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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


"I can't marry a stranger." Claire shifted
restlessly on the stiff brocade sofa then shook her head at the
gray-haired, steely-eyed woman sitting across from her in the
formal parlor of the Reed mansion. Race Reed, the name sounded like
a 60's cartoon character.

"Nonsense." Mrs. Reed gave an aristocratic
sniff. "Race isn't a stranger. He's my grandson." She eyed Claire
critically. "Though you're far from his social equal, you're young,
healthy and presentable. Race needs a woman who values home and
family. The two of you shall deal quite nicely together."

In spite of her nervousness, the woman's
autocratic tone amused Claire. In the small town of Council Falls,
Illinois the Reeds were the local reigning family and Amelia Louise
Reed took her position as matriarch to the clan quite seriously.
There wasn't much in town she didn't know about or have her hand
in. Home and family were important to Claire. Fortunately, though
the Reeds were active in all the social and charitable activities
in town, the rest of the family were more egalitarian.

"Why haven't I ever met this grandson?"

Mrs. Reed's gaze slid away, but her tone when
she spoke was firm. "Jackson," she referred to her oldest son, "was
married briefly to another woman, a Native American, before he wed
Cynthia. The marriage was a mistake from the beginning. The woman
was completely inappropriate. She left him within weeks. She died
when Race was sixteen. He then came to live with Jackson.

"Race and I do not see eye-to-eye on his
responsibilities to the family, therefore he doesn't attend many
family functions."

Claire had heard rumors of the Reed black
sheep and his wandering ways, but with the death of her parents on
their latest hunt for treasure, she'd been too busy to pay
attention. "Another rolling stone is just what I don't need or want
in my life. Thanks, but I'll find another way to keep Bobbie
Sue."

"Race is no longer a rolling stone. He's made
a place for himself here. Now he needs someone like you to…" Amelia
broke off what she was about to say and leaned forward. "How? You
are a 22-year-old unmarried woman. Your part time job at Max's Cafe
can't possibly pay enough to support you and a child. In addition,
Roberta Suzanne is not related to you by blood. Without a steady
job or stable home it's doubtful you'll be allowed to adopt
her."

A familiar sense of despair broke over
Claire. She couldn't lose her six-year-old stepsister. Life would
never be the same. Bobbie Sue was Claire's only family.

"I only have another year before I receive my
degree in food management, then I'll be able to secure a better
position or even start my own catering business."

Amelia sniffed. "The Department of Children
and Family Services won't wait while you get your life in order.
With your father and stepmother dead, custody of the child will be
given to her birth father."

Claire's blood chilled at the underlying
threat in Amelia Reed's voice. The woman had close contacts with
all the social agencies in town. She and her late husband had
practically founded the town and funded most of the town's
businesses. Everyone in town knew the power she wielded. When
summoned to the Reed mansion Claire hadn't had the nerve to object.
To see her black sheep grandson married, would Amelia Redd really
go so far as to sabotage Claire's chances of adopting Bobbie
Sue?

"Bobbie Sue's father hasn't expressed much
interest in her in the last six years, why would he want her
now?"

"Then she'll be placed in foster care."
Amelia Reed waved her hand in dismissal. "You need a husband and a
home. Race needs a wife. He's the answer to your prayers."

"Why does he need a wife and why can't he
find one on his own?" Just what was the Reed matriarch
planning?

Amelia's trademark blue Reed eyes turned
crafty. "Quite honestly the man is too particular when it comes to
women. All my grandsons are."

Claire noted the hint of pride in the older
woman's tone.

"But they're getting older. It's time they
settled down. Just meet him. What do you have to lose?"

"Only my self-respect," Claire muttered.

"What?"

"Nothing." Fear lent force to Claire's next
words. "Set it up."

With everything else she'd lost, she wouldn't
lose Bobbie Sue.

*****

Race glared at the stack of bills threatening
to topple over and bury his desk. The phone gave a muffled ring. He
ignored it - just another creditor - and turned his gaze to the
smaller stack of mail in front of him. He scanned the flowery
script on the shocking pink, heavily scented paper, then crumbled
the sheet and tossed it at the overflowing wastebasket behind
him.

Another loser. So far his carefully worded ad
in the Chicago newspaper Personals had garnered him nothing but the
weirdos, the wackos and the desperate. Weren't there any normal
women left in the world?

"No luck?" An overly cheerful voice intruded,
followed by the blond head of his cousin, Colin.

"No." Race bit back a more hostile reply.
Colin might believe they were in competition in Grandmere's bizarre
race, but he didn't deserve to bear the brunt of Race's
increasingly black mood.

Colin moved into the cramped, cluttered
little office and peered over Race's shoulder at the next letter.
"Hmmm, very interesting," he drawled and picked up a photo of a
well-endowed woman dressed in a tight black leather outfit complete
with chains and a whip.

"If you're into S&M. Take her, she's
yours."

Colin chuckled and dropped the photo. "Sorry,
Cuz. I've already got a woman picked out and I don't think she'll
want to share. And remember you're looking for mama material, not a
Hot Mama."

His cousin's good humor further depressed
Race.

"Why are you even considering Grandmere's
bizarre contest?" Colin asked.

"I need the money when the balloon payment
comes due next spring if I'm going to save my ranch."

Colin perched on the edge of the desk and his
grin widened. "Give it up, cuz. I'm going to win anyway."

"Oh, has Miss Elizabeth Ashley Colston
finally agreed to your proposal?"

Colin's grin faltered. "No, not exactly, but
she will soon."

"Yeah, and my horses will grow wings and fly.
That woman hates the very ground any Reed walks on."

A frown crossed Colin's face. "So she says.
But she will marry me. Grandmere's little contest gives me just
what I need to push Lizzie over the edge into marriage."

"I hope you know what you're doing."

"Me too."

"I don't get your attraction to married life.
Why settle for hamburger every night when there's so many dishes on
the menu?"

"Yeah? Like this little serving of blood
pudding?" Colin pointed at the leather-clad dominatrix staring up
at them from the photo. His tone turned serious. "Marriage can
work, but this isn't the way to go about it. Forget Grandmere's
crazy plan. Sell me the ranch, pay off your loan and start
over."

For one weak moment Race considered his
cousin's offer, then his determination hardened. He'd worked too
long and too hard to get his horse rescue ranch up and running to
quit now. "So you can build a mall and tract homes? I don't think
so."

"Don't forget the industrial complex." There
wasn't a bit of apology in Colin's tone, he believed in his goal as
much as Race disliked it. "Council Falls needs new businesses if it
wants to keep its young people and grow. Your ranch is a prime
location. My offer is more than fair. You can accept it now," Colin
paused, "or after I win Grandmere's little baby race."

"I think we're both forgetting the other
contestant in this crazy contest. What about Travis, your
brother?"

"Haven't forgotten him. With the way he feels
about women, I don't think he'd be interested, not for any amount
of money. Besides, he's off somewhere on the Amazon hunting bugs,
so I doubt Grandmere has even been able to notify him about the
race."

"Maybe, but Travis has always had a way of
popping in and messing up plans when least expected," Race
muttered, remembering more than one time that his oldest cousin had
caused him grief.

"Think about it, Race," Colin picked up his
previous train of thought. "For the last fifteen years you've
fought against being manipulated by the Reed family. If you go
through with this, you'll not only play right into Grandmere's
hands..." he paused at the door. "...You'll bring another Reed into
the world."

Race shrugged. His name might be Reed, but he
wasn't and would never be part of the charmed circle. He wasn't
about to share with Colin his plan to manipulate his grandmother's
contest to his advantage. Nor did he intend to create any more
Reeds.

*****

Claire watched the approaching man. Tall,
dark and dangerous, Race Reed bore down on her with determined
resolve. Despite his odd name, this man was no cartoon character.
He stopped next to her outside table at Max's Cafe, downtown
Council Falls, and scowled down at her. Several patrons glanced
over in typical small town curiosity, but quickly turned their
attention back to their meals when he glared at them.

Hardly the friendly sort, with his bronzed
skin, black shoulder length hair, piercing dark eyes and rugged
features, he looked more like he was about to give a Comanche war
cry and take a few scalps than sit down and propose marriage.

With a small shudder, Claire ducked her head
and let her brown hair veil her expression from his probing eyes.
She couldn't marry this man. He was just too much. Too dark, unlike
the rest of the blond-haired, blue-eyed Reeds. Too tall. Too broad.
Too forceful. Just too male, a niggling voice of honesty forced her
to admit. Summoning her courage, she lifted her head and met his
questioning gaze.

Some of the hostility had faded from his look
and stance. With a small crooked smile teasing the corners of his
mouth, he appeared less intimidating, almost handsome in a craggy
way. Her own lips started to curve into an answering smile. She
stiffened. He'd recognized her instinctive fear of his blatant
masculinity and it amused him. Anger banished fear.

She stood and stuck out her hand. "Claire
Jensen. Won't you join me?"

Race's grip was warm and firm, but not
painful. His large hand swallowed hers. The calluses roughening his
palms and fingers abraded her softer flesh and sent a shiver of
foreboding through her. This man was no stranger to hard physical
labor and he knew how to hold what was his. Still, he didn't try
and retain her hand when she jerked it free.

"Race Reed. Pleased to meet you."

His tone indicated the opposite, but he
pulled out her seat, and then straddled a chair across from her.
The sight of his jean-clad thighs spread wide to accommodate the
chair back caused Claire's mouth to go dry. She swallowed and
forced her gaze back to his face.

"Do you think this is really the best place
to discuss our business?" He looked around at the other patrons
busy trying to appear like they weren't straining to hear this
conversation. "My truck is parked over there. We can go to my place
for a bit more privacy."

Heat flooded under Claire's skin at the
thought of what this man could do with her in private. Pale skin
glowing against dark in a dim room. Cool, moist lips soothing
heated flesh. She blinked and shook off the tantalizing images.
Where had they come from? Sex hadn't been, wasn't, and couldn't be
a priority in her life. She had to think of Bobbie Sue not her
underdeveloped libido.

"No," she stammered. "No. This is fine." It
wasn't really. She wasn't any more eager to run the risk of others
finding out about this arrangement than he was. Adopting Bobbie Sue
depended on convincing the court that she was emotionally,
socially, and financially capable of caring for a child. A marriage
of convenience to a complete stranger wasn't likely to provide that
proof. But being alone with Race in his home didn't seem wise
either. Despite being a Reed, which somewhat vouched for his
character, she didn't know him.

"How 'bout we drive out to the Falls? Any
eavesdroppers will have a hard time hearing over the roar."

"Alright." This time of day the Falls would
be loaded with picnickers and tourists. She stood and reached for
the check.

Race beat her to it, dropped a couple of
bills on the table and took her arm. The warmth of his grip soaked
through her thin blouse, but didn't touch the chill growing in her
heart.

Race handled his oversized pickup truck like
a race car, careening over and around the hilly, curving road at a
speed that left Claire's heart and stomach behind and made
conversation impossible. By the grim look on his face, she knew any
objections would be unwelcome, so she bit her lip and held tight to
the door.

Though the grassy area bordering the
picturesque falls was crowded with picnickers, like Race said, the
constant roar of water drowned out conversations more than a few
feet away. On the old blanket he provided from the bed of his
truck, Claire sat and curled her bare legs beneath her. While the
glare of the June sun beat on her head, the spray from the falls
felt cool and refreshing against her skin, almost like she imagined
a lover's caress would feel.

Since her arrival in Council Falls two years
ago, this had become one of her favorite places. During the summer
months, the sparkling fall of water over rocks and the dense green
woods that surrounded the twisting flow of the Council River
reminded her of the tropics where she'd spent her childhood days.
But even when winter settled in, and all but a trickle of water
froze she loved the tranquility.

Race folded himself down onto the blanket,
which suddenly seemed to shrink in size. She started to scoot away,
but at his knowing look forced herself to remain still.

"So, are you going to marry me?" he
asked.

Blunt was understating Race's manner. The
hint of uncertainty in his voice lightened some of Claire's unease
and relit her natural sense of humor. He wasn't as sure of himself
as he appeared. "If this is how you go about finding a bride, no
wonder you need to enlist your grandmother to find candidates."

"Damn her! She didn't tell you the whole of
it, did she?" He ran a bronzed hand around the back of his neck,
and then lifted his head to stare straight at her. "I'm not looking
for a bride. I'm looking for a wife. A woman to be the mother of my
baby."

"B-baby?" Claire sputtered. "Nothing was said
about a baby." She edged back on the blanket, prepared to bolt if
he made any sudden moves.

Damn! Jared thought. He'd handled that badly.
Why had he said it, when he had no intention of participating in
Grandmere's bizarre baby race? "Relax. I'm not going to jump
you."

"I think you'd better explain." Hands
clenched in her lap, she sat up straight and watched him as if he'd
just escaped from a mental institution. And if he was seriously
considering going through with this mad charade, maybe he had.

Race took a deep breath. "It's a bit
complicated. You know I own the ranch out at the edge of town where
I take in abused horses and rehabilitate them, then find them new
homes. Well, most of my funds come from private donations and fund
raisers I hold. Next spring my balloon payment comes due and
there's no way I'll be able to make it."

"What in heaven's name does this have to do
with having a baby?"

"Be patient. You also know my grandmother,
Amelia Reed?"

"Yes, we've met. An interesting woman."

"That's an understatement. Grandmere
practically controls Council Falls. Recently, she decided she's
getting old. Old? Hell, at 75 the woman runs rings about most
people. She wants to guarantee that the Reed name continues. So
she's come up with a crazy contest. The first of her grandsons to
marry and produce a son will collect a substantial cash prize. With
it I could pay off the ranch."

"You're willing to father a child to win some
money?"

Race didn't know why her disapproval stung.
"No, of course not."

"You don't want to get married?"

She sounded disappointed. Why? "What I want
doesn't matter. I need to get married."

"Now, I'm thoroughly confused." She shook her
head and sun-streaked, coffee-colored hair danced around her small
elfin face. Humor glinted in the warm brown eyes that met his gaze
steadily. Her calm acceptance of the strange situation gave him the
courage to continue.

"Grandmere is also offering each of us a cash
bonus when we marry, as well as the larger prize for the first
great-grandson. I intend to collect the bonus, pay off my ranch and
ignore Grandmere's baby race."

"I see." Her head dipped forward, her hair
shielding her face.

Did she? Race doubted it. How could she, when
he didn't? His fingers itched to push aside that silky veil and
read her feelings in her expressive eyes.

"Surely there's a woman in your life whom
you'd rather marry than a stranger?"

"No. There's no one. I don't want a wife or
family. Grandmere's marriage bonus only stipulates we have to
remain married for a year. After that, we'd divorce and go our
separate ways."

"And what do I get out of this
arrangement?"

The mercenary question bothered him, but what
did he expect? He was basically buying a wife. Of course she'd want
something in return for her time and effort. Love had nothing to do
with this arrangement. "You're trying to adopt your stepsister,
right?"

She nodded.

"I'd play the part of the supportive husband
for the social worker. And after the divorce, I'd provide you with
a cash settlement. In addition, I make a comfortable living from my
saddle making business. Not enough to pay off my loan, but enough
to provide you with a small monthly income until you get on your
feet."

For a long moment she looked out over the
river. Race couldn't see her face, but the rigid set of her slender
shoulders telegraphed her tension. Then she turned toward him and
met his gaze. "Write out the agreement. I'll marry you."
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CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Claire stared out at the glittering lights of
the Las Vegas strip without really seeing them. The plain gold band
on the third finger of her left hand felt heavy and uncomfortable,
a shackle binding her to the silent man inside the room behind her.
She'd always thought of herself as a practical, no-nonsense kind of
person, but this mad rush into a marriage of convenience left her
wondering if she hadn't inherited some of her father's
rashness.

Since she'd said yes to Race's unconventional
proposal, her life had spun out of her control. In less than three
days' time, Race had organized everything from their wedding trip
to Las Vegas, to someone to care for Bobbie Sue while they were
gone. Claire felt herself caught up in a dark whirlwind. Only now
that the deed was done did she stop to reflect on the choice she'd
made.

Other than what was contained in the detailed
pre-nuptial agreement Race had had drawn up, Claire had no idea
what he wanted from their marriage. Nothing had been said about the
intimacy inherent in any union.

Did he expect her to share his bed? She
didn't know whether the thought enticed or repelled her.

She jumped and turned as the warm weight of
Race's hand touched her shoulder. A frown crossed his face at her
instinctive retreat from his touch. He let his hand drop to his
side and took a step back.

"Are you ready for some dinner? It's been a
long, hectic day." He referred to the early morning drive to the
Chicago airport, the flight and the utilitarian wedding ceremony
after lunch. "Would you prefer room service to going out?"

Dressed in crisp jeans, black cowboy boots
and a white shirt, his dark sleek hair pulled back with a thin
rawhide strip, he dominated the room with his presence. The clean
woodsy scent of his cologne lingered in the air. Her stomach
clenched. She couldn't stay another minute alone with him.

She slid past him and grabbed her purse.
"Let's go out. Even though I spent some time in the Nevada deserts
with my parents, I've never been to Las Vegas. I'd love to see a
show, too," she babbled. Anything to prolong the moment when her
question about Race's intentions would be answered.

Surprisingly, dinner was a pleasant
experience. Because of their casual attire, they opted for a small
Italian restaurant just off the strip. The red checkered
tablecloths and straw-wrapped wine bottle candleholders
complemented the mouth-watering lasagna. Dim lighting and soft
romantic music both eased and aggravated Claire's nervousness.

In honor of their wedding celebration, Race
ordered champagne. After her second glass, some of her tension
dissipated and she felt brave enough to question him about his
ranch.

"Right now I can handle about ten horses, but
I have room to expand in the future. I'd like to build another
stable and paddock, hire more assistants."

She laughed as he told her about the antics
of Minny, the ranch's resident dwarf horse, and the trio of
mischievous goats she hung around with. She blinked back tears at
his stories of neglected, abused horses saved from certain death
and restored to health, happiness and useful lives. As he spoke of
the horses he rescued and cared for, his voice and features
softened.

Claire couldn't help but wonder what it would
be like to have his gentle concern focused on her - to have his
hands on her. Her heart rate increased and molten heat flooded
through her.

"The Council River runs along the edge of my
property for a couple hundred yards." His brisk tone and cool gaze
banished her misplaced thoughts.

"In the summer I get a lot of boaters using
the shore line for camping and picnics. But since the barns and
paddocks don't abut the river and the house sits between, there
hasn't been a problem."

"What's the house like?" Claire asked.

"Two stories. It's old, but sound. I had the
kitchen and baths updated when I bought the place, but the rest is
a bit rundown. I haven't had the time or money to remodel."

"If it has a roof and running water, it'll be
fine. Bobbie Sue and I are used to roughing it." Claire soothed his
budding defensiveness.

"It's not that bad. By the time we get there
tomorrow, your things will be moved from the house you were
renting. I took care of the back rent owed."

She felt a moment of irritation at how this
man had taken over her life. Keeping a secret in the small town of
Council Falls had proven more than Claire could manage. Everyone
seemed to know how few choices she had. She swallowed her pride.
"Thank you." Embarrassed and ashamed at her parents' lack of
foresight, Claire ducked her head to avoid the censure she knew was
in Race's stare.

"Other than in my room, feel free to
rearrange anything you like."

His room? Did that mean she'd have a room of
her own? Claire wanted to ask, but shyness tied her tongue.
Instead, she proceeded to tell him about some of the places she'd
lived as a child. She turned the often frightening, uncomfortable
situations her too casual parents had left her in, into humorous
tales of adventure. Though at times a muscle twitched at the side
of Race's mouth and anger darkened his eyes, she managed to coax a
laugh from him. His rare smiles, as well as the unaccustomed wine,
allowed her to open up to him.

"So, these last two years in Council Falls
are the longest you've ever stayed in one place?" Race asked.

Bubbles from her fourth glass of champagne
tickled her nose and she stifled an unexpected giggle. "Susan, my
stepmother said Dad had itchy feet. He was always convinced that
the next legend he followed would lead him to treasure."

"Didn't your stepmother object to being
dragged around the world with a baby and a young stepdaughter?"

Claire winced at the tone of disapproval in
Race's question. "I was sixteen when Dad married Susan. Bobbie Sue
was eight months old." Though she had questioned her parents'
nomadic lifestyle when they had two children to care for, she now
hurried to defend their choices. "Susan's feet were every bit as
itchy as Dad's. Though she loved Bobbie Sue and me dearly, she
wasn't the homebody, maternal type. She craved the excitement of
traveling and the thrill of the hunt for treasure."

"Who took care of you and Bobbie Sue?"

"I took care of her. In some cultures women
are married with babies of their own at sixteen." She ignored
Race's deepening scowl. "It was an interesting life. Bobbie Sue and
I have seen more of the world than most people do in a lifetime."
She didn't mention the fear and loneliness of her childhood before
Bobbie Sue. "But when Bobbie Sue needed to start school, I insisted
we set up a home base. I wanted her to have some security. She's
very intelligent and I don't have the education to tutor her. Did I
tell you she started talking at ten months and reading at four?
Council Falls has an excellent gifted program."

Race's probing stare made Claire shift in
discomfort. Could he read her deep craving for roots in her
restrained narrative?

"How did you decide on Council Falls?" His
simple question eased her mind.

"My mother was originally from the area."

"So you have family there?"

"No, she was an only child of elderly
parents. They passed on before I was born. As far as I know, Bobbie
Sue is my only family." Claire couldn't keep the wistful note out
of her voice. For as long as she could remember her dream was to be
part of an extended family. Once as a child, she'd seen a re-run of
an old TV show about a large mountain family during the depression.
She'd known then that her goal in life was to create the same kind
of loving home for herself.

The image of a rambling farmhouse filled with
children, pets and laughter blurred Claire's vision of the man
sitting across from her. Longing, for an impossible dream, clogged
her throat. When her year with Race was up, what man would want a
divorced, uneducated woman with a half-grown child? Bobbie Sue was
and would be her family. A half-hiccup, half-yawn caught her
unawares.

Race listened as Claire's words began to slur
and watched as her eyes turned liquid with unshed tears. Anger, at
her father's casual disregard for her and her stepsister's well
being hardened his resolve against marriage and parenthood. He
never wanted to be responsible for another person's happiness or
the cause of their grief. He knew how easily a child's hopes and
dreams could be crushed.

Better to remain alone than risk the pain of
failure. He pushed back his chair and stood.

She hiccupped again and grinned up at
him.

"I think it's time we head back to the
hotel." She didn't object when he took her arm to help her stand.
Instead, she smiled and leaned into him. Her soft slight weight
felt warm and right against his side. An unwanted surge of
protective possessiveness washed through him. Other than for the
abused horses he took in on his ranch, he'd never felt this way
before. Nor did he want to now. The waiter's knowing wink as they
exited the restaurant irritated Race.

On the short walk back to the hotel, Claire
hummed softly and snuggled close to his side, seemingly unaware of
his hostile silence. Back in the room, eyes closed, she flopped
back on the bed still fully clothed. In seconds, her even breathing
told Race she was fast asleep.

Since the marriage wasn't real, to save
money, he'd chosen the least expensive hotel he could find, one
that provided only a double bed and a pull out sofa. He'd intended
for Claire to use the smaller sofa bed. Now, unless he moved her,
it looked like he was stuck sleeping on the couch.

Reluctant to touch her, Race stared down at
the sleeping woman. The reflected glow of flickering neon lights
rippled colorfully over the creamy calf-length dress she wore.
Though hardly a wedding gown, the silky material caressed her sleek
curves like a jealous lover. A lacy shawl covered her bare arms and
hid the shadowy valley between her breasts above the low-scooped
neckline.

Asleep, the innocence of her face reminded
him of a newborn foal. Without thinking he leaned forward to remove
her sandals. His fingers brushed against the tender skin of her
bare ankle. A disturbing tingle rushed up his arm and settled
uncomfortably in his groin. To protect her from the room's air
conditioning chill and himself from the sight of her, he drew up
the coverlet and turned away. It was going to be a long night...and
an even longer year.

*****

Claire groaned and gritted her teeth as the
plane bounced in the Midwest summer storm delaying their landing.
No more champagne for her ever again. When the plane finally taxied
up to the gate, she breathed a sigh of relief. Another couple of
hours and she'd be home.

No, not home. Race's ranch. What was it like?
Though he had described in loving detail each of the animals in
residence, his description of the house, where she and Bobbie Sue
would spend the next year, left a lot to be desired.

The plane jerked to a halt on the rain slick
runway. Squeezing her eyes shut, she choked back her cry of dismay.
As long as there was a bed, the rest didn't matter.

Race's eyes held understanding, but he didn't
say anything as he once again took charge. Too tired and queasy to
object, she waited with the luggage out of the downpour inside the
terminal, while he ran to get his truck.

After throwing the luggage in the back seat,
Race stripped off his wet jacket and helped her climb into the cab.
The heavy door shut with a thwack, sealing her away from the noise
and confusion of O'Hare airport. Silence descended like a blessing.
The damp musty air in the confined space smelled of wet leather and
wool, the pungent aroma of hay and horse, mingled with the scent of
man.

Once inside the truck, Race squeezed the
moisture from his hair and wiped the drops from his face with an
old towel. Claire dropped her gaze from the tantalizing view of his
denim shirt stretching across the muscles of his chest to where the
rain had plastered his well-worn jeans to his hips and thighs.
Despite the cool damp air, heat rushed into her cheeks. She turned
to stare blindly out the window.

She'd spent time in the tropics, where men
wore little more than thongs, but none of them had ever tempted her
to look twice.

Outside, a horn blew and a whistle shrieked.
Race shifted gears and put the truck in motion. Soon they were
cruising away from the city.

"I called home before we left the airport,"
Race broke the silence. "Your things are there already, so there's
no need to go into town before we head out to the ranch."

"What about Bobbie Sue?" They'd left her with
Race's family for the two days they'd been gone. Cindy, Race's
stepmother had been Bobbie Sue's kindergarten teacher, so neither
Claire nor Bobbie Sue had objected to the arrangement. In fact,
Bobbie Sue had been over-the-moon at the idea of actually staying
with her beloved teacher, Mrs. Reed.

"I said your things are at the ranch. You
know Vicki, my teen-aged cousin? I had her take everything out
early this morning."

"Bobbie Sue isn't, as you put it, one of my
things. She's a living, breathing little girl with feelings." She
took a deep breath to calm the rage she felt over Race's casual
dismissal of her stepsister. "In order for this charade of a
marriage to convince the social worker, you'll have to try and
remember that."

"I'll remember." Fingers clenched around the
steering wheel, Race hunched forward and glared out into the rain.
"Just don't let her think that I'm going to be her daddy for real
and forever." His harsh tone worried Claire.

In her haste to gain custody of Bobbie Sue
had she left the little girl open to further heartbreak? Surely,
Race wouldn't be deliberately cruel to the child? From the corner
of her eye, Claire studied the man's stern features. What did she
really know about this man, this stranger?
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CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Claire climbed out of the truck and looked
around the rain soaked barnyard. Though the gravel path glistened
with puddles and water dripped from every surface, the barn and
corrals were solid and well maintained. A neat white cottage sat
next to the barn, but Race had told her it was the caretaker's
house. The main house sat out of sight further back from the
road.

Race had stopped at the barn so he could
check on a horse. The minute the truck stopped, he'd disappeared.
If Claire had any doubts about his priorities, they were now gone.
With Race, his horses came first.

"Claire!" Bobbie Sue burst out of the barn
into Claire's arms. "I missed you."

"Missed you, too." Claire hugged the little
girl, and then let her go as she wiggled free.

"Are you really married now? Mrs. Reed says
since Race is her stepson and he's my sort of father, she's my sort
of grandma now." The words bubbled out of the little girl faster
than Claire could comprehend or answer. "You've got to see the
horses. They are just so cool." Bobbie Sue grabbed Claire's hand
and tugged her toward the barn.

Apparently, this latest change in Bobbie
Sue's life didn't faze her the way it did the adults.

Doubts and fears melted away in the light
drizzle dampening the air. Bobbie Sue's well being was worth any
sacrifice.

"Let your sister get settled before you drag
her around." Vicki, Race's cousin, stepped out of the barn. Dressed
in faded jeans, a long-sleeved denim shirt and muddy boots, her
blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, she looked closer to Bobbie
Sue's age than her seventeen years. "Hi, Claire." Her tone was
unsure and filled with curiosity.

A lot of people were going to question this
sudden marriage. In small towns, rumors started quickly and were
hard to squash. Irritation surged through her. Having Race abandon
her in the rain the day after their wedding wasn't the way to
convince everyone the marriage was real.

"It's fine. I'd love to see the horses. Race
talks about them non-stop." A minor exaggeration. "I'm not much of
a horse person, but I've ridden camels and once even an ostrich. I
love animals and what's important to Race is important to me."

She stepped into the shelter of the barn and
wiped the rain from her face. Bobbie Sue dashed ahead. Dry and
warm, the sweet smell of hay and horse surrounded Claire. A
yellow-stripped barn cat, its tummy heavy with kittens, wound
around her ankles. Spacious stalls lined each side of the wide
central aisle. Here again everything was clean and neat.

A black equine head poked over one door and
snorted. Claire started to reach out to stroke the horse's velvety
nose, then gasped in horror as the animal turned toward her. A long
jagged cut ran from her left ear to her nostril. Her left eye was
bandaged. From what Claire could see, the animal had other cuts,
scrapes and bruises covering her once sleek hide.

Vicki and Bobbie Sue stepped around her.
Bobbie Sue clambered up on the stall door to pet the animal.

"What happened to her?" Claire asked.

"She's a he."

She whirled around and found herself face to
face with Race. His breath grazed her damp cheek. Warmth from his
body flowed over her chilled flesh, sending a shiver of unwanted
awareness down her spine. Startled, she jerked away. An odd
expression of hurt, quickly masked, flashed in his eyes. Why should
her avoidance cause him distress? Theirs was strictly a marriage of
convenience.

Though Bobbie Sue's attention was focused on
the horse, Vicki's curious gaze forced Claire to regain her
composure.

"His name is Thunder's Night," Race said.
"He's a four year old gelding Thoroughbred. An ex-race horse."

The sight of Race's strong lean fingers
combing through the horse's mane stirred an unfamiliar longing deep
inside Claire.

"The fools who bought him off the track
didn't have the knowledge or the patience to re-train him.
Racehorses only know two speeds, run and stop. To become saddle
horses, they need to be completely re-trained." Frustrated anger
tightened his voice. "When they threw a western saddle on him and
tried to use him as a trail horse, he panicked. He threw his rider,
an inexperienced young girl, and ended up dodging traffic on the
highway."

"Was the girl injured?" Claire couldn't help
asking.

"No." Race's cold look sent a chill through
Claire. "Only Thunder here paid for his owner's stupidity. Then
they left him without veterinary treatment for a month before
someone complained and we got him. We'll be lucky if we can save
his eye."

"Annie says he'll be fine," Bobbie Sue
said.

"Who's Annie?" Claire asked.

"Annie Greentree. Our vet." Race frowned at
her. "You're soaking wet. Why didn't you go on up to the house and
get settled?"

Claire started to sputter an objection, but
Vicki beat her to it.

"Because, Dear Cuz, you dragged her here
first."

"I needed to look in on Willow," Race offered
by way of an apology. He had told her the mare's sad story over
dinner the previous night.

"Willow is fine. Annie was out just this
morning to check on her and the other patients. Warren and I have
everything under control." Vicki turned to Claire. "Warren is
Race's right hand man, caretaker and all around handy person at The
Rescue Race Ranch. He lives in the little house. Like Race, War
isn't all that good with people, but he's the best with anything
that has four legs. Unless he sees you coming first, you'll meet
him eventually."

A smile softened Race's scowl. "I'll
introduce you to everyone tonight at dinner." He headed out of the
barn.

"Can I stay here?" Bobbie Sue asked.

"I'll keep an eye on her," Vicki offered.

Claire nodded and swallowed her irrational
hurt. Of course, horses and cats would command a six-year-old's
rapt attention, more than a well-known older sister.

"Oh, Race," Vicki said. "Aunt Cindy is up at
the house. She insisted on coming over to get things ready for your
homecoming."

Though Claire liked Bobbie Sue's former
teacher, Cindy was now her mother-in-law. The thought of seeing the
woman so soon after her and Race's hasty marriage made Claire
uncomfortable. She wished she had more time to adjust to all the
changes in her life before she had to start pretending to be a
happy newlywed.

Race's hand, warm and comforting on Claire's
elbow, tightened almost painfully at Vicki's parting comment.
Apparently, he felt nervous about the coming encounter too.

Outside, the rain had stopped and the late
afternoon sun peaked through the clouds, bathing the yard in a
watery glow. She filled her lungs with the fresh, moist air.

"Don't expect too much from the house," Race
warned her as they drove up the gravel road.

Before Claire could reassure him, the house
came into view and her heart dropped.

Though solidly built and no doubt sound, the
two-story farmhouse had an air of neglect and abandonment. Its
white clapboards were badly in need of fresh paint. Faded forest
green shutters hung askew around windows dark with years worth of
grime. Weeds grew in abundance through the cobblestone path and
crowded out what remained of the yard and flowerbeds. Old furniture
and appliances cluttered the expansive front porch.

"The inside is better."

"It couldn't be much worse," Claire
muttered.

"What?"

"Nothing."

Race looked doubtful, but continued, "I
haven't had the time to work on the outside yet."

"The stuff on the porch has to be cleared
away before Bobbie Sue decides to investigate. Too many sharp rusty
edges."

"No problem. I'll get to it first thing
tomorrow."

He sounded so relieved to have something
concrete to do Claire couldn't contain her smile. The house would
do. First impressions were often deceiving. Compared to some of the
places she'd lived, this house was a mansion. With a bit of work
and some TLC, the house would reclaim its formal glory. Her smile
widened.

"Something funny?" He followed her gaze.

A large, pot-bellied pig nudged the screen
door open and waddled across the porch toward them, her snout
quivering in excitement.

Race closed his eyes and groaned. What next?
At this rate, Claire would turn tail and run long before he could
collect Grandmere's Marriage Bonus. "Don't worry. Petula's not
normally allowed in the house. She keeps sneaking in."

"Don't worry about it. I spent a lot of time
in the tropics with the local natives. Pigs, cows, sheep and
various other wildlife often shared our dwelling. You get used to
it."

"She's housebroken and friendly. She doesn't
realize she's a pig. Most times she thinks she's a lapdog."

What sort of damage had the pig done inside?
Race tried to remember how bad he'd left the house? Housekeeping
wasn't his strong suit. His work with the horses and his saddle
making business took up most of his time. What would Claire think?
And why should it matter?

He glanced at Claire to judge her reaction to
Petula's appearance, but she was already out of the car greeting
the ecstatic pig.

"You are a sweetheart, aren't you?" Petula
butted Claire's arm. "Sorry. I don't have any treats." She
scratched the pig's head and ears.

Race swore he could almost hear the animal
purring in contentment. Who could blame her? The sight of Claire's
pale fingers stroking the pig's dark hide made him want to get down
on his knees, push Petula aside and claim his share of
attention.

The sound of her singsong crooning to the pig
drew one of the farm cats from under the porch. He brushed against
Claire's side, demanding his due.

"Well, aren't you a pretty kitty." She ran
her hand across the cat's sleek black and white coat. Petula
objected to Claire's switch in attention with a grunt. "You look
just like you're wearing a tux." She looked up at Race. "What's his
name?"

"Tennessee."

Her smile widened. "As in Tennessee
Tuxedo?"

"Yes. Aren't you a little young to remember
that cartoon?"

"Bobbie Sue's a cable TV addict." She
stood.

In protest, Petula butted the back of
Claire's legs. She stumbled and tripped over Tennessee who was
intent on weaving between her legs. Off balance, Claire lurched
forward.

To keep her from falling on her face, Race
closed his arms around her slim waist. Lips parted in a startled
gasp, her face lifted to his. From shoulder to knee her body
pressed against him. He could feel the rapid thud of her heart, the
moist touch of her breath on his face.

Giving a satisfied snort, Petula waddled
off.

As sweet and unexpected as the sun through
the clouds, desire blossomed between them. Race could see the
confusion in Claire's eyes.

Should he kiss her? Would she let him? How
would this complicate their already complex arrangement? Then her
lids drifted shut and the questions faded from his mind. He wanted,
he needed to taste the lips she offered so innocently. His head
dipped toward hers.

"Race?"

The screen door banged. Cheeks flaming,
Claire jumped out of Race's arms. He stepped back, thankful for the
interruption. He had to remember to keep his distance from Claire.
This was a temporary relationship. One based on practical need, not
passion. He couldn't let hormones upset the balance and create a
whole new set of problems for both of them.

Wiping her hands on a damp apron, Cindy Reed,
Race's stepmother, hurried across the porch toward them. "Welcome
back. How was Las Vegas? Your flight? I know you were in a hurry,
but I do wish you'd allowed your father and me to hold the wedding
at our home. Never mind." She waved her hand. "We've planned a
small reception for you this coming Saturday."

Race cringed. Cindy's idea of small would
include the whole town. Though he and his father weren't close,
Race was fond of his stepmother. Slim and blonde, at forty she
didn't look much older than when he'd first met her fifteen years
ago. An angry teenager, he'd given her a tough time when she was
just a pregnant newlywed, but she'd never held his bad behavior
against him. In fact, she treated him with as much love as she did
her children. So as much as he disliked her interference, he didn't
have the heart to hurt her by saying no.

Cindy hugged Race, then Claire. "Come on in.
I'm sure Claire would like to get settled. The girls," she referred
to her three daughters, "and I took the liberty of unpacking for
you. Bobbie Sue helped. I hope you don't mind?" She kept talking as
they followed her into the house.

He hid his smile and whispered to Claire,
"Typical Cindy. Better to beg forgiveness than ask for permission.
Probably comes in handy dealing with a classroom full of
kindergartners and their parents."

Claire choked back a laugh and said, "It
wasn't necessary, but I appreciate your efforts. Thank you."

You're very welcome."

The house smelled of pine cleaner, furniture
polish and stew simmering on the stove. Race looked around the now
tidy front room. Gone were the stacks of old newspapers and horse
journals. Boots, shoes and clothing no longer littered the
furniture. Wood gleamed and glass sparkled. Freshly washed throw
rugs hid the worst of the wear on the threadbare carpeting. Several
strange pieces of furniture were placed around the room. "You've
been busy." Relief warred with irritation. Relief won.

Guilty color flooded Cindy's cheeks. "Of
course, you'll want to rearrange things to suit you. But I thought
this would be nicer than coming home to stacks of boxes and a
jumble of furniture."

"Everything looks and smells wonderful.
What's cooking?" Claire asked.

"Beef stew. Sit down and I'll get it on the
table for you, then I'll get out of your hair." Cindy bustled
around the kitchen, which was also immaculate.

"Won't you join us?" Claire asked.

"Oh, no! I've got to get home and feed
Jackson and the girls. Besides, I know you and Race need some time
together alone." Cindy served up the stew along with a fresh green
salad and a crispy loaf of French bread, then took off her apron
and turned to leave.

"We won't be alone. Bobbie Sue's here,"
Claire said.

"Oh, didn't I mention that Bobbie Sue asked
to stay another night with us? She and Rebecca, my seven year old,
have bonded. I think you'd have to use dynamite to pry them apart.
Bobbie Sue decided she wanted to be here when you got home. I hope
it's all right that I said yes. They're in the middle of making you
a wedding gift. I didn't have the heart to say no.

"The only reason Rebecca's not here now, is
because she went to the store with Jackson to pick up something for
their project."

The savory stew turned to ashes in Race's
mouth. Alone with Claire? He hadn't realized how much he was
counting on the presence of the child to diffuse his growing
attraction to Claire. Thank goodness the house had three
bedrooms.

"No, of course Bobbie Sue can stay with you."
Claire's voice wavered. Her gaze skittered over him and the color
leeched from her face.

Her agitation eased some of his trepidation.
They were adults. They could handle this situation. Cindy's next
words shook his confidence.

"During the storm, a tree branch broke the
window in the third bedroom. What a mess! Glass everywhere. A big
piece ripped a hole in the mattress. Then it rained in all night.
Ruined the mattress. I had Warren haul it away and board up the
window. We cleaned up the rest, but the carpeting is still
damp."

Suddenly, Bobbie Sue's absence was a
blessing. Claire could use the child's bed for this one night.
Tomorrow, first thing, he'd buy a new mattress and fix the
window.

"Well, if there's nothing else, I'll collect
Bobbie Sue and head home."

Claire stood up and gave Cindy a hug. "Thank
you so much for everything."

Envy stirred in Race as he watched the two
women embrace. Physical expressions of affection didn't come easy
to him. When he first came to live with the Reed clan, their
constant hugging and kissing had disgusted him. In his world,
affection had usually followed abuse. It had taken him a long time
to realize what he'd felt wasn't disgust, but fear. Fear of letting
another person close enough to hurt him. But by then he was a grown
man, on his own, not a child needing a hug, so he learned to live
without.

"You're very welcome." Over Claire's
shoulder, Cindy's curious gaze locked on Race. "I put your luggage
in the master bedroom. Welcome to the family."

The screen door clicked shut behind her and
they were alone. From outside, the smell of fresh cut grass and
rain damp air drifted into the kitchen along with the distant drone
of a mower and the rhythmic hum of cicadas.

Claire sank back into the kitchen chair. Her
hair swung forward hiding her face from his eyes. She toyed with
the now cool stew.

"You're not nervous, are you?"

Her head snapped up. "Do I have something to
be nervous about?"

Her gaze was clear and guileless, but he
could read her apprehension in the way she clutched her fork and
the whiteness of her tight smile.

"No. Of course not." As fast as it sparked,
anger drained out of him. She was no more responsible for the
unwanted attraction between them than was he. He pushed back his
untouched plate and stood. "Come on, I'll move your things into
Bobbie Sue's room for tonight."
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CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


As Claire followed Race up the stairs, she
couldn't keep her eyes off the way the muscles of his tight butt
moved beneath his snug, well-worn jeans. Over the years she'd lived
in places where men and women wore little more than strips of cloth
to hide their gender, but never before had she felt compelled to
watch the movement of skin over muscle the way she did with
Race.

What was it about this man that drew her? It
certainly wasn't his sweet disposition or charm. The man was as
prickly as a spiny wart hog. The comparison made her chuckle.

"Something funny?" He stopped short.

She bumped into him. Her breasts tingled from
contact with the small of his back. She stumbled backward. He
turned and caught her shoulder to keep her from tumbling down the
stairs. Heat from his touch seeped through her.

"No-o-o, of course not." Refusing to meet his
questioning look, she tried to slide out from under his grip, but
he held her tight. She couldn't let her attraction to Race cloud
her thoughts. A physical relationship between them was impossible.
If she gave him her body, how could she keep her heart safe?

His eyes darkened. He jerked his hand back
and turned away. "Come on then."

Irrational hurt made her stiffen her spine.
Did he expect her to reveal all when he refused to give a hint of
his own feelings?

When Race pushed open the bedroom door, the
ammonia smell of urine hit them.

"What the hell?" he swore, and then groaned.
"Petula. That damned pig."

Claire covered her nose and mouth with her
hand and peeked around Race into what would be Bobbie Sue's room.
She gasped in horror. "I thought you said Petula was
housebroken."

"I thought she was. Guess I was wrong."

The destruction was complete. In a fit of pig
retribution Petula had torn the room's contents apart. Feathers
floated in the breeze caused by the opening of the door to settle
on the mattress which lay half on and half off the bed frame.
Stuffing and springs poked through the ripped and soiled sheets.
The braided rug that covered the hard wood floor was shredded and
pushed into a corner.

"Thank goodness Bobbie Sue's things weren't
in here yet."

"Small favors," he muttered. "I can't imagine
what caused her to do something like this. Her previous owners
raised her in the house."

"Maybe she's mad about being consigned to a
barn?"

"Well, this sure isn't the way to go about
getting back into the house."

She fought back a laugh.

"This isn't funny," he growled, but his lips
started to twitch.

"Isn't it?" Laughter bubbled out of Claire.
"Maybe she's just jealous?"

"Maybe." The smoldering look in his eyes
stilled her laughter.

Drawn by a force she couldn't name, she moved
closer. The air around them thickened and shimmered with unspoken
needs. Hers. His. He lifted his hand. Eyelids drifting shut, she
swayed toward him. Caution forgotten, whatever he asked, she was
ready to give.

He inhaled sharply. "Go downstairs."

His harsh tone broke the spell. Her eyelids
snapped open and she jumped back. Heat flooded her cheeks. What
must he think? She'd practically thrown herself into his arms.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he whirled
around and stepped into the room. "I'll take care of this
mess."

"I'll get the cleaning stuff." She ignored
his, "Don't bother." Embarrassment hurried her down the stairs
toward the kitchen.

Her next thought froze her feet and
heart.

Where was she going to sleep?

Race held his breath and moved into the room
to open the windows. Where was she going to sleep? The thought
slammed into him.

Fresh, moist air quickly dispelled the
lingering pig odor, but didn't do anything to repair the damage
Petula had done. The mattress was ruined. Of the three beds in the
house, only one remained - if nothing else happened - his.

Even if Claire agreed to share it with him,
the king-sized bed wouldn't be large enough for the two of them.
How could he be expected to lie next to her through the night and
not touch her?

He leaned his forehead against the cool glass
of the window and groaned. When his fingers had closed around her
slender shoulder, a bolt of heat had shot straight to his groin.
He'd had to turn away to hide the evidence. Then when their eyes
met and she swayed toward him, the urge to gather her in his arms
and make love to her had nearly overwhelmed him. Only the acrid
scent of pig had saved him from doing the unthinkable.

Once he took her to bed there would be no
banishing her from his life. Like an addictive drug, she would
become necessary to him. And he vowed long ago never to risk giving
his heart to a woman. His father had taken a chance on his mother
and in the end it was Race who paid the price. Race had no
intention of falling into that trap. Better to keep his affairs
short and emotion free.

His relationship with Claire was strictly
business. And no matter what his hormones might clamor for, he
intended to keep it that way.

The couch, lumpy as it was, would be his bed
for one night. Tomorrow, despite his slim coffers, he'd order two
mattresses and a new couch.

*****

Claire tossed restlessly on Race's large bed.
On the nightstand the clock glowed four am. Outside, the sky was
dark with night and clouds that rumbled, promising more rain.
Sheets twisted around her and her stomach growled in hunger. It had
been hours since she pushed away Cindy's stew.

Thoughts of that stew made Claire's mouth
start to water. Embarrassment took a back seat to hunger as she
climbed out of bed and pulled on her robe. Surely, Race was fast
asleep. He wouldn't know or care if she helped herself.

The glow from a night-light guided her way as
she tiptoed downstairs and through the living room toward the
kitchen. She tried, but couldn't resist peeking over the back of
the couch where she knew Race slept.

The man there made her stop, her breath
catching in her throat.

A sheet was draped low across Race's lean
hips as he sprawled on the short, lumpy couch. The stark white
cotton contrasted sharply with the deeply tanned flesh of his chest
and arms. Just under his navel the dipping sheet revealed a
tantalizing narrow band of paler skin and hinted at the secrets
concealed below.

In the shadowy moonlight, his dark, smooth
skin gleamed like polished mahogany. Free of its ever present
rawhide thong, the black silk fall of his hair framed the harsh
planes of his masculine face, while sleep eased the fine lines
fanning out from his eyes and softened the deeper lines bracketing
his mouth. He shifted and a strand of hair caught on his cheek.

Before she could consider, the urge to stroke
away the errant strand had Claire leaning forward. Her fingers
hovered an inch above him. The warm male scent of him rose on the
heat of his body, flooding her nostrils. She inhaled, savoring the
unfamiliar yet enticing aroma. His breath against her palm sent a
wave of longing rushing through her. Loose beneath her cotton
nightgown and flannel robe, her breasts rubbed against the back of
the couch. Her skin prickled. Her nipples puckered. Moisture
gathered in her mouth and between her thighs.

She smoothed aside his hair. His skin felt
like warm suede under her fingertips. Lightning shot through her.
She gasped and jerked away.

His lips parted and his eyelids fluttered.
Shaken, she held her breath and eased back.

Since she'd met Race, her body had taken on a
mind of its own. The emotions and physical sensations he evoked
rocked her belief that she was basically a rational, non-sexual
person. He awoke primitive cravings that made her long for things
she knew he'd never be willing to give her - stability, commitment,
a future together - love.

Giving in to her desire for more from this
man was a sure road to heartbreak. She crept out of the living
room.

The soft stir of air woke Race from his dream
of warm wet kisses and silken skin gliding over him. He twisted and
grunted in disgust as a spring dug into the small of his back,
banishing any hope of retreating back into the dream.

A floorboard creaked. Someone was in the
house. Alert to danger, he stiffened.

Along with Claire's scent, memory returned
and he relaxed. Fresh and clean as the early morning air, her
fragrance wrapped around Race, bringing him fully awake and
aroused.

What was she doing wandering around the house
in the middle of the night? He sat up just in time to see her
disappear into the kitchen. The refrigerator door clicked open and
harsh white light spilled into the hall.

He pulled on his discarded jeans and padded
into the kitchen. Buried deep inside the fridge, just the rounded
curve of her behind and the fuzzy pink bunny slippers she wore were
visible. Smiling at the sight, he crossed his arms and propped
himself against the doorjamb.

"Hungry?"

She shrieked and bolted upright. He winced as
the top of her head cracked against the bottom of the freezer
door.

"Ooow!" She staggered back. A plate crashed
and shattered.

"Don't move." Race started toward her. His
bare heel came down on a sliver of ceramic. "Damn!" He limped
around the rest of the mess. Blood left a crimson trail on the
white tile.

"Oh no, you're bleeding." Claire touched his
arm.

He stopped and turned her to face him. "Never
mind that. How's your head?" He threaded his fingers under the
heavy satin weight of her hair to search out any injuries. Her head
felt small and vulnerable in the palm of his hand. She shuddered as
his fingers found the sore spot.

"It's fine...ouch."

"You've got a nice lump there. Do you feel
dizzy?"

"No, just foolish."

Then why am I trembling?

"No broken skin. You head's not
bleeding."

She pulled away and took a quick step back.
"Speaking of blood, you're dripping all over. Sit down." She pushed
him into one of the kitchen chairs.

Her flannel covered breasts brushed against
his bare chest. Throbbing in time with the suddenly rapid beat of
his heart, pain radiated up his leg. But another portion of his
anatomy was giving him more discomfort. He shifted on the
chair.

"Sit still. Where do you keep your first aid
kit?" She propped his foot on a second chair. Her fingers felt soft
and warm against the chilled flesh of his ankle and increased the
ache in his groin.

"There's one in the cupboard next to the
stove."

"Don't move."

"Watch out for the broken ceramic."

She skirted around the shards of the plate
and retrieved the kit as well as a bowl of water and a towel, then
knelt next to him.

He twitched when she sponged away the blood
and pulled out the sliver of ceramic. Her shoulder rubbed the
inside of his extended thigh. He groaned.

"I'm sorry. Does it hurt?" She looked back
over her shoulder, her chocolate brown eyes full of concern.

"No." At least not the way you think,
sweetheart. If she dropped her gaze, she'd soon know his real
problem.

She gave him a sweet smile and turned her
attention back to his heel. "It doesn't look too bad, it's only a
small cut. I don't think you'll need stitches."

"Real men don't get stitches. We staple our
wounds."

Her giggle vibrated through her hand on his
calf and traveled up his leg. He barely suppressed another
groan.

"Well, I don't think you'll need to staple
this wound. A bandage should do just fine. Just let me clean it off
with some peroxide and put an antibiotic on it."

White light from the open fridge provided
light while she bent over his foot. She shifted until she half
faced him. In the confusion, the tie of her faded pink robe had
come undone and the robe gaped open. Below she wore a long white
t-shirt. Her full breasts thrust against the soft worn material,
her nipples dark shadows.

Were they brown like her hair or dusky pink
like her full lips? The question haunted him. He shifted on the
chair in growing discomfort.

She glanced up. "Am I hurting you?"

"No," he snapped. "Just get it over
with."

"Poor baby. I'll be done soon." She ducked
her head and her hair screened her face from his view, so he
couldn't see the smile her words conveyed. "There, all finished."
The soft brush of her lips on his ankle sent a shiver through
him.

He jerked his foot back, nearly clipping her
chin with his toes, and stood.

Humor lit her eyes as she looked up at him
from where she knelt. "Why don't you go on up to bed? After I clean
up here, I'll use the couch for the rest of the night. It's almost
morning anyway."

He started to protest, but found himself
being ushered out of the kitchen toward the stairs.

Only as he removed his jeans did he realize
he'd never zipped them up.

 


 


~~~~~


CHAPTER FIVE

 


 


"Damn!"

At the sound of his vehement curse and the
slamming down of the phone, Claire paused outside Race's
office.

In the two weeks she and Bobbie Sue had been
at the ranch, she'd seen very little of Race. If she hadn't known
he was busy working with the horses and planning his annual 4th of
July fundraiser, she'd have thought he was deliberately avoiding
her. Why the thought should hurt, Claire wasn't sure, her days were
filled as well.

Determined to create a positive impression on
the social worker, Claire spent her time cleaning and fixing up the
house. Between Bobbie Sue, Vicki, Warren, and herself, they'd
managed to paint the house, inside and out, as well as weed and
reseed the yard. They'd also replanted the neglected flowerbeds.
True to his word Race had cleared away the clutter. The porch now
held several wooden rocking chairs and an array of hanging flower
baskets, making for a pleasant retreat at the end of the day.

Every night she fell into bed exhausted. Her
muscles ached from the effort, but the result was well worth it.
The house sparkled in the June sun. New shoots of grass spread a
pale green blush over rich dark soil and flower buds promised a
profusion of color to come.

"Damn!" Race swore again.

She peeked into the room.

When Race glared at her she almost retreated,
then decided it was time they talked. The social worker would be
visiting again soon and couldn't help but notice that whenever she
and Race were in the same room, which admittedly wasn't often,
tension blossomed between them. Hardly an atmosphere conducive to
convincing the social worker they had a happy home fit to raise a
little girl in.

"Problem?"

"Nothing you can do anything about."

Steeling herself against his antagonism, she
moved into the room. "Well, since I don't know what the problem is,
how can I be sure I can't help? Why don't you tell me and let me
decide?" She ventured a small smile. "Troubles shared are often
troubles halved."

Some of the hostility faded from his eyes. He
leaned back in his chair and rubbed a hand across his face. "The
caterer up and quit on me. I've called every place I can think of
and no one's available on the Fourth of July."
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