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Chapter One

 


When Lucy McIntyre heard the roar of a
motorcycle breaking the solitude of the Rising Star Ranch, she went
to the kitchen window and pushed back the lace curtain with its ivy
pattern. The man on the Harley brought the machine to a halt at the
path to the house. She watched him climb off, hang his helmet on
the handlebar, and stand with his hands jammed into the back
pockets of his jeans as he studied the barn, corrals, indoor arena,
and outbuildings. Then his attention turned toward the porch that
wound around the house. Although she'd expected someone by the name
of Zackary Burke to apply for the job of temporary hand, she'd
never expected him to look like this!

He wore boots and jeans, typical attire for
men living in and around Long Brush, Wyoming. But the black leather
jacket and the motorcycle told her he was from another place. His
midnight hair—thick, wavy and unruly—needed a trim. He stood over
six feet. She could tell even from here. With his broad shoulders
and slim hips, all he needed was a Stetson and a horse to make him
look as if he belonged.

Lucy didn't think she moved, but the man's
eyes met hers through the window. Caught, embarrassed and
mesmerized by something in the man's demeanor and gaze, every
question she'd prepared for their interview vanished from her
head.

Without any warning, he winked, gave her half
a smile and started up the walk.

Flustered and determined not to be, Lucy
crossed the kitchen, willing the heat in her cheeks to subside. But
when she opened the door, the man was even taller and more
powerfully masculine than he'd looked twenty feet away! The
curiosity and male appraisal as his blue eyes drifted from her long
brown hair to her boots brought even more heat to her cheeks and a
dryness to her throat.

The man extended his hand. "Zack Burke. I saw
the job notice at the feed store in Long Brush and talked with Tom
McIntyre about it at the day before yesterday."

Lucy shook his hand, surprised by the heat of
his skin, its rough texture and the sparks that zipped up her arm.
"Tom McIntyre is my father." A McIntyre by name rather than birth,
it had never seemed to matter because she'd never doubted that her
adoptive parents loved her or that her older brothers accepted her.
Always grateful for that love and acceptance, she knew without it,
her life might have been much different.

"Is your father around?" Zack Burke asked
with a lift of a black brow.

"Dad and my brother are mending fence. I'm
going to talk with you a little more to see if we should hire you.
This is a family-run ranch so family is involved in everything."
She motioned toward the kitchen table.

Unzipping his jacket, Zack waited for Lucy to
sit before he pulled out a chair at the large pine table. His knee
brushed hers and he nonchalantly shifted in the high-backed chair
with that half-smile back on his lips. "Your father told me how
much the job pays, including room and board. He said it's
temporary—until your brother gets back on his feet. But if he's out
mending fence..."

"That's my older brother, Rick. You'd be
standing in for my other brother, Marty. He...hasn't been himself
lately. Too unreliable to depend on. With winter setting in soon,
we need a reliable, all-around hand. We tend some cattle, but our
main focus is our Quarter Horses. Dad's family has raised them for
generations."

"If you check the references I gave your dad,
you'll see I know how to ride, can cut calves, and I'm handy with a
hammer."

Along with her father's estimation of the man
after his phone conversation with him and inquiring about him at
the boarding house in Long Brush where he'd been staying, her dad
had given her Zackary Burke's references and she'd called all three
of them. Zack's last temporary job had been on a ranch in southern
Wyoming and the two before that on spreads in Colorado. His former
employers had answered all her questions and agreed he was
hard-working and dependable. But Lucy wanted to interview him
herself, to rely on her own instincts for one very important
reason.

"Why do you want this job, Mr. Burke?"

"Zack," he suggested with a full smile that
was meant to disarm her completely. It almost did.

But she had learned her lesson about charm
and appearances, and a man's definition of a woman. If this man
didn't want her to stand on formality, she wouldn't, but she would
get the answers she needed. "All right...Zack. Why do you want to
work on the Rising Star?"

Giving a casual shrug, his gaze met hers.
"When I like a place, I stop and work. Wyoming has enough wide
spaces that a man can breathe, move around and not feel
trapped."

Lucy felt a sudden fascination to know more
about Zackary Burke and why he felt trapped. The light in his
intense blue eyes had changed. The devil-may-care sparkle had
disappeared and was replaced by shadows.

Knowing she was maybe probing where she
shouldn't, she asked, "Why don't you stay anywhere more than a few
months?"

His strongly chiseled jaw tightened. "I
suspect you know how life on a ranch changes with the seasons. When
the work's finished, I move on."

"But..."

"Miss McIntyre," he drawled. Again he gave
her that nonchalant smile that showed her how mobile his lips could
be and made her wonder how he kissed. The thought shocked her!
Well, not the thought, but her having it.

"I like to travel," he continued. "Working
like this, I've seen more of the United States than most people can
only dream of seeing. And I like ranches—the miles of fence, the
pine and larch, the bunkhouses where no one cares where you came
from or where you're going."

If that was a subtle hint for her to back off
with the questions, she wasn't going to take it. "Then you might
not want this job, Mr. Burke."

"Zack," he reminded her.

"Zack. We don't have a bunkhouse. My older
brother lives in the house up the lane, and Marty lives here. You'd
have a room in this house with the family."

He pushed back his chair as if to push away
from her and the whole idea. "You're kidding!"

Lucy shook her head. "No, I'm not. You'd have
a room on this floor down the hall and you'd take your meals with
us."

Before the man across from her could respond,
the telephone rang. With an "Excuse me, I'll be right back," Lucy
stood, went into the living room and picked up the phone.

After another glance at Zack, she answered,
"Hello, McIntyres."

"Lucy, is that you? It's John Buckley."

"Mr. Buckley! How are you?"

"I'm fine. Do you have a minute?"

John Buckley was the family lawyer. What
could he possibly want with her? "What is it?"

"I'd like you to stop in at my office. I have
something I want you to see."

"I don't understand."

"The lawyer who handled your adoption died.
Records were sent on to me. There's not much, but there is a
picture you should look at."

"What kind of picture?"

"I think you should see it before we decide
what, if anything, we want to do about it. I'd email it to you but
I'd like you to see the original. When are you coming into
town?"

Long Brush with its quaint shops,
professional offices and small hospital was a fifteen-mile trip,
and she usually combined shopping and errands when she made it. She
could make time on Monday...

She hadn't thought about her origins and her
adoption in a long time. All she knew about her birth-mother was
that the woman had been too poor to keep her and take care of her
so she'd given Lucy up for adoption as soon as she was born. That's
it. Nothing about her father. No memorabilia. Nothing else. Lucy
had been perfectly happy all her life in the McIntyres embrace. Did
she want to tamper with that now?

But curiosity was a potent force. "I can be
at your office on Monday around one. Will that suit you?"

"I'll be in my office all day. One will be
fine. I look forward to seeing you."

After Lucy said good-bye and hung up, she
wondered if she should tell her parents about the call. But why
upset them? It might be nothing. She'd wait until after her meeting
with Mr. Buckley to decide. Right now, she had another decision to
make—whether or not she should hire Zackary Burke.

#

Glad for a chance to regroup, Zack watched
Lucy McIntyre walk into the living room and answer the phone. Her
warm brown eyes slid over him once more before she looked away and
concentrated on her call. Disconcerted by his body's reaction not
only to her gaze but to her mere nearness, he tried to dismiss it
as a fluke. For a very long time he'd felt no desire for a woman,
the same as he'd felt no inclination to go back to practicing
medicine. He knew they were connected. He knew he rode across the
western states to escape his thoughts as well as the past. Whenever
he stayed in one place too long, all of it came rushing back.

But from the moment he'd taken Lucy
McIntyre's hand, smelled lilacs—a scent he associated with long-ago
and far-away dreams and white picket fences, and seen the light
dusting of freckles across her nose, he'd felt the very real
response of a man to a pretty woman. How could he stay when he was
attracted to her? How could he stay when he knew any attraction
would have no place to go? Not after Kay and what had happened to
her and their baby...

Lucy came back to the kitchen, her expression
pensive.

"Bad news?" he asked, then wondered why he
had. For the past fifteen months he'd tried to stay uninvolved in
other people's lives.

"Oh, I wasn't thinking about the call." She
smiled. "Actually, I was thinking about you and whether I should
hire you."

As she drew closer, the lilacs wound about
him again, tempting him with more than a job on a ranch. The
freshness of her smile packed the same mighty punch. So he asked
gruffly, "Why would you want hired help to stay in your house?"

"That's the kind of people my parents are.
But that's also why we checked your references carefully."

"How do you know I'm not an escaped
convict?"

"Are you?" she asked with a challenging tilt
of her head.

He felt an unexpected laugh rumble from his
chest. It had been a long time since he'd really laughed. "Do you
honestly think I'd tell you?"

Planting her hands on her hips, she gave him
another good once-over with her warm brown eyes. "Yes."

Her certainty drew him out of his seat as
much as the scent of her perfume, and he approached her slowly.
"Either you're very naive or a very good judge of character."

"Neither, Mr. Burke...Zack," she amended.
"I've learned to trust my instincts, and they're telling me my
family has nothing to fear from you."

Lucy was slender and tall, but he still
towered over her a good five inches. Yet he could tell she wasn't
intimidated. "You're right. Your family has nothing to fear from
me...if I take the job."

"Do you want it?" Her hands dropped to her
sides and he realized he'd like to feel the touch of her skin
against his once again.

Impressed with Lucy and her directness, he
took a deep breath, knowing he should jump on his Harley and head
for far away places right now. But he wanted the work. He needed
the satisfaction of physical labor so he could sleep at the end of
the day. A ranch would provide plenty of that. "I want the
job."

Their gazes held. The awareness between them
almost hummed in the kitchen as the full realization that they'd be
sleeping under the same roof hit him. Maybe she was thinking about
it, too.

Lucy broke eye contact first and took a step
back. "Well, good. I'll give you a brief tour, then show you where
to put your things. By then—"

The kitchen door opened and a little
boy—about five—came running in. When he saw Zack and Lucy, he
stopped. "Are you the man who's gonna help Dad and Gramps and Lucy
till Uncle Marty's okay again?"

Zack watched Lucy's chagrin and he guessed
this child heard a lot more than the adults wanted him to hear.
Zack wondered what the story was with "Marty." Not that it was any
of his business.

Lucy said, "This is my nephew, Josh. My
oldest brother's son. Josh, this is Mr. Burke and he is going to be
working here for a while."

Josh stood in front of Zack and stared up at
him. "Is that your bike out there?"

The boy's brown eyes twinkled with curiosity.
His reddish hair spiked in more than one direction, while his
sweatshirt proclaimed he was a COWBOYS fan. Zack's heart ached for
the son he'd lost, the child who'd lost his life before he'd had
the chance to begin it. He hadn't been around children since Kay
and their baby died. He'd avoided contact just as he'd avoided the
feelings that hurt too much to name.

But he guessed he wasn't going to be able to
avoid Josh. "Yep. That's my bike."

"Can I have a ride on it?"

"Josh..." Lucy scolded.

Zack grinned. "I bet we'll have to ask a few
grown-ups before I can give you an answer on that."

Turning to Lucy, Josh pleaded, "If you ask
Dad, I'll ask Mom. Please?"

Zack could tell Lucy was putty in her
nephew's hands. He was sure of it when she gave the boy a hug and
said, "I'll see what I can do."

"Josh, I told you not to run ahead of me like
that." A pleasantly rounded woman, wearing a down coat smiled at
Zack from the doorway. As she stepped into the kitchen, Zack
realized she belonged here as much as the hand-woven multi-colored
place mats on the table, the green vines sitting in planters on the
window ledge, and the homey aroma of something braising in the
oven.

Coming right up to Zack, she extended her
hand. "I'm Esther McIntyre."

The manners he'd thought he'd left back in
California but that had emerged with Lucy and now with her mother,
urged him to say, "It's good to meet you, Mrs. McIntyre. I've
accepted the job on the ranch. That is unless you'd like to
interview me, too."

Esther smiled at him, squeezed his hand and
looked him straight in the eye. "I trust my husband's judgment and
Lucy's, too." Unzipping her coat, she said, "Now, I've got to get
supper ready. Lucy, you show Mr. Burke around. And Josh—"

"I wanna go with them."

It didn't look as if Zack had to worry about
anything happening even if he was attracted to Lucy. There were
lots of chaperones. Maybe this stay at the Rising Star was exactly
the distraction he needed. And if it wasn't?

He'd leave. He'd gotten very good at
that.

#

With Josh along on the tour chattering and
pointing to his house that was as close to the all-purpose barn as
the home where Lucy had grown up, she felt comfortable walking
beside Zack. At least that's what she told herself as he responded
to Josh's questions and comments with patience and interest.

When the five-year-old ran ahead, she
couldn't help but say, "You're good with Josh. Have you spent much
time around children?"

Zack stopped for a moment, keeping his gaze
trained on the little boy. "Not nearly enough," he answered
softly.

Lucy thought she heard longing in his voice
and analyzed what it meant. Like most men, he wanted children. Like
Pete Cantrell. And when she'd told Pete she couldn't give him a
child... He'd practically left a cloud of dust behind him as he'd
rushed to escape their relationship. Since Pete, she'd concentrated
on her family, the ranch, business management courses, and thought
about adopting a child herself someday. She knew better than to
repeat past mistakes. She knew better than to expect a man to give
up the idea of blood heirs to take care of someone else's
children.

She had no reason to believe Zackary Burke
was any different. As she gazed at his profile, the defined bone
structure, the angular line of a strong jaw, the thick vitality of
his black hair, her heart sped up. Yes, she was attracted to him.
But attraction was as insubstantial as smoke. There was no point
exploring her attraction to him...no future in letting sparks catch
fire. Because after the fire, she had nothing to offer.

Zack started walking again and she did, too,
keeping her distance, reminding herself he was a drifter and would
not be staying.

Glancing at Lucy as she grew quiet, Zack
realized she had to take two steps to his one and he slowed his
pace. "Tell me about the ranch."

She smiled then, and he realized it was an
automatic response to the place where she'd grown up. "When I was
little, I thought it was the world," she said. "It seemed to have
no boundaries. I could run in any direction until I was too tired
to keep going, and I was still on the ranch. I can't imagine living
in a big city with no land around me, no cottonwoods or fence or as
much grass as sky."

"You love it here."

"I always have, and I always will."

Stopping again, he faced her, suddenly filled
with the need not only to get closer to smell her perfume, but to
know more about her. "You don't have a desire to venture beyond the
town of Long Brush?"

"I'd need a very good reason. Even to live in
town. I like being out here with my family."

He itched to touch the glossiness of her hair
as it swept across her cheek. "You don't feel crowded? As if
they're in your business all the time?" He'd never known real
family. He and Kay had been planning to put down roots...

"That's the greatest advantage to living on a
ranch. When I feel crowded, I have plenty of space to catch my
breath."

Wanting to keep her talking, he asked, "Do
you sell your horses locally?"

Lucy raised her chin a notch and stuffed her
bare hands in the pockets of her jacket. "Rising Star has a
reputation. We sell to customers all over the country. The Quarter
Horse isn't only a cow pony. He's a great all-around horse. And
Quarter Horse racing is picking up again, too, though most of the
horses we sell are trained for cutting events."

The late October breeze carried the forecast
of winter as it suddenly buffeted Zack with more force. When Lucy's
hair blew across her lips, he couldn't keep himself from reaching
out, smoothing it along her cheek. Her brown hair was as silky as
it looked. Would her lips taste as sweet as he imagined? Could her
hands make him remember passion and the fire that drove it?

If he lowered his head, he could taste
her...maybe taste desire again...

"Hey, Mr. Burke," Josh called from the barn
door. "Come see my saddle."

Lucy's lashes fluttered and she avoided his
gaze. Zack pushed desire away and said to Josh," "We'll be right
there." More disappointed than he wanted to admit that he hadn't
kissed her, he was also grateful for the interruption. What if he'd
kissed her and found he was still frozen inside? And what if she
thought a kiss meant something other than curiosity?

As he saw Lucy's cheeks redden not only from
the fresh air, but also from the embarrassment she was trying to
hide, he knew a kiss would mean more to a woman like this than a
moment of desire.

Then all of a sudden, she faced him squarely
and asked, "When you leave Rising Star, where are you headed?"

The question took him by surprise—but only
for a moment. He realized Lucy, like most women, had permanence on
her mind. He'd learned too well that nothing about life was
permanent. "Trying to get rid of me already?" he teased.

"Of course not. I just wondered, that's
all."

He could tell Lucy wasn't the type of woman
who could be easily sidetracked. "Probably Texas."

"Any place in particular?"

Frowning, he shrugged as if he hadn't given
it much thought. "San Antonio, maybe."

"Why?"

"Is this still part of the interview?" he
asked, impatient with her questions because he didn't have the
answers.

"I guess you can say that. Where a man is
going can be just as important as where he's been."

He'd been to hell and was finding his way
back to earth. Holding on to anger that simmered beneath his
impatience, he answered, "I'm going to San Antonio because I've
never been there."

"And after that?" she pressed some more.

Raking his hand through his hair, he said, "I
haven't planned it out. Maybe I'll head up to Alaska and climb a
few glaciers."

Lucy didn't blink an eye. "What are you
running from, Zack?"

Her insight brought his anger to the surface.
"I'm not running. I'm exploring. And I didn't realize when I
accepted this job that I'd be grilled about my life. Or are you
reconsidering your offer?"

"No, the offer holds. If you still want the
job."

For some insane reason, he wanted it more now
than when he'd ridden his bike under the wooden sign where letters
carved into the wood read RISING STAR.

"Mr. Burke. Aunt Lucy. Are you coming?" Josh
yelled again, holding the door open for them.

After waving to her nephew, Lucy waited for
Zack's answer.

When her brown eyes searched his face, Zack
realized this woman might have the power to make him feel again.
"Look, I want the job. But I want my privacy, too. Let's just stick
to the here and now."

Her brows arched. "A man without a past and
without a future. We can try it, Zack. But I can't promise my
family won't ask the same questions I have. You might get tired of
fending them off."

With a grimace, he shook his head. "Let's go
look at Josh's saddle. I'll worry about fending off your family
when I have to."

As he strode toward Josh, Zack realized
Lucy's words were more of a prediction than a warning. At least
he'd be ready.

And he would be prepared. He wasn't
about to open wounds that were finally starting to heal.

#

Zack met the McIntyres as they straggled in
for Saturday night supper. Josh introduced each member as if it was
the most important job he ever had. Zack suspected Esther McIntyre
had suggested the procedure to Josh as an exercise in social skills
but also to make Zack feel more comfortable. He was definitely a
fish out of water in this family atmosphere.

Mary Jo McIntyre, Rick's wife, dressed in
jeans and flannel blouse, her light brown hair pulled back in a
ponytail, sparkled with the same enthusiasm for life as her son.
"It's good to meet you, Mr. Burke. I hope Josh hasn't been too much
of a bother."

"No bother at all. He makes a great tour
guide."

Mary Jo smiled and ruffled her son's hair.
"He knows more about this ranch than I do. He sees and hears
everything."

Zack laughed. Twice in one day. How long had
it been since laughter had been part of his life?

When Rick McIntyre shook Zack's hand, his
grip was firm, his gaze friendly. "Lucy asked me Josh's
very-important- question. How about you and I take a turn around
the place on your bike sometime before I give Josh the okay?"

Zack heard the amusement in Rick's
suggestion. "No problem. In fact, you might even want to try it by
yourself."

Rick grinned like a teenager. "I was hoping
you'd say that. I think you and I will get along just fine."

When Tom McIntyre came in, he went to the
kitchen, hugged his wife and dropped a kiss on her cheek. Then he
joined the group in the living room. With a grip as strong as his
oldest son's, he shook Zack's hand. "I understand you roared in
here on a motorcycle. Maybe we can convince you a Quarter Horse is
a much better means of transportation."

Lucy crossed to her father with a smile.
"Better watch it, Zack. He's the best salesman in the state of
Wyoming."

Her father grinned at her affectionately.
"You know as well as I do our horses sell themselves. I just find
them good riders." He looked Zack up and down. "Something tells me,
this man is a good rider."

Before Zack could respond, the door flew open
and everyone turned toward it. A younger version of Tom McIntyre
stood in the doorway, a load of firewood stacked high in his
arms.

Tom said in a low voice to Lucy, "We actually
got some work out of him today. Maybe he's gonna stop mopin' about
that girl."

"Dad...," Lucy chided.

"He's got to get on with his life. You know
that better than anyone."

Lucy glanced quickly at Zack, then looked
away. But not before he saw the shadows in her eyes, not before he
saw her chagrin that he'd overheard her dad's remark. Apparently
something...or someone...had hurt her.

Marty dumped the logs on the hearth by the
fireplace, then turned toward the group gathered around it. Unlike
the other McIntyres, he made no move toward Zack.

After a moment of silence where the
atmosphere in the room suddenly became awkward, Lucy introduced the
two men. "Marty, this is Zack Burke. He'll be working with us for a
while."

Marty's dark brown eyes focused on Zack,
switched to his sister, then back to Zack. "So you did it. Fine. I
didn't know bringing in hired help was an occasion for a party,
though. We usually only have this commotion on Sundays."

Esther, standing in the doorway to the living
room, addressed her son. "We're a family everyday. I wanted Zack to
feel welcome."

"Welcome to the ranch," Marty said
automatically, with no real feeling, but because it was expected of
him, then he headed for the stairs and disappeared before he could
be chided for his rudeness.

Zack couldn't help but be curious about this
member of the McIntyre family who was so different from the
others.

Lucy came to stand beside Zack, her arm
brushing his. "I'm sorry about his attitude. He's had rough going
lately."

Rick frowned. "A lot of that rough going is
his own fault. More than once I told him Angie wasn't ready to get
serious, but he wouldn't listen. He wouldn't take advice then, just
like he won't take advice now. He's as hard-headed as they
come."

Mary Jo nudged her husband's arm with a small
smile. "As if you know nothing about being hard-headed. Lucy's the
only one of the McIntyre siblings who knows how to bend."

"Are you saying I'm stubborn?" Rick asked
with mock indignation.

Mary Jo laughed. "That's a pleasant way of
putting it."

Tom shook his head. "Stubborn or not, that
boy better get his head together. Lucy, try to talk some sense into
him again, will you? Of any of us, he listens to you best."

"I'll try, Dad."

When she turned toward her father and her
elbow brushed Zack, electric charges danced up his arm.

Esther beckoned to them. "Come on! Supper's
ready. When we're sitting around the table, maybe Marty will
realize how much he still has."

Josh maneuvered to sit on Zack's left. Lucy
sat on his right. When Marty rejoined his family, he positioned
himself across from the two of them.

It had been over two years since Zack had sat
down and eaten a home-cooked family dinner. The night before his
camping trip with Kay...

Rick asked, "So...Zack. What do you do
besides ride around on a bike?"

Zack accepted the platter of roast beef Lucy
passed to him and considered his options. He didn't want to lie to
these people but he also didn't want to answer questions that would
lead to areas he'd rather avoid. Noticing Lucy's "I-warned-you"
look, he answered, "Along with working on ranches, some
construction jobs. I've done a little bit of everything. Mr.
McIntyre, I hear that construction is particularly slow in Wyoming.
Why do you think that is?"

Fortunately for Zack, the conversation turned
to the housing market and the economic conditions in Long Brush and
the surrounding area. Then he concentrated on his food and tried to
keep his mind off Lucy as she reached for the salt shaker. Her hair
swayed along her cheek—silky, soft, natural.

Suddenly, she leaned close to his shoulder.
"You managed that one like a pro."

If Zack turned his head, his chin would brush
her hair. He tightened his hand into a fist, inhaled her scent, and
said as casually as he could manage, "I know a secret. Most people
like to talk about what concerns them."

"I'll remember that," she said with a smile
in her voice.

He turned his head then and his chin did
brush her hair. His chest tightened and all his senses went on red
alert until suddenly Josh tugged on Zack's arm. Turning from Lucy,
he felt Marty's stabbing gaze on him as he leaned down to the
five-year-old.

#

After supper, Marty followed Zack to the
living room.

Zack stood at the fireplace and waited. If
Lucy's brother had something to say, he might as well get it off
his chest.

It didn't take long until he did. "Lucy hired
you mighty quick."

Zack faced Marty squarely. "You don't trust
her judgment?"

"I don't trust a stranger who looks at her
the way you do. I'm just warning you—we protect our own. So watch
your step."

Zack wondered just how he did look at
Lucy. As if he wanted to touch her, and kiss her, and wrap his body
around hers? He thought he was more guarded than that. Yet, there
was no point denying his attraction to her, and he wouldn't lie
about it. "Lucy and I are adults. What happens between us is our
business."

"Lucy is a McIntyre."

"That doesn't mean you can run her life."

"No, but I can watch out for her like I
always have."

As Rick and Mary Jo entered the living room,
Marty moved away, leaving Zack to realize more fully what it meant
to be a member of a family. An ache for the wife and son he'd lost
filled him...an ache he'd managed to deny for over two years.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Long Brush, Wyoming, nestled in a valley at
the foot of the Big Horns. Because of the protection of the
mountains, the weather wasn't as extreme in this area as in other
areas of the state. But this last day of October carried the
promise of much colder weather as Lucy walked briskly to John
Buckley's office after parking her car at the curb.

Although her mind should be on this meeting
with her family's attorney, she couldn't stop thinking about Zack,
about the way she felt whenever she saw him or got close to him.
He'd made himself scarce yesterday after morning chores and roared
off on his motorcycle until evening when he'd helped feed the
horses and then disappeared into his room. He'd been wearing a
Stetson and an insulated vest last night and she wondered if he'd
purchased supplies for his stay. They'd exchanged quick looks at
breakfast this morning as her dad had filled him in on the chores
for the day. Marty had slept late again and her father intended to
see exactly how handy Zack could be on a horse. She'd watched for a
while but realized Zack could take command of a horse as well as
anything else. She'd stepped up her own work training horses in the
arena so she could arrive in Long Brush by one.

Lucy climbed the brick steps to John
Buckley's office and turned the large brass knob. As she entered
the waiting area, she smelled old wood and lemon polish. The
attorney's long-time secretary looked up from her desk. "Hi, Lucy.
How's your mom and dad?"

Everyone in Long Brush seemed to know
everyone else. It added to Lucy's sense of belonging. "They're
good."

"John's waiting for you. Go ahead in."

The door to John Buckley's office stood ajar.
Lucy pushed it open and stepped inside.

Lucy had seen Mr. Buckley on occasion. He'd
come to the ranch over the years to talk to her father about legal
matters. Every Christmas the McIntyres hosted a party and invited
friends and business acquaintances. That was the last Lucy had
spoken with Mr. Buckley until his phone call.

The older man sat behind his desk, papers
spread on his blotter. He stood. "It's nice to see you, Lucy."

"It's good to see you, too. Your call
surprised me."

He motioned to the chair in front of his
desk. "The envelope that arrived surprised me." When Lucy sat, he
did the same and took a manila folder from a basket on his
desk.

"You have more information about my birth
mother?" Lucy had never asked questions. She hadn't wanted to know
anything about the woman who had given her away. All these years
she'd only known that when her mom couldn't have more children, she
and her dad had brought her home and loved her.

"Not more exactly. I already had a copy of
the fact sheet. Your mother has a copy, too. Merely vital
statistics. This was a private adoption. Your parents were a little
older than some and wanted a little girl to add to their family.
Through a contact I found out you were available. We accepted the
documents and information we were given. But now, in the package I
was sent, I found this." He flipped a photograph onto the desk in
front of her.

Lucy picked it up and studied it carefully.
It was a picture of two baby girls, wrapped in pink blankets with
tiny knit caps. Two identical baby girls. She'd paged
through her parents' photo albums many times, through countless
photographs of her joining the McIntyre family. She remembered how
she looked in those youngest photos from babyhood throughout her
childhood. One of the infants in this picture was undoubtedly her.
But who was the other one?

"What do you think this means?" Her heart
pounding, she was almost afraid to put her own guess into
words.

"I think you have a sister. From the photo,
I'd say a twin sister."

Lucy felt almost dizzy as her world spun and
she continued to stare at the Polaroid photograph. The McIntyres
had welcomed her into their family and loved her. She called her
parents Mom and Dad. She loved them. They loved her. She couldn't
have asked for a better childhood. But...

She'd always felt part of her was missing.
Over the years, she'd relegated the feeling to the fact that her
birth mother, Jeanette Sullivan, had abandoned her. No matter what
the reasons, she'd given Lucy away. She hadn't wanted her. Lucy had
accepted the feelings that accompanied that knowledge as part of
her personality. And through the love of her adopted family, she'd
decided that just because her birth mother didn't love her, that
didn't mean others couldn't.

Yet now... Maybe a part of her had always
been missing. A twin sister! As soon as she thought about it, she
squashed her enthusiasm. What if it wasn't so? What if this picture
wasn't of her? What if...?

"Lucy, we can pursue this if you'd like. We
can try to find out if Jeanette Sullivan bore more than one child.
Would you like me to try?"

Jeanette Sullivan. A stranger's name. Her
birth mother's name.

Lucy was afraid to hope and lose. It had
happened to her in the past. Growing up, she'd thought about the
day when she'd be married, have children of her own who would
always know they were loved. But when she was seventeen, she'd
jumped a fence that was too high. The horse fell on her and after
surgery, she'd been informed she'd never be able to have children.
So she'd given up that hope.

When she'd met Pete Cantrell, she'd reworked
her dreams. She could get married and adopt children, making sure
those children always knew they were loved. She could have a good
life with Pete. But when she'd told Pete she couldn't have
children, he'd reacted as if she were damaged goods. He hadn't
called for weeks afterwards, making his feelings clear. She'd given
up the hope of marriage, deciding she could herself adopt some
day.

Now, she was afraid to hope she had a twin,
afraid to look and not find. More dreams shattered? And she didn't
only have her life to consider. How would such a search affect her
parents? Her brothers? Would they be hurt? Would they think they
weren't enough? That all the love they'd given her over the years
wasn't sufficient?

"Lucy?" John Buckley was waiting for her
answer.

"Mr. Buckley, I have to think about this. You
haven't told my parents anything about it, have you?"

"No. The records are yours. The picture
belongs to you. You can take it with you if you'd like. I scanned
it into the computer."

Lucy straightened a corner of the photo that
had gotten bent. Then she slipped it into her purse and stood.
"I'll let you know what I decide."

John Buckley stood, too. "I don't know what
you're thinking, but the older I get, the more I realize how
important family is. Any family. All family."

Crossing to the door, her heart pounding, she
responded, "I'll keep that in mind."

As Lucy left the lawyer's office and stood
outside in the cold air, she felt like crying and didn't understand
why. Her secure life felt shaken in some way. Even if she didn't
pursue a search, nothing would ever be quite the same. In her purse
she carried a link to the past and maybe a link to the future.

She held her purse against her heart and
hurried to her car.

#

The four-poster pine bed in the only
first-floor bedroom was comfortably firm, the patchwork quilt
adding just the right amount of weight to the sheet and blanket.
But for the third night in a row, Zack couldn't sleep. It seemed
like hours since he'd been lying in the bed, staring into the black
of the room.

Maybe he should call Linc. Then again, maybe
he shouldn't. Linc Granger had been married less than a year and he
still sounded like a newlywed whenever Zack spoke with him. His
friend was a lucky man. Zack was happy for him and grateful for
everything Linc had done since Zack had left L.A. In fact, he
should be hearing from his friend soon. With Zack's power of
attorney, Linc would be handling the settlement on the condo
soon.

Zack pushed his pillow into a different
position. Why couldn't he let the fatigue from riding and working
outdoors overtake him?

Because sights and sounds of the McIntyres
kept running through his head. Especially Lucy. She'd looked pale
at supper tonight. Bothered by something. And she'd gone to her
room after she'd helped clean up, saying she had assignments to
finish for her online college course. He wondered if she regretted
hiring him. Because whenever their eyes met...

The night silence was abruptly broken by a
loud clatter. Zack sat up and listened closely. Footsteps from the
living room to the kitchen. From the kitchen to the living
room.

He might as well explore because he obviously
wasn't going to sleep. Grabbing his jeans, he quickly slid them
on.

As he approached the living room, he caught
the flash of a pink robe at the corner of the sofa. Closer, he
could see Lucy patting the padded arm with a towel. A mug sat on
the second tier of the table beside the light.

"Need help?" he asked softly.

Her hand went to her breast and, even though
he'd spoken quietly, he could see he'd startled her. In pink
chenille Lucy was every bit as tempting, if not more so, than Lucy
dressed in casual clothes. Her robe was long, flowing to her
ankles, but her feet were bare. A white nightgown patterned with
small rosebuds showed in the V of her robe, the ruffled cuffs
peeking out from the wide sleeves.

She looked cuddly and soft and...the way that
she was staring at him made his blood run faster. He hadn't
bothered with a shirt, and he'd left the button on his jeans
unfastened. Her gaze passed over his chest to the dip at his
waist.

Her cheeks grew rosy and she cleared her
throat. "I thought everyone was asleep."

The temptation to kiss Lucy became a pressing
urge. His voice was husky when he said, "So did I."

She folded the towel and laid it on the
coffee table. "I was having a cup of tea and got distracted. I
spilled it."

Moving closer, he sensed more was going on
for her than insomnia. "What's wrong, Lucy?"

Her gaze flicked to something on the coffee
table, a Polaroid photo. "I have a decision to make."

He leaned across the table and picked up the
picture. Two babies. Two baby girls. The photograph was obviously
old, but he didn't understand its connection to Lucy. "Who are
they?"

"One of them is me."

The turmoil in her eyes drew him to her as
much as everything else about her. From the first moment he'd met
Lucy, she'd been poised and confident. The woman standing before
him now looked more like a lost little girl.

Holding the photo, he stepped around the
other side of the table and sank down on the couch. "You have a
sister?"

Lucy sat in the corner of the sofa and pulled
one leg up under her as she turned toward him. "I'm adopted,
Zack."

That was the last thing he expected. "You're
not serious!" Realizing his response might have insulted her, he
said, "I'm sorry. It's just that you have such a close family. Your
relationship with your parents—" He stopped.

"Mom and Dad adopted me a few days after I
was born and have never for a moment made me feel 'adopted.' And
Rick and Marty...they've always been my brothers."

Zack laid the picture in her lap. "So how
does this fit in?"

"The lawyer who handled the adoption for my
birth-mother died. Paperwork was sent to the attorney here who
handled the adoption for my parents. This picture was in the
packet."

"And what decision do you have to make?"

"Mr. Buckley contacted me about the picture.
He suspects I have a twin sister somewhere and wants to know if he
should start a search to find her."

"You haven't told him to go ahead?"

She shook her head.

"Why?"

"I don't want to hurt my family."

"Why would finding your sister hurt your
family?"

Lucy stared at the photo with longing. When
she looked up, her eyes glistened. "This family has given me more
love than I could ever need. They've protected me and supported me
and loved me unconditionally through everything. How can I tell
them I want to undertake a search for a woman I don't know? Why
should I search for more when I already have so much?"

"Isn't life about searching for more?"

"Is that what you're doing?" she asked
softly.

He shook his head. "This isn't about me. It's
about you. You can't let gratitude stand in the way of what you
need to do for yourself."

"It's not just gratitude. I don't want my
family to think they're not enough."

"That's a cover, Lucy. What are you afraid
of?"

Her eyes changed to the darkest brown as she
dropped her legs over the edge of the sofa. "You don't know what
you're talking about."

As she stood, he clasped her wrist. "I know
having a connection somewhere in this world and not being able to
reach it hurts like hell. So before you make a final decision about
searching or not searching, figure out what it means for the rest
of your life."

She gazed into his eyes for a long silent
moment. Then she gave a slight tug and he let her pull away.

"I shouldn't have confided in you," she
murmured.

"Because you don't like my advice or because
you're afraid I'll spill the beans?"

"Because this kind of decision is one that
has to feel right in my heart. No amount of advice will affect
that."

As she tucked the photograph in her pocket
and started for the stairs, Zack called, "Lucy?"

She paused.

"I will keep your secret. I don't take
confidences lightly."

"Thank you, Zack."

He gave a slight shrug. "No big deal. Good
night."

His gaze followed her as she climbed the
stairs, and he knew Lucy confiding in him was a big deal. It was a
privilege...and a bond that could only cause pain because he'd have
to sever it.

He couldn't stay. He couldn't get closer to
Lucy because he never wanted to feel the pain of loss again.

#

The horse's wild eyes and prancing didn't
scare Lucy as she stood very still, letting the animal get used to
her presence. She'd gentled horses like this before...horses that
had been mishandled out of cruelty or ignorance. One of their
neighbors kept his eyes open when he went to auctions because he
knew Lucy was good at helping an animal like this.

She stayed outside the stall at the corner
opposite the feed box, softly crooning to the chestnut gelding.
"You're going to like it here. I promise you will. No one's going
to hurt you. Why don't you try some of those oats? You have to eat
to get healthy again."

"He'd probably like a cube of sugar
more."

The deep masculine voice startled Lucy and
her new horse. The chestnut side-stepped.

"Whoa, boy, it's okay," Lucy soothed. "He
won't hurt you, either."

The horse, somewhat used to Lucy's voice
because she'd been talking to him for the past half hour, stared
warily at Zack. When Zack approached, the gelding reared up.

"Whoa," Lucy said in an authoritative but
calming tone. "Whoa, boy. Easy. Zack, back up a little, will you? I
think he has more of a problem with men than women. Rick had a
rough time getting him off the trailer."

As Zack stepped back a few feet, Lucy climbed
to the second rung of the stall and crooned until the horse
quieted. "Good boy," she encouraged. Taking a carrot out of her
back jeans pocket, she broke it in half and dropped it into the
feed trough.

Then she climbed down slowly and crossed to
Zack. He was standing by bales of hay, watching her with an
intensity that always unnerved her. She didn't know why she had
confided in him last night. Maybe because she couldn't stop
thinking about the photo and the sister she might have. When he'd
questioned her, some of those thoughts had spilled out. The point
was—they wouldn't have just spilled out to anyone. Tossing and
turning a few hours after their talk, she'd decided her best bet
was to keep her distance from Zack. She'd eaten breakfast after her
dad and Zack had ridden off, and she'd worked with the horses till
late in the afternoon. Until this horse had arrived.

"I saw Rick in the corral. He told me about
the horse. What are you going to do with him?" Zack asked, keeping
his voice low.

In his jeans, boots and flannel shirt, Zack
looked at home in the barn. "Comfort him. Prove to him not all
human beings are alike."

"And what will you do with him
afterward?"

"That depends on his disposition. But usually
I can find a kind family and a good home."

"You've done this before."

"Once or twice a year, depending how much
patience and care each horse takes."

"Your dad said you'll give the horse away.
Certainly you could get something for your time and expenses."

"I don't do this for money, Zack. I do
it...just to give back."

"Give back?" He asked with an arched
brow.

"Yes. For the life I've had that could have
been much different."

"There's that gratitude again," Zack
muttered.

He sounded as if he resented it and she
wondered why. "What's wrong with gratitude?"

"I just think it's illogical to give credit
to some Power for the good things that happen and then have to take
the blame ourselves for the bad stuff."

"I never look at it that way." She hadn't
blamed God for her accident, or herself, either, for that matter.
It was just something that had happened. "You know, usually we can
take the bad stuff and make something good out of it." Maybe she
couldn't have children, but she could give some child a loving
home.

Zack's jaw tensed and his shoulders grew
rigid as he said, "Sometimes bad is simply bad, can never be fixed,
can never bring any good. I think you've been isolated on this
ranch for too long."

"I'm not isolated here, Zack, and I don't
wear blinders. But I do know what kind of attitude will help me and
what kind will hurt me."

"Facing reality never hurt anyone," he
insisted with a vehemence she hadn't heard from him before.

"Maybe. But living without faith in something
can hurt. What happened to take your faith away?"

After his warning about wanting his privacy,
she thought he was going to turn away and walk out. But instead he
countered with, "What makes you think I ever had any faith?"

"Instinct," she summed up quickly.

Anger altered his expression until his jaw
was as hard as his eyes. "Your instincts might be wrong.
Maybe you can coax that horse into trusting someone or something
again, but you can forget it where I'm concerned." With that, he
did turn away and headed for the door.

Lucy sensed that something made Zack
restless, urging him to keep moving, to avoid what he didn't want
to face. She couldn't be around him without wanting to help. But
should she?

Instincts told her the risk to her heart
would be far greater than any she'd ever faced.

Her instincts were rarely wrong.

#

The following evening, Zack made his way to
the main barn. Mrs. McIntyre had told him Lucy would either be with
the new horse or in her "workroom." Lucy's mother hadn't explained
what type of workroom it was. He remembered a closed door next to
the tack room, and he'd guessed it led to a storage area. Wherever
Lucy was, he'd find her. She'd been different around him since he'd
snapped at her yesterday. Too polite. And he didn't like it. He
owed her an apology and wasn't quite sure how to go about giving it
to her. Maybe when he was alone with her, he'd know.

Lucy stirred up emotions he thought were dead
and buried along with his wife and child. Not only did she stir up
old emotions, but she instigated new ones. Yet he knew he had
nothing to offer her. He was a physician who had rejected
practicing medicine, a man who was too restless to stay in one
place very long. End of story.

As he went inside the barn, he remembered how
noise had startled the gelding the day before. When he spotted Lucy
with the horse, he approached her quietly, the scent of hay and
wood and leather strong but oddly appealing, somehow comforting in
the shadowy barn.

The yellow overhead light shone on her hair,
transforming strands to red. He hadn't expected to find her
inside the stall. But there she was. How else could she
gentle an animal who was afraid?

He didn't want to disturb her. The picture of
her stroking the horse's neck, the sound of her soft murmurs,
tightened Zack's throat and he didn't even know why. Her hand
slowly moved from the horse's neck to his flank, the strokes firm
and long. Zack imagined exactly how comforting her hands could be.
He automatically thought of those strokes in another context...in a
bed...with him.

The low tone of her voice was as mesmerizing
as the motion of her hand as she said, "Thanks goodness we know a
lady vet. I told you she wouldn't hurt you."

When Zack took another step toward the stall,
Lucy looked up. So did the horse.

Giving the chestnut a few soft pats, she took
a piece of carrot out of her back pocket and held it in her palm.
The animal shied away, then as Lucy stood perfectly still, he
sniffed at her fingers. Finally, he took the carrot, then backed
up.

She opened the gate of the box stall and
stepped into the walkway.

"It looks as if you're making progress." Zack
kept his voice low.

She glanced over her shoulder into the stall.
"A little at a time."

"You have a magic touch," he said, partly
teasing, partly not. When she didn't respond, he jumped into the
silence. "Lucy, I'm sorry about what I said yesterday...about the
way I said it."

She looked surprised. "We all have days when
there's more dark than light."

What Lucy didn't understand was that all his
days were the same. But he didn't want to get into another
argument, and he knew they could because their attitudes were so
different. At least she'd seemed to accept his apology.

To change the subject, he said, "Your mother
told me you had a workroom out here."

She pointed to the far end of the barn. "Over
there. Come on. I'll show you."

He followed her down the walkway until they
came to the rear of the stable and two doors. The one on the left
led to the tack room. Opening the door on the right, she said,
"This is supposed to be a place to bunk when we need to spend the
night out here. But it's also been my workroom since I had
braids."

When he stepped inside, he noticed the bunk
beds against the wall. But what caught his attention was the table,
the assortment of tools, the wood shavings, and finally the shelves
behind the swivel chair that held carved animals of every shape and
size. He was drawn to them because he knew they belonged to Lucy
and the work of her hands.

The first one he picked up wasn't one of the
many horses, but a deer. It was part of a set—a doe, a stately buck
and a fawn. He passed his thumb over the wood. "You're very
talented."

She laughed. "More determination and
preoccupation than talent. I didn't become serious about it until
after my... Until I was in my late teens. It's my escape. I come in
here some nights when I can't sleep."

Zack set the deer on the shelf and picked up
a dog. "Do you sell these?"

She shook her head. "Mostly I make them for
Christmas presents. My family teases me about knowing what to
expect each year."

"They don't come in here?"

"Rarely. If I'm working on something special,
I cover it."

Zack saw the piece of soft flannel draped
over one end of the top shelf. He nodded to it. "Do you mind?"

"Go ahead," she said softly.

The carving was the largest on the shelves,
about ten inches long and six inches high. When Zack pulled the
cloth away, he found a reclining horse and foal.

"That's for my dad."

Zack imagined the hours and hours of work and
concentration that had gone into the carving. Somehow, that told
him more than anything else exactly how much Lucy loved her
father—her whole family. Because he'd bet his boots she'd crafted a
gift for every member with the same loving care.

Suddenly he turned toward her. "And what do
you want for Christmas, Lucy?"

The golden sparks in her eyes told him
something came to her mind immediately and it might have something
to do with him. But then she said, "I have everything I need."

He didn't know many people who were content,
who weren't always looking for "more." "If St. Nick dropped by this
year, what would you want?" he pressed.

There was such a sadness in her eyes for a
moment. But then it was gone in a flicker as she gave a little
shrug. "My wishes aren't tangible. I'd like an easy winter for Mom
and Dad. Some happiness for Marty..."

"You, Lucy," Zack interrupted. "What do you
want?"

She flushed. "Nothing out of the
ordinary."

Her hesitancy, the distance she was trying to
keep, should have made him back off. But an inner urge to know
drove him to push. "Don't you have dreams?" His gaze wouldn't let
hers escape. This woman fascinated him the way no woman ever had.
She called out to a deep corner in his soul that was looking for
answers.

He saw the change on her face—the moment
uncertainty became the confidence he usually found in her. She
tilted her head. "And if I asked you about your Christmas dreams,
would you tell me what they were?"

Oh ho. So she wasn't as trusting and as open
as he might think. "Tit for tat?"

She raised her chin with a bit of temper. "I
don't know nearly as much about you as you know about me."

Silence stretched in the small room. "No, you
don't." After another long moment, he added, "I don't have
Christmas dreams or any others for that matter. I don't dream any
more, Lucy. Not since I lost my wife and child."

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Lucy's shock at his statement showed in her
widened eyes, the slight opening of her mouth. "How, Zack?"

He was as shocked as she was that it had
popped out. Now that it had, he didn't expect her to question him.
Yet, knowing Lucy, he should have realized she wouldn't just let it
stand, either. For a moment he thought about not answering, walking
away, trying to forget—not remember.

But her brown eyes were too deep, the crease
in her brow too concerned...about him.

"We went camping. To get away. To concentrate
on each other. I wasn't sure we should. Kay was seven months
pregnant. We were in the middle of nowhere. In the early morning
something went terribly wrong. She started having contractions,
then hemorrhaging. I rushed her to the nearest hospital. But we
were too late and I lost them both."

"Zack, I'm so sorry."

The comfort and compassion in Lucy's eyes
made him feel worse instead of better. Why should her caring hurt
him, make the pain more real than it had ever been? He tried to
pack it back up, put a lid on it as he had for so long. "It's been
more than two years. It's over and done."

Lucy touched his arm. "How can a loss like
that ever be over and done?"

Pulling away from her, he shook his head. "I
can't think about it, Lucy. I had to move on."

"To what, Zack?" she asked, as if he was
supposed to know the answer.

The gentle question almost made him angry,
but he couldn't be angry with her for asking something he'd avoided
for two years. "I don't know yet. I just know I have to leave the
past behind. And I don't want to dredge it up. I just told you
because..."
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