caress. My, how her mind was
taking flight.

Emily smiled, patted Mike on the arm, then
left the room, murmuring some excuse under her breath. The kitchen
shrank. Electrical currents seemed to illuminate the room, bouncing
off one wall, hitting her, another wall, hitting him. Dixie
pretended to clean everything, counter tops, tabletops,
refrigerator, everything, avoiding all eye contact with Mike.

She was sure she would escape him, until she
felt his hands at the ties of her apron, and his breath mingling in
the softness of her hair, like a feather touching all the sensitive
places. She shivered slightly.

Danger lurked in his eyes as she barely
glanced at him and moved away. Warning bells deafened her. Now he
was flirting.

"I...I was just telling Mother..." She saw
him move closer out of the corner of one eye, and she headed for
the sink to wash the lettuce. She began chopping the vegetables for
a salad. "When and if I eventually settle down, it will probably be
to Ed or someone very much like him. You know, someone in the
recording business."

He stopped. The clock on the wall stopped.
Her chopping stopped.

"I seriously doubt that," he murmured.

He sounded so sure. Unnerved by the sureness
in his voice, she whirled about, forgetting to keep a safe
distance. The large knife in her hands stood between them. She
chucked it in the sink.

Intoxicated by the sweet clean smell of him,
her hands itched to touch him. Just a touch, but that could be
dangerous—and what would he think? What would it be like to touch
Mike? To really touch him? Why was her mind so scattered?

Two big arms came around her, not touching,
but so very close, and he deliberately leaned toward her, making
her face him. Fighting the urge to meet him half way, she hardened
her voice at him—afraid she might succumb and be subjected to his
rejection, again.

"H…how do you know?" It came out in a
whisper. Not effective.

An impish grin played at his lips; lips that
captured a woman's imagination. She remembered how those lips felt
on hers, and flushed.

"Because a man like that couldn't begin to
handle you."

Cat and mouse games.

"Maybe I don't want to be handled!" she
gasped.

His grin broadened as he stared down into her
pink face. "Yes, and maybe you're just waiting for the right man
for the job! A man with a little … magic."

She almost trembled from the force of
resisting going into his arms. He was a magnet. She had to force
herself to remember this was the man who accused her of seducing
his brother. Of practically seducing him. He wasn't really an
available male; he just seemed to be. They could never have a real
relationship—she lived in New York, worked in New York—his home was
here. It would never work. And yet… Despite all the arguments going
on in her head, the urge to resist this man was crumbling.

"Maybe," she barely murmured, her heart
hammering so wildly she was afraid he might actually hear it. An
aimless tear slipped down her rose-tinted cheek. It was painful not
letting herself feel something.

A callused, but gentle hand, reached to wipe
the tear away. She closed her eyes, held her breath, as his other
hand gently tilted her chin. She could feel the warmth of his
breath on her face, and knew he was about to kiss her. But he
hesitated. Again.

Her eyes opened, locking with his.

His lips hovered above hers, tempting,
inviting, questioning. Did he want her to beg? At this moment, she
would gladly beg, if only he would just kiss her and end this agony
between them. Maybe if he kissed her, it might dispel the
unexplainable pull he had on her. What would one little kiss hurt?
Why couldn't they play out the scene? It might not mean anything in
the long run, but at least it would get rid of the tension between
them.

"No," his voice was softly stroking her, as
her eyes came open and her head raised almost even with his. He
shook his head, his eyes glittering into hers. "When I kiss you—and
I will kiss you, Dixie—it's going to be long and memorable for both
of us. And it'll be everything you could hope for. I'll brand it
into your memory, into your soul. And you'll forget you ever wanted
a Kevin, or an Ed, again," he whispered, just as the phone
rang.

Oh, God, saved by the bell, and yet, did she
want to be saved? Snuffing the sigh within her she straightened and
turned away, cheeks flaming. Still, his arms encircled her,
preventing any escape.

Arms that represented both security and
insanity, she thought wildly as her head lolled aimlessly, inches
from his chest. She thought she heard the wild beat of his heart
when he suddenly drew her back against him, his hands circling her
waist, warm and comforting. In that instant she knew he'd wanted
that kiss as much as she had, for his own body betrayed him with a
shudder. For an instant she let herself be pulled back into the
rapture of his arms. He didn't have to kiss her now. She was
feeling everything she possibly could from his nearness alone. It
was almost as if she were absorbing him. Her knees shook, her lips
trembled, her mouth went dry, and her body actually ached to be
touched—and yet it went beyond mere physical reactions.

Dixie was acutely aware of some wild
soul-searching, gut-wrenching feelings growing between them. God,
somehow Mike had broken through her feelings for Kevin and
transferred them to him.

Her nostrils filled with the sweet scent of
hay, and a woodsy odor that was all Mike.

Years ago she had seen the man, the physical
man. Now, she saw beyond that. Mike—the family man, the loving man,
the goodness within him. She found herself wanting to know this
man—really know him—like others did. She wanted him to confide in
her, talk to her, walk with her, to share his hurts, and his
dreams. She wanted to know what made Mike Dalton tick.

This is madness, Dixie thought. Why did she
and Mike seem to continually torture each other? Wasn't it enough
to simply want each other? Did these emotions have to reach in and
grab her very soul—and seize her heart?

His lips were in her hair. "Hmm." He sighed
as he held her there. Her back solidly against him now, she felt
him shudder again. "You remind me of a honeysuckle vine, sweet and
tempting. Someday we're going to finish what we always seem to
start, sweetheart."

Promise? her mind spun.

With emotions in danger of erupting, she
started to face Mike when Emily called from the hallway. "Dixie,
the phone is for you. It's Ed, I think."

Mike let her go instantly, and Dixie was
afraid to look back as she escaped to the phone. What would she see
in his face? Her mind was anywhere but on Ed at this moment.

"Did I interrupt something?" Emily saw her
strange expression.

"Uh, no, of course not," Dixie insisted,
grabbing the phone.

She heard Mike add, "Nothing that won't keep
a while longer."

What did he mean? And how much longer? She
didn't have much time here at home. Moments were precious.

"Dixie?" came Ed's excited voice over the
receiver as she stood there holding it in mid-air, trembling with
aftershocks.

"Yes, Ed," she managed, trying to mask the
slight quiver in her voice. She had to sit before she fell. Mike
couldn't have affected her more if he had kissed her.

How could she possibly carry on a
conversation with Ed right now, after being nearly made love to, in
the kitchen? Whatever it was that was going on between her and Mike
had her completely baffled. She had vowed long ago never to get too
close to him. Looking back, she realized she had always been
attracted to him.

Why else would she continually bug her sister
about their relationship? Another relationship that never got off
the ground.

When she hung up, she hadn't the slightest
idea what Ed had said to her, or her to him.

Still in a stupor, Mike confronted her once
more, his face a storm cloud. "Your mother just told me about your
working the baseball throw. That can be a rather unpleasant
experience. Do you really think that's wise?"

He seemed so angry when minutes ago, he held
her in his arms. Walking numbly around him and back to the kitchen,
she half turned to look into his concerned face. "Nonsense. It will
be fun."

He nodded, the storm fading, replaced by an
equally stern look. "Can you swim?"

"You ask that question, knowing my father? A
man who was famous for throwing his kids in the water and leaving
them to sink or swim?"

"That was years ago. How long has it
been?"

"Too long," she protested. "Please," she
reached to grip his hand, a mistake, because every time she touched
this man it was like setting off small wild fires through her
entire body, "stop fretting, it will be a blast."

Mike's frown remained. But his eyes darkened
with intensity as though he had a few fires to put out too.

She shook her head and looked from Emily to
Mike, and let out a chuckle. Tawny gold eyes surveyed her, burning
her with such intensity.

"Don't say I didn't warn you."

"I consider myself warned."

"Okay, if that's what you want. But I still
don't think it's a good idea."

That same evening Mike and Amanda came for
supper. Amanda was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, as usual, and
Dixie frowned.

"Doesn't this beautiful little girl have any
dresses?" Dixie remarked at the table.

"A couple. But she's a tomboy; she doesn't
need dresses, believe me." Mike gave Dixie a strange glance.

"What's she going to wear to the bazaar?"

"Jeans, why?"

"Don't you like dressing her up?"

"Not when five minutes later, she's ripping
it to shreds, or getting all muddy, no." Mike glanced at his
innocent-eyed daughter.

Afraid she might be overstepping it, Dixie
changed the subject. Later, she whispered to Amanda, "Wanna go play
dress up after supper?"

"What's that?" Amanda whispered back.

"It's where you put big people's clothes on,
and prance around like an adult."

"Okay." Amanda smiled at her. "Will you play
with me?"

"Sure."

Later, knee deep in hats, beads, and high
heels, Amanda paraded around Dixie's room like a queen while Dixie
watched with glee. Amanda insisted she dress up too, so Dixie put
on a man's suit and tie, and a hat, and drew a mustache on her lip.
Amanda laughed.

"You look funny."

"Gee, I thought I looked great," Dixie said
with a chuckle.

It brought back old memories of her and her
sister. She and Audrey used to parade around the house like that,
years ago. God, she missed Audrey.

What a sweet little girl Amanda was. But she
really needed a mother. It was obvious she hadn't played many
little girl games. Not that Dixie was applying for the job. She
didn't have time for kids or husbands. In a few days she'd be
putting her nose back to the grindstone, with rehearsals and
recording sessions. Still, she was on vacation. She wanted to have
a little fun and it was a nice diversion having a small child
around to play with.

"I like you," Amanda said coming up behind
her and hugging her neck.

Dixie smiled, put her hand on the small
child's arm and hugged her back. "I like you too, Mandy."

"Could you be my mommy?" Amanda asked.

"Oh! Honey! I . . ." She hesitated. Seeing
the look in the little girl's face made her heart melt.

"For pretend, I mean," Amanda clarified, and
Dixie breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

"Okay, just pretend."

Amanda pranced about, then come running up to
Dixie who was sitting on the floor, cross-legged. "Oh, Mommy,
Mommy, I hurt myself. Kiss it and make it better, please."

Dixie giggled and fell back against the floor
with Amanda in her arms, laughing and kissing her upturned finger
to make it better.

The door flew open and Mike walked in. He
stopped abruptly, his eyes going over the both of them. "I think we
better go, Mandy," he said.

"We were just …"

"Yes, I know. Thanks for supper. Goodnight."
Mike grabbed his daughter and held her in his arms, stalking out
the door.

What had she done wrong, now?

Later, Dixie related the incident to her
mother. "We were just playing dress up. Is there something wrong
with that?"

Emily looked at her seriously and nodded. "I
think I know what hit Mike. Amanda is quickly growing fond of you.
She wants to call you Mommy. Don't you see? You'll be leaving, and
then what will she have? Mike sees it too."

The next morning Dixie dressed quickly in
faded jeans and T-shirt, as usual. She hurried down to the kitchen
where her mother was busy preparing breakfast. It was already warm
this morning, and the noisy antics of a family of blue jays were
busy rousting out a couple of scissor tails from their favorite
cottonwood tree. Naturally, the blue jays were winning the
battle.

"Let's have some fresh mush melons this
morning, dear," Emily suggested brightly.

"Sounds good. Will put some in the bottom of
the fridge the other night."

Emily shook her head and pointed to the sink
where she had laid them out to be cut.

Two sleepyheads bounded down the stairs in
unison, with sheepish grins on their faces as they slipped into the
chairs at the table. "What time does the shindig start, Mom?" Tom
asked with a yawn.

Emily had already dressed in an attractive
two-piece lavender pantsuit, protected by a generous sized apron.
"At noon, but I won't have you skipping classes to get there early.
It will run all weekend so you will have plenty of time to enjoy
it."

"Aw-heck, Mom, its just summer school. It
wouldn't hurt none to be absent one day," Will said.

"You heard me, William Martin Kincaid." Emily
tossed the reprimand over her shoulder in a parental scowl.
"Besides, if you'd paid more attention to your lessons during the
regular school term, you wouldn't have to go to summer school to
make it up." As an afterthought she added, "But as soon as school
lets out you can rush on over and help Old Man Tucker with his
tents. We'll need about three this year, and you know how slow he
is. I promised him the two of you would be there to help out. Then,
you can cut loose on your own."

Dixie placed the melons in front of them,
noting the decided frowns on their faces as they dug into the same
piece, then split it with their forks.

Tom looked up at Dixie. "Mom's entered in the
cook-off this year. Her Wild Plum Preserves."

"I know," Dixie smiled at them, "and since
Bernie's the judge, how can she possibly lose? Not that her
preserves can't stand on their own, of course."

Emily blushed.

"Too bad you aren't entered in the beauty
contest, sis," Will remarked.

Dixie shook her head. "Oh, no thank you!
That's not my cup of tea. I may be naturally thin, but I'm not
curvy. I think I'm more the brainy type. Besides, I've never liked
parading in front of ogling men. I'm sure Janet has it sewn up,
anyway. Besides, I'm going to be busy at the baseball throw."

Tom laughed. "Selling tickets, I hope."

"Not exactly." Dixie hesitated to tell them,
glancing at her mother for support.

Tom and Will both stopped what they were
doing. "You mean your gonna let them take pot-shots at you?"

"That's the general idea of the game."

"I don't think you ought to do that, sis,"
Will stated, a very serious look on his handsome young face.
"There's always someone in the crowd who likes to show off. You
could drown."

Dixie scoffed. "I'll take my chances. I'm a
good swimmer. Besides, it's for a good cause. And as far as I know,
no one has ever drowned at a charity function." She grinned.

Emily looked worried again. "Maybe you ought
to help me out instead, Dixie, and forget about that old baseball
throw. After all, the baseball throw can get a little out of hand
when the wrong people happen by. There's always someone who wants
to show off during these events. Last year Nancy Summers
volunteered and went home in tears when a bully kept dunking her
over and over. It seems some people just can't get enough of
showing off. So maybe you shouldn't, I mean especially after what
Mike said …"

"Nonsense! It's all in fun. Mike is a
worrywart. I can handle this, guys. Have some faith, will you? I'm
a natural for this. I'm sure I can draw a crowd, and it's all for a
good cause."

"I never even asked, but do you have a
bathing suit?"

Dixie frowned. "An old one. I'd better check
its condition. It's a little skimpy, but I guess it's decent
enough." Dixie smiled, passing the corn flakes to her worried
looking brothers.

"All the girls in the beauty contest will be
wearing bikinis."

"Really? My, things are certainly changing
around here, aren't they? Why, I can remember when Old Man Tucker
wouldn't allow the girls to wear shorts out there."

Emily nodded with a smile. "He still doesn't
approve of it, but he's getting old now and people just aren't
paying much attention to his suggestions any more. Mike's on the
town counsel now, and I think that has a lot to do with it. They've
needed some young blood in there for a long time."

"He is? Well, things are changing. I never
realized how involved he was in the community. But then, I suppose
if you live here long enough, you get involved in everything."

Tom snickered. "You ought to see Janet's
bikini. Boy, none of the guys will take their eyes off of her when
she walks on stage. I mean skimpy. She's a cinch to win. Everybody
knows she's the prettiest girl in town."

"'Cept for sis," Will injected, jabbing his
brother in the ribs.

"Aw, that don't count, she's our sister," Tom
defended himself.

"By the way, Will, who was that girl I saw
you talking to the other day, after school?" Dixie inquired.

Will frowned and turned beet-red.

"That was no girl. That was Crystal Watkins."
Tom snickered. "Will's got a girlfriend."

"I do not."

"Do so."

They argued all the way out the front door.
After they caught the school bus, Dixie went to check on her
swimsuit. She held the bright colored one-piece against her and
smiled. It always looked great on her, bringing out the best of her
skin tone. But it certainly wasn't in style anymore. She shook her
head. What the heck, she wasn't in the beauty contest, anyway. Who
was going to be paying attention to her with ten or twenty beauties
running around? That's what she liked about coming home; she wasn't
the center of attention anymore, and she was enjoying it. Wasn't
she? 






















CHAPTER SIX






After rounding up all the needed supplies,
Dixie and Emily headed for the fair grounds. There were mounds of
tickets to unravel, count and divide between the booths. Supplies
for the Bingo tents and chuck wagons had to be delivered and set
up. Dixie spent most of the morning distributing bits of this and
that for Emily.

Excited, and apprehensive, Dixie was happy to
be among a crowd of people again. Everyone greeted her with a half
smile, as though they weren't sure if they were glad to see her or
not. Or maybe they just didn't recognize her. Still, Dixie wasn't
bashful or shy; she felt in her element and liked all the goings
on.

Delighted to see Old Man Tucker again, Dixie
almost hugged him. The tall, gangly, old man tipped his bald head
to her and shot her a half-crooked smile. He didn't really say much
to her, just grunted, but nothing had changed with him, she
realized. And despite that growling appearance, she could tell he
was glad to see her. That grim foreboding expression he wore didn't
bother Dixie a bit; she knew that was just his way.

About to run out of errands, Dixie spotted
Mrs. Fowler having a time counting her tickets. Over and over she
began. She couldn't stay focused. Every time someone walked by and
spoke, she smiled, nodded and lost count.

Seeing her dilemma, Dixie walked towards her.
Mrs. Fowler was a petite woman of seventy-two years, eager to join
in on things, but a bit slow. People tolerated her because she had
such a sweet nature. She greeted Dixie with a snaggle-toothed grin
and thanked her for the help. Some of the other ladies were already
pressing her for her count.

"I keep losing the count, dear," she told
Dixie with a slight chuckle.

"I'll help you, Mrs. Fowler."

"Why thank you, dear. Aren't you Emily's
daughter?"

"Why, yes, I'm surprised you recognized
me."

"Oh, yes, I remember you." She chuckled. "You
used to sing in the church all the time, didn't you?"

"That's right, but I didn't think anyone
would remember that!" Dixie laughed.

"Beautiful voice, just beautiful. You sang at
my Frank's funeral, too, didn't you?"

"Yes, ma'am, I did."

"My Frank would have loved that. He loved
singing."

An hour later, taking a short break, Dixie
tied her hair back with a string from the supply box. She was still
wiping away the perspiration when she spotted Janet and waved.

Janet hadn't been much of a friend in school,
but right now Dixie felt like reaching out. Janet happened to be
the first young person she encountered since her return. At least
they were close to the same age, Dixie laughed to herself. Maybe
now, they might have more in common.

Janet wasn't hard to notice—and most men
seldom did—with her shiny dark hair, huge brown eyes, and a figure
made for Hollywood.

However, Dixie hadn't seen the rather
reluctant Mike Dalton lagging behind Janet, and once she spotted
him, Janet insisted on greeting Dixie with all smiles.

Talk about leading a bull by the horns, Dixie
thought, smiling to herself. Mike looked about as happy as a bull
in a pen full of other bulls.

Janet tossed her short, thick, black hair in
Mike's face, and smiled at Dixie. "How wonderful to see you again,
Dixie. It's been so long. I've been meaning to come to New York and
visit you, but I've been rather busy."

"Oh, I wish you would sometime, Janet. It'd
be fun having an old friend around."

Obviously surprised by Dixie's warmth, Janet
smiled again. "I'll consider it an invitation then."

"Great. So, how have you been?"

"Wonderful. I'm thinking seriously of going
into modeling."

"Really? How exciting for you. I'm sure you'd
do well—you're so tall and thin," Dixie remarked, casting Mike a
quick appraisal. "So, are you here to enjoy the festivities, or to
work?"

"Both, of course."

"Where's Amanda?" Dixie inquired.

"Aunt Nell has her," Janet answered before
Mike could get a word in edgewise. "She'll keep her busy most of
the day. She's teaching her basket weaving. Aunt Nell's a great
babysitter, isn't she, Mike?"

Mike nodded. "Yeah, great." His eyes strayed
to Dixie in frustration. "But I did promise to show her around,
Janet. There's so much to enjoy out here. She's missing it, I'm
afraid."

"There's plenty of time for that, later.
After all, you don't want to spoil the child, Mike," Janet scolded
lightly.

Again Dixie's heartbeat quickened when tawny
gold eyes searched hers, for understanding and help. But he'd
gotten himself into this mess, so he could get himself out, Dixie
decided.

Dixie couldn't help noticing that Mike looked
good enough to eat. She sighed. She didn't need to get mixed up
with Mike Dalton and his daughter. But deep down, she realized
Amanda had already stolen her heart, and her father could too, if
he were to try.

Janet eyed Dixie, then Mike.

What was left to say to Janet? Dixie
wondered. She had absolutely nothing in common with this airhead
young woman, and she knew it. Janet had always been full of
herself. At least Dixie had made the effort to converse, she
reasoned.

"Well," Dixie shrugged, and went around them,
"it's wonderful to see you again, but it looks as though Mom could
use my help. Would you excuse me?"

It was a cop out and they all knew it, but
she couldn't help it. Just because Mike made himself miserable was
no reason for her to stick around. She did have to admit, though,
that it bothered her standing there watching Mike be miserable with
this lovely, shallow creature. Of course, it served him right.

Turning back to hand Mrs. Fowler the tickets
and writing down the count, she gave Mike a quick knowing smile,
and hurried off to join Emily at the Pavilion.

This was the first time she'd seen Mike in
public and he had barely spoken. She couldn't help but feel just a
tad sorry for herself. Maybe he'd been putting on some kind of act
around her. Maybe it was because of Kevin. Of course it was. How
foolish to think Mike had any real interest in her.

And where was Kevin? Oh, God, her heart
plummeted; maybe she shouldn't see Kevin at all. He was married,
and she wouldn't interfere in Kevin's life now. Even though a
certain party didn't believe it. It was true. Married men just
didn't appeal to Dixie.

And she didn't need unmarried men like Mike
Dalton, either!

She found Emily setting up a showcase of
homemade novelties for the contest. Among the long list of entries
were Emily's wild plum preserves. Dixie picked the jar up, examined
it as though she knew exactly what she was doing, and assured Emily
she was bound to win.

Bernie was there with Emily, watching the two
of them working together and smiling contritely as though something
were on his mind.

Dixie barely recognized him. His hair had
thinned, and he looked much leaner than before, if that was
possible. However, age hadn't taken the sparkle out of his eyes
when he looked at Emily. Oh, yes, things were definitely heating up
here.

Obviously, Bernie Sanders was in love with
her mom. Dixie marveled at the two of them and how they exchanged
glances. How her mother smiled. Oh, yes, this was serious.

Loneliness was a bad thing; Dixie knew that
much from experience. She wouldn't wish it on anyone, especially
her mom.

Hesitantly, Bernie joined them. "You know, I
think your mother has a winner this year, Dixie!"

"I think you're right, Bernie. I've tried it
myself, and I do believe this is the best batch she's ever made.
The color is so pure too. So, look you two, what can I do to help
around here?" Dixie asked.

"As a matter of fact," Bernie winked,
"there's plenty to be done. You came to the right source. I need
someone to log the names in on the register and label signs for
each one. Would you have the time for that much work?"

Dixie smiled and picked the pen from his
jacket pocket. "You just show me where to start."

Bernie nodded and led Dixie off to the side.
Glancing over his shoulder he smiled at Emily. "I'm glad you had
the sense to bring this daughter of yours, Emily."

Dixie caught the affection in his eyes.

"Dixie," Bernie whispered, "I wanted to talk
to you away from your mother. I know you don't remember me too
well. I don't know if she's told you anything about us or not. But
I want to. I hope you don't think I'm moving in on your mother too
quickly. It's just that, at my age, time can be pretty important.
You can sit around wasting it, if you know what I mean. I'm in love
with her, Dixie. It's as simple as that."

Dixie beamed. "How wonderful for you, Bernie.
How wonderful for Mom. Don't be silly, Bernie, of course I don't
mind. I'm actually very happy for both of you. I guess you know I
want what's best for her. I know how much she loved dad, but I
don't think even he'd want to see her all alone. He's gone, and he
left a big void in her life. Maybe you can fill that void."

Bernie let out a long held breath. "You know
from the moment I saw you this morning, I had the feeling you'd
react this way, but it's great to be sure. It makes me very happy
to hear you talk like this; very happy."

"I'm glad." Dixie touched his roughened
hand.

"Great, 'cause I aim to pop the question some
time today."

"Really?" Dixie's eyes lit with surprise.
"Oh, Bernie, that's wonderful. Congratulations."

Bernie scratched his chin and lifted a
worried face to the wind. "Not yet, Dixie. You were the easy part;
she's going to be the hard part."

Dixie arched a brow, unable to comprehend
Bernie's obstacle. "Why, Bernie, Mom thinks the world of you. How
could she possibly say no?"

Bernie continued to frown, "I know she does,
but it's that nosy, busy-body, Mrs. Butie. She's been putting ideas
into her head about how she should raise the boys first. You know
I've already spoken to them. I couldn't ask for a nicer couple of
kids, really. We could all get on very comfortably. But I'm afraid
I've got a lot of convincing to do where you mother's
concerned."

Dixie looked Bernie over, noting the nervous
way he wiped the sweat from his brow. Poor Bernie. "Don't worry.
I'll talk to her."

"Would you?" His pale blue eyes sparkled with
renewed hope.

With his confidence restored, he showed Dixie
what to do and left her. She sat at a cardboard table working with
the register.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a
couple of women from the auxiliary looking at her. They were
carrying on a conversation and watching her every move. It appeared
she was the center of another gossip session. Oh well, if they only
knew how many times editors had blasted her in her quick move to
the top of the charts.

Suddenly a shadow towered over her,
disturbing her train of thought. When she looked up, she locked
gazes with Mike. A shock, because his gaze penetrated her like a
touch. That was happening a lot lately. She had to stop reacting to
Mike as though every look he gave was meant as a seduction.

"Something wrong?" she asked, surprised to
see him without Janet.

His face placid, his hand covered her arm. "I
was wondering if you had changed your mind about tonight?" Mike's
tone was husky

"Tonight? Oh, the baseball throw? Now why
should I change my mind, Mike? I want to help out in any way I can.
Mom asked me to do it, and I told her I would. I don't usually go
back on my word. Besides, I think it will be fun."

"I think there's a good example, right over
there," he said, nodding in the direction of the gossiping women.
"Maybe we could put you in the beauty contest, instead."

She almost choked on her soft drink. "Me? No
thanks. Look, don't worry about me. I can handle it, really. I'm an
old hand at it."

His eyes darkened, almost to smoldering.
"Sweetheart," he looked her right in the eyes as his voice carried,
"I've been worrying about you for too long to stop now …"

Whether it was his words, or the tone he
used, it captured her full attention. He meant he was worried about
her and his brother. Not her, personally. She had to stop reading
more into their conversations. Still, she squirmed. Her eyes locked
on to his for a moment, then she purposely broke the contact.

"T…thanks Mike," she barely uttered.

"Later." He promised and left her as quickly
as he had approached.

The quaint endearment he always used with her
sent a thrill through her. Did he talk that sweet to all the girls?
She never bothered to find out. She had to stop reading more into
his words and actions.

She was mulling over what he'd said when Mrs.
Butie and Amanda stopped by. "You don't waste time do you? Already
trying to steal Janet's fiance?"

Dixie crimsoned, but held her voice steady.
Dressed in her jeans and blue oxford shirt, Dixie felt on more
equal footing today. If anyone had been flirting lately, it was
Mike, not her. "Mrs. Butie I hardly think carrying on a brief
conversation with Mike Dalton is sufficient cause to be accused of
flirting with him. He does have friends in this town, and I'm one
of them. I won't be here long, anyway. Why don't you try gossiping
about someone who might appreciate it?"

"Impudent aren't you? You always were. Why
don't you go back to New York, where you belong? I was talking
about your lewd behavior." She gasped, her chest heaving with
anger. "Janet would never stoop to your level of trickery. Thank
God, Mike knows it."

"Hello, Mandy!" Dixie ignored Mrs. Butie.
"Are you having fun?"

"Hi, I wanna balloon," she cried.

"Later, dear," Mrs. Butie said.

Mandy looked as miserable as her father had
earlier. Dixie wished she could help, but Mike was capable of
changing things if he really wanted to.

"You promised." Mandy put her hands on her
hips and pouted.

"Oh, all right." Mrs. Butie took Mandy by the
hand and headed straight for the balloon vendor.

Once she was free of the viper's tongue,
Dixie reflected on the relationship that Mrs. Butie chose to remind
her of. Maybe it was true. Maybe Mike was practically engaged to
Janet. It certainly made sense he hadn't denied it when the boys
said the same thing. But was it really her concern?
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