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  Central Texas, 1876


  Following an unusually wet winter, spring wildflowers bloomed early in the valley of the Pedernales. Andie Dushane trudged up the hill, carrying an old tomato can filled with a mixed bouquet of bluebonnets and Indian paintbrushes. When she reached a well-tended grave, she knelt on the rocky ground and settled the flowers against the crude wooden cross.


  “Oh, Samuel,” she whispered, near tears, “tell me what to do. I know I promised not to give up, but it’s so hard. I don’t know much more about ranching now than I did before you died. And with only a child for help…Oh, Jordan’s a good boy, Samuel. You’d be proud of him. And I’ll never let him forget you. But it’s been two years; I can’t hold on much longer.”


  Wiping a tear off her cheek with the back of a callused hand, she focused on the flowers instead of on the rock-blanketed grave. The rocks were necessary to keep away varmints, but even after all this time they still brought visions of Samuel’s skeletal frame and memories of his last wretched days and pain-filled nights, of his emaciated body and dull, lifeless eyes, of his fevers, which she had been unable to break, and his deliriums, which echoed endlessly through her mind—


  “Don’t leave me, Andie. Don’t leave me alone.”


  She hadn’t. She sat night and day, day and night, holding him, bathing him, praying for him. In the end, he left her.


  Oh, Lord, would she never forget the bad times? Until the end of her days would she hear only his cries and never his laughter? See only his wasted body and never his beautiful strength?


  She felt guilty thinking about herself; her husband’s dying had been so hard. But living was hard, too. Rays of the setting sun streamed over her shoulder and glinted from the golden centers of the orangy-red Indian paintbrushes. Gold, which in any other form was scarce as hen’s teeth on the Dushane ranch. Andie was broke. She had failed to make a living for their son.


  “I’ve been offered a job in town, Samuel. Cooking at Long’s Cafe. Uncle Kipp found it for me. He’s been lookin’ after Jordan and me better’n most blood-relatives would have done. We can sleep in his back room, if I take the job. I know I promised to raise Jordan on the ranch, but…” A muted sob drowned her words.


  “Ma.” Jordan’s warm hand touched her arm. “You still miss Pa, don’t you?”


  She nodded. Jordan knelt by her side.


  “I miss him, too, Ma, but he wouldn’t want you to sit out here cryin’.” The child’s maturity added to Andie’s misery. At nine, he should be in school, have friends, be a boy, while he was still young. She looked into his small, sad face. A little round face that was even now lengthening to the oval shape of his pa’s.


  Reaching, she tousled his towhead. Samuel had been fair, too. Even before his illness, Samuel had blistered rather than tanned beneath the strong Texas sun. But that hadn’t diminished him; a lifetime of hard work had produced a strong, firm body.


  She glanced away from Jordan’s hazel eyes, for they, too, were like his pa’s. Serious, now, as Samuel’s had been at times; but a deep streak of playfulness had run through both father and son. More often than not it showed in their eyes. And in their smiles. Samuel’s smile had lit up his eyes and the whole world with them—Andie’s world, at least. How she longed to see that smile again, even in her dreams.


  Jordan’s hand sought hers. “Don’t cry, Ma. You never used to. You used to laugh.” He brightened. “And dance.” Jumping to his feet, he pulled her up beside him. “Remember how you an’ Pa used to dance in the moonlight? It was your most favorite thing. Remember?” Speaking, he tugged her away from the grave, to a rock-free clearing. “Come on, Ma. Dance with me.”


  Without further prompting, he grabbed her around the waist and stepped off, singing, “Lou, lou, skip to my Lou. Lou, lou…” What his voice lacked in timbre, it made up for in enthusiasm.


  Andie followed her chest-high son, her heart lodged in her throat. Dancing with Jordan didn’t ease her loneliness, but it brought her back to the present. The present, where her duty to her son outweighed every other concern.


  Stopping abruptly, Jordan pointed to the sky. “Look, Ma. The wishing star.”


  The wishing star, indeed. Gazing forlornly at the Evening Star, Andie wished for one thing—the healing spirit of youth.


  “Star light, star bright,” Jordan recited. “First star I’ve seen tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight.” His eyes were squinched tight. His sincerity tugged at her heart.


  “I wish for a new husband for my ma. For her birthday.”


  “Samuel Jordan Dushane! I do not need a new husband!”


  “Yes, you do, Ma. Ranchin’s almighty hard work, an’ lonely, too. You need someone…”


  Dropping to her knees, Andie cradled him against her shoulder. “I have you, Jordan. You’re all I need.” She held him back, smiled wanly into his serious eyes. “How could I be lonely? You’re the spittin’ image of your pa, his own flesh and blood. And mine. Don’t you see? You’re part of us both. Having you is like having him.” She pressed the child’s face to her shoulder again, lest he see the small but, to her mind, necessary falsehood. “Your pa was a good man, Jordan. The best. And I intend to see that you grow up just like him.”


  I


  “Don’ take no sass, lil’ gal. Chuck wagon cook runs the show, an’ you let ’em know you know it first thing out o’ the chute.” Uncle Kipp’s instructions echoed through Andie’s head the whole day long, interspersed with her own admonition that she should have stayed home and taken the job at Long’s Cafe instead of heading off to cook for a herd of trail drive cowboys.


  But Uncle Kipp and Jordan found her the job and insisted she take it. She hadn’t needed much encouragement; Miz Long’s dollar a day couldn’t compare with cattle drive pay.


  “Reese Catlin’s got some burr under his saddle blanket,” Uncle Kipp explained after Jordan brought her the startling news that she had been hired to cook for a trail herd headed for Kansas. “Wants to drive the first herd into Wichita this spring, an’ he’s payin’ fightin’ wages to get the job done—three hundred dollars, double the goin’ rate for a chuck wagon cook.”


  Three hundred dollars! Three hundred dollars would see them through the summer and winter, too. With three hundred dollars, she could hold onto things a while longer.


  “What did he say about me bein’ a woman?” Andie had quizzed.


  “Nary a word,” the old mercantile proprietor insisted. “Catlin’s a no-nonsense trail boss, Andie. Built up a right proper reputation for hisself in the cattle country. Ain’t heard nary an ill word spoken against him, neither. I wouldn’t send you off with someone I wouldn’t trust alone with my own mama.”


  Jordan was especially excited. “He ain’t married, Ma.”


  “Isn’t, Jordan.” She smiled, rueful. She took Jordan’s meaning, while realizing the futility of his wish. Even if she were in the market for a husband, Reese Catlin wouldn’t be a candidate. From Uncle Kipp’s description, he must be in his doddering years. But why spoil Jordan’s fantasy?


  She’d had a week to tie up things at home and provision the wagon; a week for Uncle Kipp to tutor her in the ways of a chuck wagon cook. Now that week was up, and she had arrived at the appointed site. She glanced around, pleased.


  All was in order. Pot roasts and potatoes steamed in Dutch ovens; sourdough biscuits rose beneath flour sack towels. In the black iron pot, frijoles burbled merrily, while Andie’s culinary speciality, six sour cream pound cakes, lovingly baked before she left home, were wrapped in brandy-soaked towels.


  “Make the first meal count,” Uncle Kipp had cautioned. “Thataway, if there’s any dissentin’ cowpoke among ’em, he’ll be won over ’fore he can spoil the barrel.”


  The first dissenting cowboy turned out to be the night horse wrangler, Night Hawk, who rode into camp midafternoon to help set up. A tall, rawboned kid, with a head of shaggy brown hair that Andie vowed to tackle first when the drovers lined up for her barbering skills, he had been visibly taken aback at finding a woman in camp.


  Andie sliced him a hunk of cake. “I’m told Mister Catlin hired only the best, which must mean you’re an expert at working with stock horses.”


  “For a fact, ma’am. This’ll be my third year up the trail.”


  She ladled a dipper of mustang grape syrup over the cake. “Night Hawk,” she mused. “How did you come by such a name?”


  The first taste of that buttery, brandy-flavored cake lit up the boy’s eyes. He spoke around bites. “My job’s to keep track of a hundred and twenty head of horses and two extra wagon mules in the dark o’ night, ma’am. That calls for eyes like a hawk.”


  “No doubt. Well, my job is to keep a dozen hardworking, hungry men fed. I’m an expert at that.”


  Night Hawk glanced up from his empty tin plate. “You surely are that, ma’am. Might I trouble you for another piece?”


  By the time he had eaten half a cake, Night Hawk was eating out of Andie’s hand, true to Uncle Kipp’s predictions. He inspected the fire trench and allowed how diggin’ it was his job, an’ he an’ Jordan would take care of it in the future. He helped Jordan put up the canvas tepee Uncle Kipp had insisted Andie bring along for privacy. Together the boys snaked in firewood, which they stored in the hide hammock slung beneath the wagon—Night Hawk called it a possum sack. After that, he called it a day.


  “Time for me to get some shut-eye, ma’am. I’ll crawl on up in the wagon there and get my forty winks ’fore it’s time to relieve ol’ Hank, the day wrangler.”


  “Boy, oh boy, Ma!” Jordan danced from foot to foot. “This trip’s gonna be better than goin’ to a circus!”


  Andie hugged him close. Something told her he might not allow much hugging in the months to come, not in front of a dozen cowboys. Tears sprang to her eyes, as a gossamer vision warned of the changes this trip could produce in her precious young son.


  “Isn’t this a perfect campsite, Ma? That Reese Catlin must be a real smart man.”


  “It’s Mister Catlin, Jordan. Everyone calls the trail boss mister. And yes, he did choose a good campsite. As to how smart he is in other matters, we’ll have to wait and see.”


  “He chose Night Hawk. He’s the best wrangler ever.”


  She grinned. “Unless I miss my bet, you and Night Hawk are going to be great friends.”


  “Yahoo!” Jordan had been looking out over the prairie. When his eyes widened suddenly, Andie followed his gaze to a rider who approached from the direction of the cattle herd. A fissure of trepidation speared through her confidence.


  “That must be Mister Catlin.” She whispered a silent prayer that the trail boss would find her work acceptable. She needed this job so badly. “His message said to expect him by sundown.”


  “Mister Catlin?” Jordan rushed to the chuckbox and picked up a bucket. “I’ll fetch some water from the creek.”


  “We don’t need…” But he was already out of sight. Andie turned to the approaching rider. The last rays of sunlight splashed over the prairie, burnishing the early spring grass a greenish gold. A muted scent of wildflowers wafted on the evening breeze. Sundown, her favorite time of day.


  Or it had been. She suspected that sundown on a trail drive might be more hectic than tranquil, what with twelve hungry men arriving to be fed at one time.


  The rider headed straight for the wagon. Uncle Kipp had warned her to keep a gun handy, and indeed her loaded six-shooter was stashed in the chuck box. But this rider would surely be Reese Catlin, who was obviously a punctual man. She liked that.


  For the hundredth time she wondered why he was so dead set on getting to Wichita ahead of the other herds. Was it a wager? Pride? Greed? Whatever, she would have to thank him. For his need, or greed, would be her reward. Her salvation.


  The rider skirted the camp to the lee side, a practice necessary to keep dust from flying into the food, according to Uncle Kipp. Andie watched him hitch his horse, a big dun with black mane and white stockings. The man was big, too. When he turned toward her, she was startled to see that he was a young man.


  Mid-thirties, she judged with quickened heart. His brown handlebar mustache didn’t have one gray hair that she could see. Uncle Kipp had spoken so reverently of him, she had assumed Reese Catlin to be in his fifties or better. Maybe this wasn’t Mister Catlin. The thought brought a stirring of panic. She glanced to the spring. No sight of Jordan. She moved toward the chuck box, eyeing him warily as he approached.


  The Stetsoned man halted in the middle of the clearing. His spurs stopped jingling. Silence pervaded the camp. But although he stood head and shoulders above her, he didn’t appear threatening. Her uneasiness waned.


  He removed his hat, rubbed his sleeve over a sweaty brow. He glanced around. His eyes lingered on the fire, where supper waited. His gaze moved to the wagon, hesitated on the brand on its side—an entwined RC—moved to her. His brown eyes were the darkest she had ever seen, like a bar of baking chocolate. But they offered no threat. Rather, he looked confused, as though he had lost something.


  “Where’s Andy Dushane?” His question ended on a high note.


  According to Uncle Kipp, the cook was in charge of the campsite, so Andie stepped forward and extended her hand. “I’m Andie Dushane. You must be Mister Catlin. Welcome to camp, sir. Coffee’s hot. Let me pour you a cup.”


  He took her hand, squinting as though bewildered. “You…?”


  “I’ve prepared pot roast and—”


  “You’re Andy Dushane?” His eyes widened to the size of silver dollars. “But you’re a…you’re…a lady.”


  The word lady, though softly spoken, staggered her. “You didn’t know?”


  “Know? Hell, if I’d known I wouldn’t have…” Reese dropped her hand like it was a hot pot lid. He looked around the camp, then back to her, one brow quirked, as if he expected her to confess to pulling a prank.


  “Uncle Kipp didn’t tell you…” She glanced down inadvertently. When she looked back, his eyes were taking her in, too, what wasn’t hidden beneath the voluminous canvas apron. Her stomach fluttered. “That I’m a woman?”


  “A woman!” Reese spun away. He stepped to the fire, where, using a pot hook, he lifted first one lid, then another, releasing mouthwatering aroma each time. He moved to the wagon, looked in, inspected the provisions and the sleeping occupant. Gaining momentum, he strode to the back of the wagon, to the gateleg table, called the lid. After he had examined every cubbyhole in the chuckbox, he lifted the flour sack towels that covered six dozen rising sourdough biscuits. His eyes at last settled on the cakes, five and a half pound cakes.


  Andie felt sick. She fought a futile urge to berate the absent Uncle Kipp for his subterfuge. Slipping a tin cup from its corner, she filled it from the pot on the fire and set it on the table before Reese Catlin, even though an unwritten law of the trail permitted no one but the cook to touch the lid. “Let me cut you a piece of cake, Mister Catlin. I thought this first night—”


  “Damn it to hell, woman. The boys won’t stand for this. They’ll stampede faster than lightnin’-spooked cattle. And I’ve got to get this herd to market.”


  And I have to have this job. Desperation clawed its way up her throat. She took a deep breath to steady her voice. “I understand.” Picking up the cup, she held it toward him. After a cursory glance, he accepted it. “Uncle Kipp explained your goal to drive the first herd into Wichita.”


  He gulped a swallow of hot coffee and glared at her.


  “To do that,” she continued, “you have hired the best men available. No greenhorn, wet-behind-the-ears kids looking to play cowboy. You’ve hired the best.”


  “Dang right and they’ll…”


  “That includes me, Mister Catlin. I’m an excellent cook. I can keep your men fed and healthy.”


  “There’s more to bein’ a trail cook than lightin’ a fire, Andy…uh, Miz Dushane.” He glared at the wagon as if it, too, offended him. “You expect to drive this rig five hundred miles? Over prairies and mountains, through rivers and rain storms, across mud flats and bogs?”


  “Indeed I do.” At his skeptical frown, she added, “Six years ago on our move from Virginia to Texas, my husband broke his leg. I not only set the break, but I drove us the rest of the way, without aid of cowhands to ferry the wagon across rivers or fix broken axles or hitch the team or build campfires, all of which I understand are customary on a cattle drive.”


  “How many men have you cooked for at one time?” Reese challenged. “Not just one meal, but three a day, at three different locations, to which you have to move your kitchen and set up all over again? How many meals have you prepared in pourin’ rain or blowin’ gales when the Man Upstairs would have trouble keepin’ a fire goin’? How many—”


  “Mister Catlin, I accepted this job because I’m a widow with a child to raise and because I need the money to hold onto my ranch. Even so, I am beginning to regret my decision.”


  “That makes two of us. I’ve been regrettin’ it several minutes now.”


  His admission took the life out of her. “I’m not one to stay where I’m unwanted,” she said at length. “As soon as Hank arrives with the remuda, perhaps you would be kind enough to loan me a horse so I can return to town.”


  “Town? Town’s half a day’s ride away. I can’t let a lady ride off into the night by her lonesome.”


  “Then forget my gender. Consider me an employee, duly terminated. On second thought, I won’t wait for Hank. I’ll take one of the mules.”


  “Like hell you will.”


  “You have two more in the remuda,” she reminded him. “And I’ll send this one back. Don’t worry, I’m not about to stand between a man and his greed.” She strode angrily toward the mule, calling down the hill, “Jordan. Oh, Jordan. Come runnin’.”


  Reese caught up with her. “Me and my greed?”


  “Uncle Kipp said you had a burr under your saddle blanket. He didn’t explain what sort of burr.”


  “I’ll assure you, ma’am, my reasons for needin’ to get into Wichita ahead of the rush account for a lot more than greed.”


  When she reached to untie the ground hitch, he stopped her. His callused palm was rough and warm against her hand, and for an instant, pleasing. How long had it been since a man touched her? More than two years. But that had been Samuel, her loving husband. And this was—


  “You can’t ride a dang mule,” Reese was saying, “even though I have a hunch you’re nigh onto bein’ as stubborn as one.”


  “Stubborn? Me?” Andie struggled to free the rope, but he wrested it away. His voice was harsh.


  “Climb up on the back of that animal, an’ you’ll know stubborn. She’ll kick you clear to kingdom come.”


  “Which at the moment is an infinitely more desirable place than here, where I’m unwanted.”


  While she was trying to interpret Reese Catlin’s strange expression, Jordan dashed into the clearing. “What’s wrong, Ma?”


  Reese gaped at sight of the boy. “What’re you doin’—”


  “Howdy, Mister Catlin. Did’ya eat some of Ma’s cake? Ain’t she the best cook ever?”


  Reese swung his gaze from Jordan to Andie, then back to Jordan. “Your ma? Why, boy, I oughta have your hide—”


  Andie jumped between them. “Keep away from my son, Reese Catlin.” Jordan peeked around her apron.


  “Don’t be mad, Mister Catlin. We didn’t go to pull the wool over your eyes.”


  “You didn’t, did you? You and ol’ man Kipp set me up real good. You must’ve had a barrel of laughs after I left. Hell, he’s probably still slappin’ his leg and flappin’ his lips. Son of a biscuit eater! I’ve been hoodwinked.”


  “So have I!” Chagrin roiling in her stomach, Andie shoved Jordan toward the mule. “Climb up on Bessie Mae, Jordan.”


  “That’s not Bessie Mae,” Reese corrected. “It’s Bertha Jane. If you can’t tell your mules apart, how’d you expect to drive ’em?”


  “I don’t. Supper’s on the fire, Mister Catlin. Jordan and I will be on our way.”


  “On your way? What’ll I do for a cook?”


  “That appears to be your problem.”


  “You took the job.”


  “And you made it clear that I’m undesirable. I don’t hold it against you. You hired me sight unseen. Uncle Kipp and Jordan have some explaining to do, though.”


  “What will I do for a cook?” he demanded again.


  “Hire another one. With the wages you’re paying, you shouldn’t find it hard to come up with someone.”


  Reese removed his Stetson and kicked a clump of new grass with the toe of his boot. She watched his anger wane. “I don’t have time to beat the bushes for a cook, ma’am. Fact is, just anybody won’t do. I have a herd to get to market, and the way I’m fixin’ to work these boys, I’ll need an expert to keep ’em fed and happy.”


  “You just fired your expert, Mister Catlin.”


  “I did not. You quit.”


  “I’m no quitter.”


  “No? What else do you call leavin’ a man high and dry? Hell, the biscuits aren’t even baked.”


  “I’m sure you or one of your dough-brained drovers can figure out how to set Dutch ovens in the fire.”


  “That’s not the point.” Reese focused on his hat brim, which he twisted in his hands. “I might not like it, ma’am, but you’re all I’ve got. I’ve tasted your cookin’. If everything you make is as good as those lemon pies Kipp sells, you’ll do a better job fattenin’ up my cowboys than I will fattenin’ the steers.”


  Andie’s heart turned over. A lock of brown hair had fallen over his forehead. She resisted the motherly urge to smooth it back. He might be a respected cattleman and a master trail boss, but at the moment Reese Catlin looked more like an overgrown kid. A kid who had been called to task and had the good sense to know when he was whipped.


  “Try her pound cake, Mister Catlin,” Jordan urged. “It’s yummier’n that ol’ lemon pie.”


  “Jordan,” Andie warned.


  “Don’t go, Ma. Mister Catlin needs us.”


  Before her Reese continued to twist his Stetson. “That’s a fact, ma’am.” When he looked up again, the expression in his brown eyes gave her insides a good hard twist.


  “What about the men? You said they would stampede.”


  “With the aroma comin’ from those Dutch ovens, I figure your supper’ll convince ’em otherwise.” He grinned. “And if it doesn’t, ma’am, you and I’ll find some way to let ’em know who’s boss. We run the show around here.”


  “I know the rules, Mister Catlin. You run the cowboys and cattle; I run the wagon and camp.” Uncle Kipp had tutored her in the sharp division of power around a cattle camp, and something warned her that now was the time to stake her ground. “If I stay, I will expect you to do your job and leave mine to me.”


  Supper was a disaster. Well, all except the food, Reese acknowledged. By the time the boys headed into camp for the evening meal, he still hadn’t recovered from learning that Andy Dushane, a renowned trail cook according to ol’ man Kipp, was in fact Andie Dushane, a more comely than average widow with curly black hair and eyes the color of the prairie in springtime. The fact that she was an excellent cook, no doubt the expert she claimed, wasn’t likely to hold water with the boys.


  Reese introduced them one by one, and to a man of them, the cowboys’ eyes bugged out, before they turned to him, expecting to hear that their legs were being pulled or their lassos yanked. Every man jack of them let him know by one silent gesture or another that they hadn’t signed on to any petticoat operation.


  All except Reese’s best point man, Tom Lovejoy, who wasn’t known as Lover because he was fond of his mama. Which added to Reese’s growing list of reasons to send Andie and her fibbin’ son back to town at first light.


  But if he did that, what would he do for a cook? He hadn’t been exaggerating—hell, he wasn’t sure the point could be exaggerated—when he told her he intended to work these cowboys so hard only the best of cooks could keep them on the job.


  To give her credit, Andie played her role to a T, like she’d been schooled at it, which, no doubt, she had, by that connivin’ ol’ man Kipp. First, she called the men to supper with vigor.


  “Come an’ get it, less’n you want me to throw it in the possum an’ head the lot o’ you out for Wichita with empty bellies!”


  The men lined up, all right, even though they balked like a dozen ol’ muley cows. But little Miz Dushane didn’t blink an eye—or let up issuing orders.


  “Wash in the basin, then toss it under the wagon.”


  “We gener’ly don’t toss out water after only one use, ma’am.” Grumpy, first in line, was also first to challenge the cook, a dangerous thing under normal circumstances, which these definitely were not. Andie smiled when she replied.


  “Generally doesn’t count, Grumpy. Toss out the water.”


  With all the commotion about her being a woman, Reese hadn’t figured she’d remember more’n one or two names from his introductions, but dang if she didn’t fool him again. She recalled every one and put the right faces with ’em, too.


  “Clean water and a clean towel.” She added to her list of rules with the regularity of a Texas dust storm, handing each cowboy, as she spoke, a fresh flour sack towel. “Community towels breed germs. I’ll doctor your ailments, but I don’t intend to cultivate them.”


  The men fired skeptical glances at Reese, but he nodded in agreement with the cook. What else could he do? If he ended up having to keep her, he couldn’t undermine her authority the first night out. Besides, if she wanted to spend her time washing, that was her business, long as she didn’t use up all the water with her Miz Clean Crusade. He’d talk to her about that—if he ended up having to keep her.


  Grumbling and wary, each man picked up his eatin’ irons and tin plate and headed for the fire where Night Hawk was first to lift the lid off a Dutch oven. Before he could spoon out food, however, Andie stopped him.


  “Mister Catlin, would you oblige us with grace before these hungry drovers dish up the vittles?”


  The ground rocked under Reese’s feet at that, but the stampede he felt had nothing to do with four-legged critters. From the hush that followed her request, he figured every man jack of the boys was thinkin’ the same thing. It was lookin’ more an’ more like the decision of whether to keep the cook might not rest entirely on his shoulders. She had stepped on three rattlesnakes already. Before he could come up with something appropriate in the way of grace, she stepped on another.


  “Remove your hats, please—while we speak to the Lord, and while you eat.”


  Every dust-stung cowboy eye in camp swiveled to Reese’s. He saw in an instant that their indulgence was wearin’ thin. Campfire etiquette did not require a man to remove his hat. Never had, never would. Hell, his neighbor might step on it or spill gravy on it. But the camp was the cook’s domain. By unwritten law, Cookie made the rules, and every cowboy was obliged to follow ’em, even the trail boss.


  Reese removed his hat and the boys begrudgingly did likewise. “For this food we’re about to receive, may we have grateful hearts. Amen.” Silently he added his own prayer for a cook. A male cook of undetermined competence. Real quick, Lord.


  The food quieted ’em down. Even Reese. By the time he served himself and sat cross-legged on the ground, tin plate balanced cowboy-style on his calves, silence pervaded the camp. Glancing around, he found each man’s eyes trained on his own plate. No one spoke. No one rose for coffee. Every drover was pacified by succulent roast beef and garlic-flavored potatoes. Reese’s ire began to abate. He couldn’t fire her till after breakfast, anyhow. Henry Morgan was the first to speak.


  “What’d you do to these taters, ma’am?” Henry questioned of a sudden. Known as Professor for the books he packed in his saddlebags, Henry was one of the two seasoned point men Reese felt fortunate to have hired. “I’ll be a monkey’s uncle, if my ol’ grandmammy didn’t cook ’em the same way back in Mississip.”


  “Thank you, Professor.” Andie spoke lightly, with a trace of humility in her voice that Reese instantly admired. “It’s an old family recipe from Virginia. If we get our herd in ahead of the competition, I’ll be delighted to share it with you.”


  Our herd? Reese cast a wary glance around the seated cowboys to see how they took that. Most of them were so busy cleaning their plates, they hadn’t heard. Or, they chose not to react—for the moment, he cautioned himself.


  More praise was quick in coming when Andie passed the biscuits. The kid followed his ma carryin’ a tub of butter. Real butter. On a trail drive they settled for sorghum with a little bacon grease stirred in. Hellfire! Had she spent all his money on tender meat and cow’s butter?


  The wagon had appeared well-stocked. But was it? Did she know how far it was from one supply station to the next? Did she know how to stretch groceries to fit the distance? Did she know anything except how to cook?


  And how to set a man’s world to spinnin’?


  With her dark hair pinned up, he hadn’t missed the delicate line of her nape, nor for that matter, the graceful way she gestured with slender fingers. It took a man’s full attention to keep from imagining those fingers runnin’ across his chest at night, or his own, snakin’ up the soft skin on her neck.


  Uncomfortably, Reese realized he wasn’t the only man among them to have noticed Andie’s attributes, even though most of said attributes were hidden beneath billowing apron and swaying skirts. He watched Tom Lovejoy watch her pass the biscuits.


  Reese didn’t mind that Lover charmed the ladies at every stop from South Texas to Kansas, as long as he did his job. Possessed of boyish good looks and what Reese had heard one girl refer to as eyes that looked like bluebonnets sparklin’ with dew, Tom Lovejoy was the best point man in the business. And two good points were essential to the success of this drive. Like Andie said, Reese had hired the best, experts in their fields to a man of them:


  Lover and Professor at point; four swing riders—Pop and Monte to the north, and Woody and Dink on the south; bringing up the rear, the three Tahlman brothers—Gimpy, Grumpy, and Goosey—rode drag. These were men who knew how to trail twenty-five hundred cattle ten miles a day, while the herd thought it was out for a morning stroll. With these men, his cattle should gain weight, and, by turn, his pocketbook. Every trail boss to follow would envy him.


  Reese had thought of everything. At least, he tried. He hired two skilled young drovers for the lowliest job, horse wrangler: Night Hawk for night duty and Hank Sawyer for day shift; the wrangler off-duty would help Cookie set up and break camp. With them to do most of the dirty work, Cookie could concentrate on preparing meals. And last, but most important of all to the success of a drive, Reese had hired an expert camp cook: the man who baked those damned lemon pies at Kipp’s.


  One by one the men scraped their dishes and tossed them in the wrecking pan beneath the lid, then returned to sit around the fire. As planned, Hank helped Andie wash the dishes. Not as planned, Reese thought. Some man she turned out to be.


  When the dishes were dried and stored in cubbyholes, Andie enlisted Hank and that kid of hers to help turn the wagon tongue toward the North Star, a necessary duty of the cook, for it provided the trail boss with the next day’s heading, come daylight; afterward, she placed a lighted lantern on the tongue to guide the guards back to camp in the black of night. Hell, she knew all the right answers. Made all the right moves.


  Before retiring to her tepee, she called to the men in general, “’Night, everyone. Eat all those cakes. I don’t want a crumb left in the morning. They’ll draw ants.”


  Left to sit around the fire with his men, Reese watched her go, but his thoughts were far from the harness he mended. When she lit a lantern inside the tepee, his imagination began to play havoc with his brain, so he turned his attention to the campsite. To a man of them, his cowhands were busy eating the best dang sour cream pound cake a man could ever ask for, prepared by a cook that would be the envy of every trail boss in Texas, if she weren’t—


  Again Grumpy was first to complain. “Dangit, boss, a woman’s about as welcome on a cattle drive as a skunk at a church social.”


  “I’d say she smells a mite sweeter,” Tom Lovejoy observed. “And she looks…hmmm, makes a man wonder what’s underneath that canvas apron…don’t it, son!”


  Reese shook his head in agony. Goosey tuned up his fiddle.


  “She’ll sure as shootin’ cramp our style,” Monte allowed.


  “Ain’t that true?” Dink added. “I’ve been savin’ up tales all winter. I won’t be able to tell a one of ’em with a lady in camp.”


  “You oughta learn cleaner tales,” Weasel, called Pop, contended.


  “Says you, Pop. You fixin’ to clean up your language?”


  “What’s wrong with my goddam language?”


  Reese joined the cowboys’ whoops, if a bit feebly.


  “Your language’d light a fire of wet cowchips,” Woody allowed.


  “Hell, Pop, you’re the only man I know’s been run outta Rosie’s Pleasure Palace for unfit language. How you figure on keepin’ your mouth clean around a real lady for two months?”


  “Or any of us. Hellfire, boss. ’Fore we reach Wichita we’ll be explodin’ like a pot of boilin’ Pecos strawberries.”


  Rising to his feet, Reese took the poker and banked coals around the pot of fresh coffee Andie had put on for the night guard. “Which one of you’s offerin’ to trade in his cow pony for the chuck wagon and mules?”


  The grumblers fell silent.


  “I take responsibility for her bein’ a woman,” he told them. “I shouldn’t have hired a cook sight unseen. So, I’ll let you fellers have your say, an’ when we take a vote, I’ll abide by your wishes. But let me say somethin’ first. You know how important this drive is to me. Hell, I was born and raised on that Matthews spread. It’s like home, even if my pa was only the foreman. I’d give my eyeteeth to own that ranch, and now that he’s decided to sell, Mister Matthews has given me first chance to buy it. If I don’t come up with the money by midsummer, he’s puttin’ it on the market an’ takin’ the highest offer.” Reese scanned the men.


  “So I took a gamble,” he continued, “on you boys. Each of you is the best there is, and I’m payin’ double wages. Oh, you’ll earn ’em, no doubt about it. I intend to work you into a lather an’ send you out again ’fore you’ve dried off good. Workin’ that hard, I figured you’d need the best grub this side of your mama’s kitchen table. So, we have a decision to make tonight. Way I see it, there’re two choices. We keep Miz Dushane. You had a taste of her cookin’, should be enough to judge her by. Or we send her back to town in the morning and handle the cookin’ chores ourselves.”


  A groan passed around camp, ending with a sour note from Goosey’s fiddle.


  “If you choose to send her back,” Reese added, “we can try to pick up a cook at Red River Station.”


  “Only hands at Red River is them that’s so sorry no one can git along with ’em,” Woody observed.


  “On the other hand,” Reese added, “if we keep her, and she doesn’t work out, we can always let her off at Red River.”


  “Hell, that’s rough territory for a lady.”


  Reese shrugged. “It’s where you get rid of incompetent help. I’ll tell you boys again, I’m gettin’ into Wichita ahead of the crowd, whatever it takes. If you can’t stand havin’ a woman in camp, let me hear it now.”


  “It’ll be a hassle.”


  “You’ll have to keep her from usin’ up all the water.”


  “An’ makin’ us feel like schoolkids.”


  Tom Lovejoy glanced up from a cigarette he was rolling. “Way I see things…” He paused, swiped a long wet line along one edge of the paper with his tongue, then carefully folded the opposite edge over it and stuck them together.


  Reese stroked one side of his mustache, waiting.


  “Andie Dushane’s not only a good cook, she’s a looker,” Tom observed at length. “She’ll add a touch o’ home to the monotony we’re fixin’ to impose upon ourselves.”


  “And another notch on your—” Monte’s attempt to rib Lover was cut short by Reese’s explosive,


  “That’s reason enough to send her packin’, right there! I don’t have time to ride herd over a bunch of lustin’ drovers. If we take her along, she’ll be treated with the same respect we’d show our mamas.”


  Lover struck a wooden match on the sole of his boot. “She don’t look nothin’ like my mama.”


  “Not mine, neither,” Dink added with a laugh.


  “That settles it. First thing tomorrow, she goes—”


  “You heathens listen up!” Young Jordan jumped from the wagon where instead of sleeping, he must have been eavesdropping. All eyes followed the frail youngster who ran to stand beside the trail boss. “I’m here to protect my ma.”


  Grins spread across the men’s faces. Undaunted, the kid continued. “Ever one of you better keep your filthy hands and eyes to yourselves—I mean, all except Mister Catlin.”


  It took a minute for the boy’s meaning to register, and when it did, Reese felt like someone had waylaid him with the blister end of a shovel. “You connivin’ little…” His eyes flew from Jordan’s innocent expression to the tepee set in the distance. His mouth fell open. Sonofabitch! Would this nightmare never end?


  Andie Dushane was preparing for bed; at least he hoped that was her intention, for she stood, bent at the waist, head down, brushing her hair in long, graceful strokes. He knew that’s what she was doing, for her movements, along with every gentle curve of her body, were silhouetted by the glow of the lantern that rendered the canvas transparent.


  Hoodwinked? Dang if he hadn’t been, and not just by the old man and the boy from the looks of things. So they thought to catch him in a matchmakin’ scheme, huh? Well, it wouldn’t work. It would take more than a connivin’ old man, a schemin’ widder-woman, an’ a fibbin’ kid to wrestle him into a double harness.


  If he didn’t need a cook worse’n a muleskinner needed a bath, he’d send ’em packin’ and good riddance.


  But he did need a cook. And he could take care of himself; hadn’t he evaded double harnesses before? Hell, their little plot didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in a Texas heatwave.


  But halfway to the tepee to upbraid Andie for revealing herself in the lantern light, Reese began to wish for a snowstorm, himself. Halfway there he realized that only part of the heat sizzling inside him came from anger.


  II


  “Haaaw, Bessie Mae! Heee, Bertha Jane!” Two weeks later Andie had settled into the routine of the trail drive, determined to see the job through, in spite of Jordan’s matchmaking and Reese Catlin’s belief that she was part of the scheme. Jordan, she had reprimanded, with as much success as one could expect from a nine-year-old who was trying to marry off his ma.


  Reese was a different story. She had found neither the opportunity nor the courage to explain to him that she hadn’t known about or encouraged or approved of the wretched scheme. In truth, she never wanted to think about it again, but she did want him to know she wasn’t out to catch a husband, namely him.


  “Haaaw!” She cracked the whip across the rumps of the mules Night Hawk had hitched earlier, before climbing up in the wagon to catch his forty winks. The heavy wheels lumbered out of camp, pulling the cumbersome wagon over the prairie; she steered the team in a wide arc around the grazing herd.


  Before her, the rising sun glistened from dew-sprinkled grass. Already a morning’s work was behind her, and a full day’s worth awaited ahead. Jordan sat on the wagon seat, prattling, the one member of the crew who never seemed to tire.


  “Grumpy said I could, Ma.”


  “It’s Mister Tahlman, Jordan. How many times do I have to tell you? You must address your elders with respect, even on a trail drive.”


  “Then there’d be three Mister Tahlmans and that would be confusing. Can’t I call him Uncle Grumpy?”


  Andie sighed. She still wasn’t certain she had made the best decision. Indeed, more often than not, she questioned her reasons for not returning home and taking the job at Long’s Cafe.


  Oh, her major reason, the money Reese would pay at the end of the trail, remained the same. She needed the money.


  But from that first night when he stormed into her tent and demanded she blow out her lantern, she had sensed that money would not be the only factor in her decision to stay or return home.


  Memories of their encounter shimmered in the crisp morning air, taking her back to that night in the tepee. The emotions she felt then assailed her now—embarrassment at Jordan’s outburst, fear of losing this job, guilt at her own runaway senses.


  She hadn’t realized Reese Catlin was so handsome, nor so large. She saw him yet, in her mind’s eye, filling her little tepee, lantern light playing on his bronzed skin and glistening from the anger in his brown eyes.


  But more than his anger, it was the fascination in his eyes that held her mesmerized. He had stood like a moth drawn to the light, gazing at her as though he had never seen a woman in a dressing gown before. And she let him look, as though she had never been admired before. Later, plagued by guilt, she tried to rationalize. It had been so long, so very long. Later still Samuel’s delirious pleas haunted her dreams. Don’t leave me, Andie. Don’t leave me alone.


  Now, two miserable weeks later, recalling the indecent way she had stood there, still as a dewdrop on a trembling leaf, the guilt of that encounter remained fresh as an open wound.


  It lasted mere moments, before Reese finally found his tongue and ordered her to extinguish her lantern. She had quickly regained control. “I’ll thank you to get out of my tent, and stay out, Mister Catlin.”


  When he neither budged nor spoke, she became wary. Had he come to send her away in the middle of the night? Had Jordan’s scheme lost her this job?


  “We’ve decided to try you out,” he told her.


  Relief, though sweet, was short-lived.


  “But I won’t have you sashayin’ in front of the boys, or showin’ yourself—”


  “Showing myself?” Embarrassment gave way to anguish. “If you think I—”


  “It isn’t what I think, ma’am. It’s those cowboys sittin’ out there watchin’ you brush your hair. I’m ready to protect a lady’s honor with my life, but I don’t hanker to have to shoot my own cowboys, leastways not before we get this herd to Wichita.”


  “Oh!” She had extinguished the lantern with an angry puff. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “I just did.” Apparently believing the matter settled, he backed out of the dark tepee. She charged after him.


  “Mister Catlin.” She stopped inside the open flap, inadvertently, catching his eye.


  “Reese,” he corrected.


  She shrank at the personal request. The nerve of him! “Everyone addresses the trail boss—”


  “Everyone except the cook. Trail boss and cook are on equal footin’. Since you’ve decided to stay, we’d best be showin’ the boys who the bosses are.” He turned to leave. “’Night, Andie.”


  She steamed. Pigheadedness was her least favorite male trait. “What makes you think I’ve decided to stay?” That stopped him in his tracks. Turning, he quirked an eyebrow.


  “We decided to try you out.”


  “I know what you decided. I heard it all, including Grumpy comparing me to a skunk at a church social.”


  “Don’t go gettin’ riled; he didn’t mean any harm.”


  “I’m not riled. I told you earlier, I have no desire to stay where I’m unwanted.”


  Although she stood inside the darkened tepee, Reese was in full view with moonlight playing on the broad planes of his face. Again, his eyes took her in, and the perusal jolted her, for in it she saw want of a far different kind than she had intended.


  Oh, he believed Jordan’s story, she could tell. Skepticism tightened the fine lines around his eyes. But thinking her a hussy out to catch a husband hadn’t checked the physical need she saw reflected in his eyes. Saw and, Lord help her, responded to.


  Uncle Kipp had called Reese Catlin respectable. In that intense, sensual moment she sensed something in him that was wild. Still, for the life of her, she could only stand there and savor the pleasure of being admired by this determined, pigheaded, and yes, too-handsome, man.


  Against her better judgement, she acquiesced. She needed the money. But even then, she retained enough sense to realize that if she were to remain with this drive, it must be on her own terms.


  “All right, Reese Catlin, I’ll try you out. I won’t sashay or otherwise flaunt myself in front of the cowboys; to be truthful, I consider it an insult that anyone would accuse me of such behavior. And you will not put me out at Red River.”


  “Now, Andie—”


  “Jordan has relations in Fort Worth. If things aren’t working out, we will leave the drive there. You can prorate my pay.”


  His grin befitted a man who had just won at faro. “If you last to Fort Worth, I reckon you’ll have earned it all.”


  Jordan’s voice penetrated Andie’s reverie, calling her back to the wagon. “Uncle Grumpy says a boy my age should be ridin’ herd. He says when he was nine he was already fendin’ for hisself.”


  “Himself, Jordan.”


  “Anyhow, he said he’d teach me how to ride drag.”


  “No.”


  “Please, Ma.”


  “No.”


  “Here comes Mister Catlin. I’ll ask him.”


  A rider galloped toward them from the north. Even from the distance, she recognized Reese. How quickly one learned! Aggravated with herself, she cracked the whip, startling the mules. “You will not ask him to let you ride drag, Jordan. Don’t make me regret coming on this drive.”


  “You won’t regret it, Ma. Uncle Pop says Mister Catlin’s gonna be howlin’ round your tepee any night now.”


  Andie turned stricken eyes to her son. “What?”


  “Uncle Pop says—”


  “Oh, Jordan. What did I get us into? More specifically, what did you and Uncle Kipp get me into?”


  “Nothin’ you won’t like better’n a hog likes slop.”


  “Jordan!”


  “That’s what Uncle Gimpy said.”


  “The cowboys…” She cast an eye back to the sleeping figure of Night Hawk, then lowered her voice. “They’re talking about Mister Catlin and me?” She watched Reese approach the wagon, wishing she could crawl under the seat and disappear.


  “Don’t let it ruffle your feathers, Ma. That’s what Uncle—”


  “Ruffle my feathers, my eye!” Embarrassed to her toes, Andie pulled the team to a halt and awaited Reese’s directions to the noon camp. Did he know what the cowboys were saying?


  These meetings had become a daily ritual. Reese left camp immediately after breakfast, while the cowboys caught up their morning mounts and moved the herd out slowly, allowing the cattle to graze if the buffalo grass was dry enough. With the dishes finished, she drove the wagon alongside the herd, until Reese returned with directions to the noon site. Afterward, he rejoined the herd, and Andie, Jordan, and Night Hawk proceeded to the new camp, where they set up and she prepared a hot meal.


  Amazingly, given the misunderstanding that brought them together, she was comfortable with Reese. Or had been. She had looked on these meetings as a respite from the grueling work that took up most of her waking hours. In large part, she knew, Reese himself made this possible. Since that first night, he had kept their relationship strictly professional.


  Now, with the cowboys’ talk, all that was ruined. She couldn’t even meet his eye this morning.


  “Hidee, Mister Catlin.”


  “Howdy, Jordan. Andie.”


  From the corner of her eye Andie watched him remove his Stetson and wipe his brow with his sleeve, motions she could see with her eyes closed, they had become so familiar.


  “Camp’s six or seven miles ahead,” he told her. “Along the Concho River.” After she repeated the directions, another part of their daily ritual, he turned to the boy who eagerly hung on his every word. “Jordan, I want you to help Night Hawk fill the water barrel from the river before we pull out.”


  “Yahoo! Thanks, Mister Catlin. Wait’ll you see what my ma’s fixin’ for dinner. It’s a real tummy-tickler.”


  Aghast, Andie glanced at Reese. His jaws were clenched; those fine lines around his eyes had tightened.


  He knew what the cowboys were saying!


  When he continued, his tone was brusque. “Once you get past the herd, Andie, wake up Night Hawk.”


  “He needs his sleep,” she argued, determined, in spite of the situation, to defend her right to control the wagon and its occupants.


  “Do as I say,” Reese shot back. “When you move out ahead of the herd, I want him sittin’ on that bench with his eyes peeled.”


  Trepidation shot through her. “Is there trouble?”


  “I cut the trail of a couple of fellers headed west on shod horses. Followed ’em a piece. They appeared to be leavin’ the country, but it won’t do to take chances.”


  She relented. “You win.”


  He shrugged in a pigheaded way that called for a retort, but before she could think of one, he continued pleasantly, “It’s a fine campsite with good grazing. Since we’re ahead of schedule, an’ the boys need a rest, we’ll stay there till tomorrow morning.”


  Overjoyed, self-consciousness fled. “Three meals in one place?”


  “Thought you might take a likin’ to that.”


  She sat motionless, soaking in the warmth of his smile, while a rare giddiness gripped her. “I have so many things to do around camp,” she babbled. “There’s never enough time—”


  “Likewise.” His gaze focused on her lips. He touched his hat brim and sunk spurs. “Ma’am.”


  “What’d he mean by that?” Jordan wanted to know.


  “By what?” Still in a dither, she stared after Reese.


  “What he said, Ma? Likewise. What’s that mean?”


  “It means…” She cracked the whip and headed the team north. “That he has unfinished business around camp, too.”


  “What kind of business?”


  “Oh, you know. Mending harnesses, oiling saddles, washing clothes.” But somewhere deep inside her unwanted expectations began to build. Angrily she reminded herself that she was not a giddy schoolgirl looking for a beau, but a widow with the memory of a beloved husband to honor and a strong-willed son to raise in his pa’s image. She had no time for dalliances. And nothing awaited her at the next camp but another day of backbreaking work.


  As it turned out, she was right, with one exception. After dinner Reese had a surprise. On his way back to the herd, he stopped at the lid where she washed dishes. The biggest part of the surprise was that he stopped at all, for he had avoided her throughout the meal. A couple of times she had caught him studying her, but it was with a distracted look that told her little.


  Except that he surely knew what the cowboys were saying.


  Now he kept the width of the lid between them and his eyes on his Stetson. “A stray calf took up with us a few days back. What say I get Monte to butcher it for you?”


  She watched him study his hat. “Fine.”


  “How’d you want the meat cut?”


  Surprised he would consider her opinion, she gathered her wits. “We can have steaks tonight; I’ll use some for breakfast; and the rest…save the entrails for, uh, son of…uh…stew.”


  Son-of-a-bitch stew was a staple around a cow camp. Uncle Kipp claimed it contained nutrients not readily available on a trail drive in any other form.


  That got Reese’s attention. Caught off guard, he grinned and slapped his hat against his thigh. “The boys’re gonna have a hard time callin’ it by name in front of a lady.”


  The word lady rolled off his tongue like a caress. When Andie caught herself focusing on his mustache, she glanced down at the dish in her hand. Then it came to her. She could kill two birds with one stone. As cook, again according to Uncle Kipp, she could change the name of that stew. “I understand it’s the cook’s prerogative to call it after anyone she wants.”


  “You bet. Long as it’s after an enemy.” He challenged her with quirked eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’re claimin’ to have an enemy.” At ease like that, he was disarmingly handsome.


  “I certainly do.” She was more than ready to set the record straight. “I’ll call it Uncle Kipp Stew.” She watched him consider her meaning.


  “Remind me not to get on your bad side,” he said at length. But instead of the understanding she had hoped for, skepticism tightened the lines around his brown eyes and wariness filmed the gaze he drilled into her before she looked away.


  Reese Catlin was one pigheaded man! If he wanted to believe she was so desperate for a husband she would put herself through the rigors of a trail drive to catch one, that was his problem. She didn’t need his approval, only the three hundred dollars he would owe her in Wichita—or Fort Worth.


  Andie had two objectives for the afternoon, which she intended to tackle with heart and soul—and mind. If she concentrated on her work, surely she could keep Reese Catlin off her mind. Away from him, her brain cleared and she recognized the perfidious nature of her problem—physical attraction, which she had no intention of allowing to get out of hand. She was, after all, a widow and a mother with an obligation to honor her dead husband and to rear her son accordingly.


  But let Reese come within shouting distance and reason deserted her, leaving her with a tingling in her stomach and breathless anticipation in her chest. Neither was appropriate; both she vowed to conquer with an afternoon of hard work.


  Her first objective, to fix bear sign, the cowboy’s term for doughnuts, required that she set the dough to rise early. That done, she undertook her second mission—freshening the chuck wagon. The cowboys’ wagon sheets and blankets, which they wrapped around their extra—make that dirty—clothes smelled to high heaven.


  Everything wouldn’t get dry by nightfall, so she decided to tackle the clothing first. Climbing into the wagon, she began tossing bedrolls down to the boys.


  “You can’t do that, ma’am,” Night Hawk objected.


  “You didn’t learn as much as I would have thought in three years up the trail,” she observed with a smile.


  “What’d you mean?”


  She pitched him another bedroll. “The cook can do whatever she deems necessary for the welfare of her charges.”


  Night Hawk eyed the bedrolls. “Charges or not, them boys ain’t gonna take kindly to you messin’ with their clothes.”


  She pitched a bedroll down to Jordan. “They have mothers, don’t they?”


  “Far’s I know, ma’am.”


  She tossed him another set of bedding. “Their mothers must have washed their clothing.”


  “I reckon.” By this time Night Hawk staggered beneath the weight. Andie jumped to the ground, picked up a wooden box filled with bar soap, and headed for the river, beckoning the two wide-eyed boys to follow.


  Jordan struggled along on one side, Night Hawk on the other, the latter muttering, “Do what you like, ma’am, but I’m tellin’ you, they ain’t gonna like it.”


  She did what she liked, rather, what she thought best. In order not to mix up the clothes, she spread each bedroll beneath a tree or bush where she could hang that man’s clothing.


  “The boys like to choose their own sleepin’ spots,” Night Hawk fretted.


  “They can move their bedrolls later. I’m more concerned about not mixing up their clothes.”


  Night Hawk shook his head. “A passel of things’re fixin’ to get mixed up, ma’am, but it’s your funeral.”


  An hour later, she stood with hands to aching back, surveying her handiwork—holey socks and long johns, most of which cried for a mender’s needle, flapped in the breeze beside shirts and britches. Another day perhaps she would find time to mend.


  “Jordan, you and Night Hawk take the wagon down to the river and fill the water barrel, like Mister Catlin said.”


  “Sure thing, Ma.”


  “Sure thing,” Night Hawk muttered. “I don’t hanker to be around when the boys ride in an’ see their unmentionables bared to the world.”


  Andie laughed. “Everything will be dry and rolled in the bedrolls before they return.”


  Reese spurred his horse, propelled toward camp by an eagerness he didn’t quite understand. He told himself he was concerned about those fellers whose trail he had cut earlier, but that wasn’t necessarily the case, and he knew it. Those tracks had beat a steady path west. If it hadn’t been for Andie and the kid, he wouldn’t have given them another thought.


  If it hadn’t been for Andie…Everything he did these days revolved around that woman. He argued that he would be as preoccupied with any cook, since grub was important to his success. But that wasn’t entirely true. Ordinarily he would have left Cookie to fend for himself against travelers or out of work drovers who might or might not be ridin’ the grub line.


  He tried to ignore the fact that she was out to catch a husband, and in that he had been partially successful. To his good fortune she had turned out to be one heck of a trail cook. She kept things running at a clipped pace, the way he liked. No lollygaggin’ around. She was up at three in the morning without so much as a yawn that he’d seen; she had breakfast ready in a little over an hour, called the boys, and had them in the saddle by sunup. She prepared dinner with the same dispatch, with never a grumble. And at supper she was a delight to behold.


  Who would have suspected havin’ a woman around camp could make such a difference? Oh, the boys groused some at having to clean up their language and curtail their tall tales, but each and every one of ’em was more relaxed and easier going than Reese had ever seen a bunch of cowboys.


  She had even made a difference in him. At the start of this drive, red-hot determination stewed in his gut; now, he worked day by day as hard as he ever had, but dang if he didn’t accomplish more. And at the end of the day, he returned to camp, not filled with anxiety to be on the trail, but with anticipation of what he would find—a delicious meal hot and ready, served by a woman who was every bit as tempting. Not that he was about to get himself caught in her noose.


  Reese was mildly surprised that he found her company so enjoyable, knowing she was planning the demise of his bachelorhood. He put that down to his ability to make the best of any situation. He needed Andie on this drive. So why not grin and bear it?


  Of course, he didn’t intend to grin where anyone could see him. Cowboys were relentless to a fault at bedevilin’ a feller. He may be attracted to her, but he dang sure didn’t have to let on in front of the boys.


  He had tried to get her off his mind, but so far he hadn’t been successful at that, either. Images of that night in the tepee taunted him—her curly black hair brushed to a glow, her two mounded breasts jutting from a white muslin nightshirt. The rest was pure imagination, but Reese was good at that.


  Actually, he figured he might be a better hand at imagining than at performing. He hadn’t been seriously involved with a woman since Cynthia Roland, a little affair that ended abruptly when her pa discovered Reese to be the son of the Double M Ranch foreman, rather than of the rancher who owned the spread. Reese figured he stepped over a snake with that one.


  Afterward he heeded Mister Matthews’s advice not to let a female distract him from his primary goal in life—to become a rancher in his own right. Henceforth, he had limited his romances to dancing with local girls at barn dances and infrequent visits to trail-town bordellos, none of which had entered his mind since two weeks ago, when he rode into camp and discovered that he had hired Andie Dushane to do his cooking.


  She was preoccupied with supper when he arrived, bending over the fire, a lid in one hand, a long-handled spoon in the other. Her skirts bustled up behind her, her waist curved in, and her breasts pressed down against the taut apron bib. Loose black curls had escaped her bun and wisped enticingly against her nape. It hit him then that she was as dedicated to her work as he was to his.


  They were alike in that. Was that what drew him to her? Of course, they were poles apart in a major way: She was out to catch a husband, and he intended to sidestep every loop cast his way.


  She turned when he stepped down from the saddle, and the unguarded welcome in her prairie green eyes set his spurs to jangling. Try as he did to see a scheming woman in their depths, he had yet to get past their startling beauty.


  He faked composure. “See any sign of those two fellers I told you about?”


  She shook her head. “Did Monte butcher the calf?”


  “He’ll be along directly.” Crossing to the fire, Reese took a pot hook, lifted a lid, and dipped a spoonful of frijole juice. His taste buds thought sure they’d died and gone to heaven. “Mighty fine.” Awkward as a spring colt and determined to conceal it, he glanced around camp. “Did the boys take the wagon down to the river?”


  “Yes, they—”


  Then he saw them. “Son of biscuit eater!” For a moment, he was certain his mind was playing tricks on him. What the devil was that flappin’—“What in tarnation are the boys’ long johns doin’…” His words trailed off. “What’re my…” His gaze flew to Andie’s innocent expression.


  “I was glad to have time to wash, Reese; those clothes had begun to smell up the wagon. Next time I’ll do the bedding.”


  Exasperation flashed through him with the heat of a July Sunday. “Next time, hell! How’d you figure the boys are gonna feel, you handlin’ their…their…” When he met her luminous green eyes, the heat inside him leaped into flame.


  Confounded woman! Handling his long johns…His loins throbbed at the thought; he glanced back at the bush, as for confirmation. She had done it, all right. There they hung for all the world to see, holey knee and all. Flappin’ in the breeze.


  “Dangit, Andie, you shouldn’t’ve…” Her green eyes held him, beckoned him, promised him…The earth rocked beneath his feet. His heart felt like it might beat itself out.


  By the time he regained his senses, his hands were two inches from her shoulders. He froze. He had reached for her. His lips trembled. He had almost kissed her. He staggered backwards. Lordy! He almost played right into her scheming hands.


  “I’ll find the boys,” he mumbled, turning toward the river even as he spoke. “Help them with the…” On trembling legs he headed for the river. For safety. Freedom.


  Andie watched him go, mortified to her toes by her reaction to this man. And by his to her. He had almost kissed her! She had seen it in his eyes, the want, the intent. Mesmerized, she had watched him consider holding her, kissing her. A familiar, but long-forgotten yearning glowed shamefully in her stomach. She pressed both hands against her fluttering heart. He had almost kissed her and she hadn’t made one move to stop him. Would she have? Could she have?


  Monte arrived then with the slaughtered beef, and she set to work, grateful to have steaks to fry and meat to hang out to cool in the night air.


  Come morning, she would wrap the fresh meat in cheesecloth and pack it on the wagon bed beneath a tarp. That should keep it a couple of days. Gradually her emotional equilibrium returned. Andie was good at that, stuffing her emotions back in a corner of her mind, putting on a tranquil face. But not any better than the cowboys, she discovered.


  Monte was the first, after Reese, to see the clothes flapping from bushes around camp. After a couple of frowns and a shrug, he thanked her for doing his laundry and rolled his clothes and put them away wet. If she hadn’t been busy chastising herself for having almost kissed Reese Catlin, she might have been more concerned about the cowboys’ exposed unmentionables. As it was, she had enough on her mind without succumbing to guilt over something that had needed doing in the first place.


  While she fried the steaks, Reese and the boys returned with the wagon. Reese put his clothes away, too, avoiding the campfire and lid as though they were located on the outer rim of Hades.


  Pop arrived next, snaking in a load of firewood. At sight of the longjohns, his face flushed hot as the fire for which he was so ready to provide fuel.


  The others drifted in then—Goosey, who was always quick to help turn the wagon after supper; Woody and Dink, who fought nightly over who would grind coffee for her.


  Watching them flush and fidget, the guilt she felt over almost kissing Reese took its rightful place behind her regret for embarrassing these men. In two weeks, they had accepted her with a grace she would never have dreamed possible, given their shaky beginning. She had known they were hesitant to wash their own clothes, but she put it down to the chore itself, woman’s work, rather than a desire for privacy.


  The steaks, biscuits, and mustang grape jelly went a long way toward relaxing them, all except Grumpy.


  “Beats me how womenfolk get to be so nosy,” he grumbled. “Never knowd a one who’d leave a man to rest in peace.” He stuffed his clean clothes down in his bedroll, and after supper, he poured a second cup of coffee at the fire and told Andie, “Next time I’ll do my own washin’, thank you, ma’am.”


  Reese sat back against a tree, stroking his mustache and watching Andie fend for herself. Even though she avoided him with obvious ease, he couldn’t help looking at her. And liking what he saw. And wishing he had gone ahead and kissed her and gotten it over with. Hell, he’d been wanting to for two weeks now, ever since he burst into her tepee and looked into those innocent green eyes, and…


  But that was the problem. She wasn’t innocent; she was scheming, casting with a narrow loop, her sights set on him. And, by damn, he wasn’t gettin’ himself lassoed. Not by her, not by any woman. He learned early and well that an isolated ranch was no place for a woman.


  His own ma died young, overworked by a well-meaning, but ignorant husband, and Reese’s pa had grieved until the day they carried him to his own grave.


  Mister Matthews’s wife hadn’t died, she picked up stakes and ran off. Matthews’s reaction was opposite of Reese’s pa’s.


  “Good riddance!” he’d told his foreman. Matthews maintained that for a man to be a rancher of any note, he had to shy away from a double harness, and Reese intended to be the best dang rancher in Texas. But one kiss? What harm could one little kiss do?


  As though she heard his thoughts, Andie glanced his way. Their gazes held; Reese began to feel like a too-tight saddle cinch had a stranglehold on his chest. She turned away first, but not before telltale blotches sprouted on her cheeks.


  When their gazes collided, Andie’s heart raced out of control. She had felt him watching her all evening, but until she met his eyes, she hadn’t known what he was thinking. Now she knew. His heated expression was hot enough to sizzle the grease in which she fried bear sign.


  No man had ever looked at her that way—except Samuel. No man had ever set her head to reeling and her heart to racing this way—except Samuel.


  Samuel, her husband. Samuel, who had loved her long and well. Samuel, to whom she owed loyalty and honor and respect. She couldn’t let him lie in that cold grave while she carried on with another man. She wouldn’t.


  Finished with the bear sign, she emptied them in a crock and tossed them with sugar and cinnamon. “Wait until they cool,” she called to the group, “then help yourselves.”


  “Told you they wouldn’t like it none,” Night Hawk observed, heading for the horse herd. “Save some bear sign for me.”


  She worked quickly, anxious to finish her chores and retire before her distress over offending these men turned to guilt, before she inadvertently met Reese’s gaze again.


  Hank and Jordan helped her wash dishes, like other nights, and Goosey helped turn the wagon tongue toward the North Star, but the silence around camp was anything but ordinary. Although Dink ground coffee, it was without arguing with Woody. Andie wondered whether the men had flipped for the chore, and Dink lost. The peppermint stick wrapped inside each Arbuckles package likely wasn’t enough pay for the embarrassment she had caused. Somehow, Andie vowed, she would make it up to them. Somehow—in addition to never touching their clothes again.


  She was so engrossed in finishing her chores without drawing attention to herself, that when Tom Lovejoy stepped around the back of the wagon, he startled her.


  “Tom! What—?”


  His blue eyes danced with mischief. “Any lady who’d wash the smelly ol’ clothes of a dozen smelly men deserves something sweet.” With a flourish, he produced a bouquet of wildflowers.


  “Why, Tom…” She buried her nose in the flowers, then cast about to find a jug to put them in. That’s when she saw Reese.


  He jumped to his feet and headed for the chuckbox with long strides. “What in tarnation’re you doin’, Lovejoy, traipsin’ around out there in the dark? You want t’ frighten the dang herd?”


  Tom grinned. “Figured someone oughta thank Cookie for her trouble. Why, she washed our clothes, an’ cooked us big steaks, an’ fried up a batch of bear sign.” He dipped into the crock of hot doughnuts, pulled one out, and took a bite. “Man alive!” His face beamed with delight. “If these things won’t satisfy a sweet tooth, son…” Draping his free arm around Andie’s shoulders, he grinned at Reese. “I figure I know somethin’ that will.”


  Reese’s eyes spit fire. “Tom Lovejoy, if you don’t want to lose your job in the next two minutes, unhand our cook.”


  His anger took Andie by surprise. “Tom didn’t mean—” Reese ignored her.


  “I’ve been waitin’ for you to make some damn fool move like this. For the last time, unhand our cook.”


  Andie ducked out of Tom’s embrace. “Time for me to turn in.”


  But Tom wasn’t through. Adding insult to injury he winked at her. “Don’t let an ornery ol’ trail boss scare you, Cookie, you’ve got as much say so around here as him.”


  Andie cast a wary eye to Reese, who glared at Tom; she looked to Tom, who exuded mischief. Eager to escape this standoff, she called to the group in general, “The bear sign are cool now. Come an’ get ’em.”


  Finally, in a gesture she later recognized as one of defiance, she picked up the wildflowers. Ignoring Reese, she smiled at Tom. “Thanks for the flowers, Tom. They’re beautiful.” When she headed for her tepee, inspiration struck.


  “They’re just a bunch of flowers,” Lovejoy objected to the disgruntled trail boss. “There’s plenty more where they came from. If it riles you for me to give ’em to her, go out an’ pick ’er a bunch, yourself.”


  “Mind your own damned business.” Reese knew he was acting the fool. He had known it all the way across camp, known it when he confronted Lovejoy, and he knew it now. But he couldn’t help himself. And when he got in a mood like this, it was time to make himself scarce.


  Tossing the dregs of his coffee in the fire, he swished his cup in the wrecking pan and dried it off. Behind him the men were beginning to return to normal, what with Andie out of sight.


  Goosey tuned up his fiddle with a melody that was a favorite of many a cowboy, “Green Grow the Lilacs.” Which was all right, until Gimpy and Grumpy broke out in song.


  
    Green grow the lilacs, all sparkling with dew,


    I’m lonely my darling, since parting with you.

  


  Reese ignored them, or tried to; Dink and Monte joined to finish the verse:


  
    I used to have a sweetheart, but now I have none,


    For she loves another one better than me.

  


  Reese headed for his bedroll. But he hadn’t taken two steps when Jordan approached him from the wagon tongue, where he had been watching Pop braid a rawhide reata by the lantern light.


  “Say, Mister Catlin…” The kid’s innocent voice gave no hint of bedevilment. “I’ve been wonderin’ ’bout something.”


  “What’s that?” Reese noticed how Jordan glanced back to Pop, but still he didn’t suspect a trap.


  “That harness you’ve been mending, sir? I wonder now, is it a double?”


  Reese blanched. Behind him, Tom Lovejoy whooped. The rest of the cowboys chimed in. All except the musicians, whose rendition of “Green Grow the Lilacs,” gained momentum.


  
    I passed my love’s window both early and late,


    The look that she gave me, it made my heart ache.

  


  Reese grew hot under the collar. Time he put a stop to this nonsense. “Come on, Jordan. Let’s you an’ me go for a little walk down by the river.”


  When they were out of earshot, he began by asking, “What happened to your pa, Jordan?” In typical fashion, the boy was ready with a mature account.


  “Doc Wilson never did know exactly what it was. Ma called it the fever. Pa just got weaker an’ weaker, till he couldn’t even climb up in his saddle. Finally he couldn’t get out of bed. Then, after quite a spell, he died.”


  “An’ your ma’s looking for a new husband?”


  “Oh, no sir. Truth is, she don’t want anyone new. She jumped all over me for what me an’ Uncle Kipp did. Why, I doubt she’ll ever speak to Uncle Kipp again. Me bein’ her son an’ all, I got off a tad lighter.”


  Reese considered the boy’s claim. Could it be true? Was Andie innocent of the scheme? Or was Jordan a first-rate con artist?


  “So, what is it, then? You lookin’ for a new pa?”


  “No, sir. Well, not really. I mean, I’d be happy to have a man around the place, but I’m the one looking for a husband for my ma. Me an’ Uncle Kipp.”


  Reese hadn’t expected such an honest reply. He squinted through the darkness to read Jordan’s expression. The kid was dead-serious, or appeared to be. Off to the side, the river lapped gently against the bank. In the distance, a bullfrog karoomped. Deep inside Reese, warning bells sounded. Jordan continued.


  “Ranchin’s almighty hard work for a woman, sir. I reckon It’s lonely for anybody, bein’ so far from neighbors an’ all. Ma needs someone, Mister Catlin. Other’n me. I hate seein’ her lonely.”


  Reese cleared his throat of a sudden obstruction. “So you picked me?”


  “Me an’ Uncle Kipp, yes sir, we did.”


  “I see. Well, Jordan, I’ll have to admit I’m flattered. Your ma’s as handsome a woman as I’ve seen, and you’re a fine boy. Any man I know would be honored to have you for a son. But these things are generally left to a man and a woman. To be honest, I’m not in the market for a wife. I’ve got a ranch to put together. Leastways, I hope I will have, once we get back from Wichita.”


  “You figuring on buying that ranch?” Jordan asked.


  Deciding his little sermon had produced the desired effect, Reese turned them toward the campfire. His mouth fairly watered for some of Andie’s bear sign.


  Jordan grabbed at a firefly and missed. “You think you’re gonna like livin’ out there all by yourself?”


  “I’ll like it. I’ve lived on that ranch most of my life, Jordan. I know what I’m getting into.”


  “Maybe so, sir. Then, again, maybe you’re gonna be as lonesome and miserable as Ma. A big ranch like that, with no woman to cook you sweet things or make your house smell fresh or dance around under the stars with you or give you the sweetest goodnight kisses this side of heaven.”


  Reese stumbled, caught his balance, and realized without being told that the boy’s sights were still set dead ahead—on him. On his freedom, anyhow. But what about Andie’s sights? Reese wasn’t so sure anymore. He cursed himself for a fool.


  Dance under the stars, huh?


  “Look, Mister Catlin! Ma’s flowers.”


  Reese glanced down to see that he had stumbled over a bedroll. Hell, Andie had scattered the dang things several rods across the prairie. Well, maybe not that far, but…


  Then he saw the flower. One long-stemmed daisy, lying at the head of the bedroll. He glanced right and left, and sure enough. She had distributed Lovejoy’s flowers among the cowboys. A flower on each bedroll. A hell of a way to apologize.


  Reaching his own bedding, he knelt on the ground and picked up the daisy, smelled it. Was Jordan right? Was he destined for a life of loneliness and misery?


  And was Jordan further right? Could a warm and sweet thing like Andie Dushane cure those ills?


  If he could have one wish tonight, it would be that Andie Dushane was not involved in her son’s matchmaking scheme. But who was he to believe? How would he ever know for sure? And dang him! Why did he care? He wasn’t in the market for a wife.


  In the days that followed, Reese tried to ignore the suggestion Jordan had planted in his brain, but he wasn’t very successful. Every time he looked at Andie he thought about the ranch he had coveted since childhood and dang if he didn’t feel a twinge of loneliness.


  Loneliness. That’s what women were supposed to feel. Men were loners, according to Mister Matthews.


  In the following weeks Reese spent less time in camp and more time wishing he were there. Andie filled his thoughts and his dreams and had become his biggest concern. He should have kissed her when he had the chance, he argued. Then it would be over and done with, and he could get back to worrying about making it to Wichita ahead of the crowd.


  “Make a list of supplies you need,” he advised her a couple of weeks later. He had ridden into camp early, after he finally came up with a real reason for talking to her, rather than the excuses that grew like weeds in his fertile imagination.


  At least he thought he had a reason until he lost his train of thought somewhere in the depths of her green eyes. “We’ll reach Fort Worth in a few days,” he finally managed to explain.


  He had caught her kneading dough, which she continued to do, as though unaffected by his presence. “Then it’s time for our discussion, Reese.”


  That knocked him for a loop. “Discussion? About what?” Had he been that easy to read?


  “Whether you intend to keep me on as cook all the way to Wichita. If not, Jordan and I might as well leave the herd at Fort Worth. It’d be a lot safer than Red River Station.”


  “Leave you?” Reese’s mind spun. He remembered the conversation, but it had taken place so long ago. A lifetime ago.


  Trail drives had a way of doing that to a feller. After a few weeks, the drive took on a life of its own. The outside world ceased to exist. Every drive was different; every drive had an atmosphere of its own.


  He studied the black-haired woman who was on his mind day and night these days. She was the atmosphere of this drive. Sweet, yet firm. Gentle, but in control. Undemanding, yet commanding the respect of every drover in camp. And that was before you even got to the myriad ways she fascinated and distracted him.


  “Dangit, Andie, we couldn’t make it to Wichita without you.”


  Her green eyes fired a slow burn inside him. “I hoped you would feel that way. This has been a rare experience. I feel, well, sort of responsible for the men.”


  He stroked one side of his mustache, watched her pinch off biscuits and put them in Dutch ovens. For the life of him he couldn’t think of anything to reply that wouldn’t get him in a peck of trouble. Was she in on that damned scheme or not?


  He made a point of studying the campfire coals, hoping to conceal his rattled senses. “Closer to town, I want you to keep an eye out for some fellers who’ll likely come out to camp.”


  She mistook his meaning by a country mile. “You worry too much, Reese. We won’t fall prey to unsavory characters, especially not with Night Hawk along.”


  “Hell, Andie! If I didn’t think that, I’d be drivin’ this rig myself.” She went about covering up the biscuits as though she hadn’t turned his world upside down. He tried to concentrate on business. “I’m talking about a man by the name of Edwin Howell. Matthews was supposed to write and ask him to meet with me, somethin’ about investin’ in the ranch.”


  “That’s wonderful!” The smile she turned on him was genuine and earth-shattering. “Then it wouldn’t matter whether we got to Wichita first.”


  He was standing way too close to her, but when he tried to move away, his feet refused to oblige. “It’ll matter. First herd in brings the best prices. I want to use as much of my own money as I can to buy that ranch. I don’t like bein’ beholden.”


  A wistful look touched her eyes, making her, if that were possible, even more tempting. “Samuel felt that way, too.”


  “Samuel?”


  “My husband.”


  “Oh.” Reese didn’t know what to say. For some fool reason, he felt uncomfortable, hearing her talk about a husband, dead or otherwise. “Jordan said he took his own time dyin’,” he offered, “that it was hard on you.”


  “It was harder on him. But then death is always hard.”


  “How long’s it been?”


  “Two years.”


  Two years. Reese turned away, lest she see the relief—stupid though it was—that flooded him. Two years was time enough to grieve and get on with one’s life.


  Wiping her hands on a damp towel, Andie studied him covertly. His jaw bulged with the grim set of his teeth. Uneasiness splotched his sun-bronzed cheeks. He had been away from camp more often than not lately, and she realized quite suddenly that she had missed him.


  Missed the way he looked at her when he thought she wasn’t aware of it; missed her heart quickening when he quirked his eyebrow in response to something she did that surprised him.


  She had missed him, and she felt guilty for every minute of it, for she should have been missing Samuel. Two years.


  “You must have loved him.” He spoke with his back to her.


  “I still do.”


  He glanced over his shoulder, capturing her gaze. She wanted to look away, but unspoken questions held her.


  “He was a lucky man,” he said at length, striking the very heart of her guilt.


  “Lucky? He died! A cruel and horrible death.”


  “But he still has your love.”


  Her breath caught. She tore her gaze away, confused. She picked up a cuptowel, folded it, pressed the creases against the top of the lid with her fingers. Of course Samuel still had her love. He was her husband.


  But he had died. He left her. Alone.


  And lonely.


  And it had been two years. Two years. She glanced up. Reese had turned and was watching her. Her pulse throbbed in her throat. Moments passed.


  He recovered first. “So, is this the first time Jordan’s tried to pair you up?”


  “Pair me…” Abashed, she caught her cheeks in her hands.


  “Don’t let it bother you.” Fighting the compulsion to take her in his arms, he strove to sound flippant. “I’m not.”


  “You’re not the merchandise being offered, either.”


  Without a thought, he pulled her hands away from her face and held them. “Dangit, Andie, you’re not merchandise.”


  Their gazes held. Spread by the warmth of their clasped hands, the yearning became physical. Reason fled; his body trembled with anticipation, too long held in check. He dipped his head.


  His lips barely grazed hers, before Andie came to her senses. She ducked, swirled away, but when she would have fled across the campsite, her feet failed her.


  Reese caught her arm.


  “I’m not out to catch a husband, Reese Catlin,” she whispered in a tight voice.


  Long moments passed in silence, while he retained a death-grip on her arm and her heart raced out of control.


  When finally he spoke, his voice was low and equally strained. “I don’t care if you are.”


  He might as well have dunked her in an icy cold spring. Any heat she felt now was fury. Jerking free, she spun to face him. At the last minute she restrained herself from slapping his bewildered face. “Get out of my sight, Reese Catlin. Just get out of my sight.”


  They arrived outside Fort Worth three days later. Reese had made himself scarce after their altercation at the chuck wagon, and Andie thought, good riddance! Or she tried to think it. How could she lose her heart to a pigheaded man who thought she was stupid enough to want to drag him to the altar?


  The wretched incident had served one purpose, bittersweet, though it was. Andie came to a realization about her own life. Two years was enough time to grieve. For Jordan’s sake, she must try to put the past behind her. Day by day now, seeing him with the cowboys, she was aware how much he needed a man in his life. Not to take the place of his pa, but as a companion and role model. And Reese was so good with him. But there she always stopped in panic—pigheaded Reese Catlin, a role model for her son?


  By midday the cattle were settled down, leaving the cowboys freer than usual for much of the afternoon. Monte was the first to come into camp to seek her medical attention.


  “Caught my thumb in a rope, Cookie. Figured you could dab it with some of that liniment you keep up yonder.” He nodded toward the chuck box, where a bottle of whiskey intended for medicinal use had remained unopened since the drive began.


  She struggled to keep a straight face. “Whiskey won’t do much for a rope burn, Monte. How ’bout a little bacon grease, instead?”


  Woody was the next to arrive; he hedged until Monte was out of earshot, then admitted, “Figured we might have a chance to mail letters, bein’ so close to Fort Worth.”


  Andie guessed the source of his uneasiness. “I used to write letters for my husband. Could I help?”


  “Why, ma’am, that’d be mighty handy. My penmanship, well, it ain’t…what I mean is, I’d like to impress the lady with my intelligence an’ not the lack of it.”


  Those chores taken care of, Monte and Woody rode off together, only to return a short time later in the company of a couple of men wearing store suits.


  “Run into these drummers, Cookie.” Woody winked. “Give ’em that supply list I asked you to draw up.”


  By now Andie was well acquainted with pranks pulled on a trail drive. Lordy, was she ever! From shortening someone’s rope to putting sand or even snake skins in a bedroll, nothing was off limits when it came to joshing a fellow drover. Each man competed to see who could outwit, outfox, or generally get the best of his compadres.


  So she wasn’t surprised when Woody pretended to be the trail boss. And since Reese had ridden back down the trail with Night Hawk to check on the location of the Sutton herd, she didn’t see any harm in going along with the prank.


  She handed over the list, then promptly forgot it. Not long after that two other gentlemen, emissaries of Edwin Howell, arrived with a dinner invitation for Reese.


  Andie went about preparing supper, paying little attention. The drummers left for town, followed shortly by Mister Howell’s men. By the time Reese rode into camp later that afternoon, however, the drummers were back. Andie invited them to supper and went on with her chores. Then just before she called the crew to eat, Reese approached her with a package wrapped in brown paper. His open grin was unexpected and did things to her insides that she strove to conceal.


  “From the boys,” he explained.


  Her hands trembled when she dried them on her apron. What mischief were the cowboys up to this time? Taking the package, she tore back one edge. Yellow muslin. And lace.


  “Seems they put their money where their mouths have been all this time. They’ve joined Jordan’s campaign.”


  As though it were a poker straight from the fire, she shoved the package back to Reese.


  “Open it, Andie. The boys expect you to.”


  She scanned the cowboys who watched her with expectant expressions and faces as flushed as the sky at sunset—exactly the way she felt inside. Her hands were still trembling when she tore open the package and pulled out a yellow frock. “What—?” Her eyes found Reese’s.


  “You’re to wear it to Howell’s dinner.”


  “Howell’s dinner?” she echoed.


  “You’re to come with me. Whether Woody ferreted the invitation, or whether, as he says, Howell’s men took one look at you and invited you on their own, doesn’t really matter.”


  “It certainly does.” Indignation vied with confusion. She scanned the cowboys, whose eyes were riveted on her and Reese. “Where did…? How did they—?”


  “Charged it to my account and told me to deduct it from their wages in Wichita. That’s why the drummers came back.”


  “Their wages?” Stunned, she didn’t know what to say. She fingered the soft fabric. She couldn’t go, but oh my…


  “It’s not unusual.” Reese quirked that distracting eyebrow and her pulse rate doubled. “I mean chargin’ expenses to the drive and deducting ’em from wages at the end. Buyin’ a dress, now, that’s a horse of a different color.”


  “I can’t go, Reese. It’s a business dinner. It’s too important to you.”


  “You think I could concentrate on business, knowin’ I’d left the prettiest gal in Texas home with those cowpokes?”


  She clung to control by a gossamer thread. “I can’t—”


  “You’ll be makin’ a lot of cowboys mighty unhappy.”


  Tempted, oh so tempted, still, she resisted. “No—”


  “Startin’ with me.” His eyes held her mesmerized, like that first night in her tepee.


  That gossamer thread bound her to him. Do it, Andie. Do it.


  “Run get dressed,” Reese was saying. “We’ll have to pull out within the hour to make it.”


  “But, what…” Do it, Andie. It’s a dinner invitation, not a marriage proposal, for heaven’s sake.


  Oh, Samuel…


  Do it!


  She dropped her gaze to the dress. “If we’re riding horseback, I’d better carry the dress and change there.”


  “We aren’t. Edwin Howell’s sendin’ his carriage.”


  An hour later Andie emerged from her tepee light-headed and faint of heart. She had rushed through a bath taken behind a wagon sheet Night Hawk and Jordan hung on limbs that shielded a quiet pool of water. She scrubbed her fingernails and tried to wash camp smoke out of her hair and guilt out of her heart.


  Oh, Samuel! What am I doing? What am I doing?


  Towel-drying her hair never worked; it left it full and curly. But she had no choice. They couldn’t be late. This dinner was too important to Reese. Too important. She shouldn’t be going.


  Still resisting the idea, she finished dressing and stepped into the camp circle, only to have the drovers jump to their feet like they were in church. Embarrassed to her toes, she obligingly lifted her skirts and twirled once. She felt like a schoolgirl just out of pigtails with a dozen papas to worry over her.


  “Thank you. It’s lovely, and so are you. Everyone of you.”


  It was their turn to blush, and they did so in unison. She scanned the group, thanking each man individually, until her wandering eyes alighted on Reese. The sight of him in black broadcloth suit, white shirt, and string tie, took her breath away. He wore polished boots and carried a black Stetson, obviously brought along for a special occasion; his heated perusal left no doubt that he considered this the special occasion.


  What was she getting herself into?


  When Pop produced a bouquet of yellow daisies, she squeezed back tears. Then Tom Lovejoy, ever one to throw a wrench in things, stepped close.


  “Ain’t it just my luck? The prettiest gal in Texas, an’ she’s goin’ out with another feller.” Plucking a daisy from the bouquet, he stuck it into curls she had pinned on top of her head.


  Standing back, his blue eyes twinkled. “Don’t mess with it, Mister Catlin. Leastways not till after that fancy dinner you’re takin’ her to.”


  Andie ducked her head. Jordan was there, at her side, his eyes round as saucers. “You look awful pretty, Ma.” His attention went to Reese. “Don’t she, Mister Catlin?”


  “You got that right, son.” Reese’s voice was strained, but it echoed the awe in Jordan’s. Andie didn’t dare look at him.


  “Before you come back, Ma, maybe Mister Catlin will dance with you under the stars.”


  “Jordan!” Suddenly she knew she had to get away from these well-meaning, but joke-loving men and a child who thought he had found him self a pa. “Shouldn’t we be on our way?” Her question was more like a plea, one Reese readily accepted.


  Injunctions followed them out of camp.


  “Behave yourself, Mister Catlin.”


  “Don’t keep ’er out past dawn!”


  Grumpy followed them to the carriage. “A word o’ warning,” he told Reese. “Since you claim not be the marryin’ kind, just, well, you know what I mean. Treat her right.”


  The sun had set by the time they pulled up to the carved stone portico of Howell’s mansion in Fort Worth, but dwindling light did nothing to diminish the grandeur of the place, nor Andie’s jitters. “I shouldn’t have let you talk me into this.”


  “I need you along, Andie.” Reese squeezed her hand when he helped her down from the carriage. “Lookin’ at you takes my mind off bein’ nervous.”


  They had barely exchanged glances on the ride to town, and she couldn’t meet his eyes now, with guilt worrying her mind and anticipation burning in her stomach.


  But as things turned out, she enjoyed herself. The meal was delicious—breast of veal glacé, creamy potatoes, and garden vegetables. A butler served glasses of sherry before dinner. After pecan cake and coffee, Verna Howell excused the men for brandy and cigars, and, Andie hoped, a discussion of business.


  Verna was a lovely, congenial woman, of an age Andie’s mother would be were she still alive. She talked freely of her children, her grandchildren, her friends, and Fort Worth society. By the time Reese and Edwin Howell rejoined them, Andie was fit to be tied. Fortunately, Reese made excuses and they left soon after.


  “Well?” she questioned before the carriage cleared the drive. Her tensions of earlier had given way to concern for Reese’s business. “Don’t keep me in suspense. How did it go?”


  Reese applied the quirt, setting the matched team on the road back to camp. “I’d give my eyeteeth to know what Matthews wrote Howell about me. If I hadn’t known better, I might’ve thought he was tryin’ to sell me on takin’ him on as a partner, rather than the other way around.”


  Relieved, Andie clapped her hands. “That’s wonderful!”


  They left the dusty cowtown behind. The moon was full and the air soft and fresh. She had become so accustomed to dust and the smell of cattle, she rarely thought about fresh air. Tonight the air seemed perfumed by comparison.


  “Another funny thing,” Reese mused after a while. “I got the impression Howell thinks you’re part of the deal.”


  Her breath caught. “Me?” What had the cowboys done now?


  “He kept sayin’ how important it is to have a good woman to help build an empire. Said he couldn’t have accomplished near what he has without his Verna’s being willing to work like a slave—those were his very words—until they got things goin’. Said he owed all he is and all he has to her.”


  “What a lovely tribute.” But it wasn’t so much Mister Howell’s words as it was Reese’s interpretation that set Andie’s head to spinning. She tried to scoff it off. “I’m sure most men would say the same thing.”


  When she felt his eyes on her, her jitters returned. Already her arms burned with his nearness, and the back of her neck tingled. She felt like a schoolgirl riding beside her beau. She immediately chastised herself.


  “You didn’t know Mister Matthews,” Reese was saying.


  Grateful for the impersonal topic, she plunged in. “He didn’t like his wife?”


  “Until she ran off, I reckon. He claims a wife is the sorriest thing a man can have on a ranch.”


  “The nerve of him! No wonder she left.”


  Reese chuckled and the sound tripped down her spine. When he spoke again, however, he was serious. “I always thought the moon and stars hung on Matthews’s words.”


  “No man is right all the time. Or woman, either.”


  “I’m beginning to see that.”


  “Then Mister Howell accomplished something far more valuable tonight than financial assistance.”


  “Actually, a much younger man set me to wonderin’,” he replied, ignoring her sarcasm. “Jordan Dushane.”


  “Jordan?” Caught off guard, she dropped her gaze and nervously reached to tuck a curl behind her ear. Of a sudden Reese captured her hand. She tugged; he tugged.


  “I’m just trying to hold your hand, Andie.”


  “Why?” Already his hand had warmed places inside her that hadn’t been touched in years.


  “Because you’re a beautiful woman and I’m…” He squeezed her hand and she sat helpless, enjoying it, hating it, confused.


  “I’m attracted to you.” His voice was tight, as though his chest were as constricted as her own.


  “To me?” She jerked free. “A husband-hunting hussy.”


  “Hussy? I never said—”


  “You thought it.”


  “I did not.”


  “Don’t deny it, Reese. You thought I wrangled this job to snare a husband, namely you.”


  “Maybe so, but I never thought you were a hussy.”


  “There, you said it. You think I’m out to—”


  “Not any more.”


  His voice had lowered; he sounded sincere and all the more threatening for it. “What changed your mind?” she asked at length.


  “You.”


  “Don’t expect me to believe that.” But her heart wanted to.


  “I’ve seen your problem before.”


  “My problem?” she asked, wary.


  “Lived with the same thing most of my life. My ma died when I was young, and Pa never stopped loving her.”


  “That’s wrong?”


  “It’s wrong to grieve your life away. Pa did that, an’ everyone around him suffered. Way I see it, the Man Upstairs gives us one chance at life, and He doesn’t promise it’ll be a bed of roses.”


  “I know that.”


  “He expects us to make the best of things. When difficulties come along, we can’t get bogged down in ’em. We have to use them for steppin’ stones to something good.”


  “You’re quite the philosopher.”


  “Nope. Just a man who was a kid one time. The Lord took my ma an’ Pa spent the rest of his life wishin’ he’d gone with her.”


  She didn’t know how to respond. Without warning, he had opened his heart and let her see the boy inside and she wondered why. What was he asking of her? Before she could question his motives further, he startled her with an abrupt demand.


  “Tell me about Samuel.”


  “Samuel?” She recoiled at bringing ugly memories into this starlit night. But Reese persisted until she relented. “He was sick a long time. He suffered. A lot.”


  “I didn’t ask about his illness. What was he like before? What did he look like?”


  “Jordan,” she answered simply, because it was true, not because she remembered. “Jordan’s a lot like his pa.”


  “Fair?”


  She nodded.


  “How big a man was he?”


  “Big? I…uh…He wasted away.”


  “From what?” The question was simple—and devastating.


  She turned to Reese, stricken. “I don’t know. I can’t remember. I mean…I know he laughed a lot, but I can’t hear the sound. I know he was tall, but I can’t picture him as a well man.” She lifted her face to the star-studded sky. “All I remember is the end. He suffered so long.”


  Silence stretched between them. She regretted her outburst. She had never talked about these things before. That she had now confused her. Then Reese took her by surprise again.


  “If you can’t remember him, how can you still love him?”


  Anger sped to her rescue. “Because he’s my husband!”


  “He’s dead.”


  Moonlight glinted off the cold surface of Reese’s brown eyes, and in that instant she hated him. She swung away, sat stiffly, stared over the horse’s rumps. The nerve of him! The absolute nerve of him!


  He didn’t pursue the topic, and they continued down the road in silence. Starlight glinted off the harness leathers and off the polished surface of the carriage. The country was hilly, the road bouncy, and her senses began to cool. Reese’s shoulder bumped hers from time to time. Lifted by the gentle breeze, the soft yellow muslin of her skirt billowed over his leg. His masculinity weighed heavily on her mind—his heady, musky scent, his warm chocolate eyes, his robust, healthy body.


  Why, oh why couldn’t she picture Samuel tall and masculine and healthy? When finally Reese spoke again, his tone was contrite.


  “Mad at me?”


  “No.”


  “You can tell me to mind my own business if you want.”


  She squeezed back tears. “I’ve never talked about it before.”


  “Maybe it wasn’t time…before.”


  She pondered his meaning. After a while, she admitted, “It’s bothered me for a long time. I can’t picture him like he was. It’s as if he never existed, except as a dying man.”


  “Maybe you have to find something to live for, before you can let go of those bad times.”


  “I have something to live for—Jordan.”


  “For yourself, Andie.”


  He fell silent after that, and she thought about all he’d said. She was seeing a different side of Reese Catlin tonight. His toughness and compassion made a powerful combination. “You surprise me,” she said.


  “How’s that?”


  “Your insight.”


  He chuckled. “Cowboys have an advantage in that department. With only our horses for company, we tend to think more than most folks.” He glanced her way. “Comes in handy, time to time. No offense?”


  “No.”


  Suddenly she realized he had guided the carriage off the road. She watched him set the brake. “What are you doing?”


  He chuckled and the sound tripped down her spine. “You think I’d head back to camp without dancin’ with you under the stars?”


  “Oh, no. I can’t.” When he rounded the carriage and offered his hand, she refused it. “Please, Reese. No.”


  “Jordan won’t like it if I don’t dance with you under the stars.”


  “That boy.” Her voice caught in her throat.


  “Come on.” His tone was light; he sounded harmless. When she still hesitated, he tugged on her elbow until it was either climb down or be pulled off the seat, or so she told herself.


  Even after her feet touched the ground, he held her, still as a heart beat. Moonlight glinted from his eyes; she ducked her head, too conscious of his hands on her waist.


  “Please.” She stood frozen in place by a mushrooming sense of alarm. “No, Reese. Please.”


  “Just one dance,” he urged. Moving into dance position, he pressed the flat of his palm against her back. She tried not to think about it, but couldn’t stop.


  His nearness overwhelmed her. It trilled down her spine like hot fingers. She trembled and her legs grew weak. She felt his gaze on her face but dared not look up. Instead she focused on a shadow that wisped across his neck. Get it over with, she thought. Just get it over with.


  “What do you do for music?” he asked, ignoring her resistance.


  “Jordan hums,” she mumbled.


  “That figures. What tune?”


  She swallowed her trepidation. Get it over with. “‘Skip to My Lou.’”


  Reese chuckled and again the motion buffeted her senses like a gusting summer breeze. “How ’bout ‘Green Grow the Lilacs?’” he suggested and immediately started humming. His enthusiasm undiminished by her objections, he swept her around the prairie, skirting prickly pear and rocks, she with stiff spine and locked knees, until finally the song ended.


  Relief surged through her. But when she tried to pull away, he held her fast, changed tunes, and danced her in a wider circle, ever faster and faster.


  She had no choice but to match his long stride. He sang this time, full-throated, and she felt as if she were drowning in agony.


  
    Did you ever hear tell of sweet Betsy from Pike,


    Who crossed the wide prairies with her lover Ike,

  


  “Come on, Andie, sing.”


  
    With two yoke of cattle and one spotted hog,


    A tall Shanghai rooster, an old yaller dog?

  


  Suddenly, without design, she glanced up, looking him full in the face for the first time. What prompted her to do it, she couldn’t say, curiosity, perhaps, or desperation. He was grinning broadly. And he was so handsome, he took her breath away. Strangely, she felt herself relax. He was a good dancer, smooth even on the rough ground. She felt light of foot, as if they danced on moonbeams.


  Or among the stars, she thought, for the sky was clear and the stars looked close enough for them to reach up and grab a handful. There must have been a million stars. They glittered from the pupils of his hazel eyes and glanced off the planes of his high cheekbones, burnishing his familiar sunburned skin to a pink glow.


  “Having fun now?” He laughed, and the sound settled over her, soothing her ragged emotions, filling her with joy. Joy. She laughed in return.


  As she gazed upon his handsome face, a shooting star fell behind him. It seemed to lodge on the blond lock that always hung over his forehead. She reached to brush it away. Instead of hair, she grabbed a handful of stardust. Then she saw him. Samuel.


  Do it, Andie. Laugh. Dance.


  But you need me.


  No. I’m no longer sick. Can’t you see?


  Yes, but…


  As if it were a mask being lifted by the star, the image of Samuel’s healthy face drifted heavenward. He smiled down at her.


  Good-bye, Andie. Be happy.


  “Andie! What is it?”


  She shook her head and focused on Reese Catlin’s face.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Reaching, she touched his dark mustache, stroked it. No stardust there. Only soft, silky hair.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked again.


  Dazed, she tried to shake off the feelings that gripped her, then wondered why. They were wonderful feelings. “I remembered something,” she said by way of explanation.


  “Must have been good.” His eyes caressed her face. They were filled with concern and more—a yearning so intense, so raw, it sent a shiver down her back.


  “Yes,” she said, because something sweet and begging had lodged in her throat and prevented her saying more.


  Still his eyes held hers. “I’d never heard you laugh before. I thought you were laughing at my singing.” His husky voice echoed the yearning that spread like wildfire inside her. When he pulled her forward, she gave no thought to resisting.


  Mesmerized, she watched his lips descend. “I love your singing.”


  If she had thought the magic of the evening was over, she would have been wrong, for when Reese’s lips touched hers, she felt like the shooting star had landed in her head. He must have felt it, too, for he drew back mere inches. Wonder filled his eyes.


  He threaded his fingers through her hair and traced the rough pads of his thumbs across her lips.


  “Dangit, Andie. I’ve wanted to kiss you for so long.”


  Through the fog in her brain she realized that he was waiting for her consent. Her hands slid up his chest and around his neck and then she was in his arms.


  His lips opened over hers in a kiss so wet and sensual she felt lost in it. She had heard about stars colliding in outer space, about great rivers plummeting over mountains in powerful rushes of water, but until Reese Catlin pressed her body to his and released her passion with the force of his own, she had not known such power truly existed.


  It was as if the heavens had fallen on their shoulders and sprinkled them with glowing promises, promises as old as the stars, yet as new as an early spring morning. She knew without thinking that this was what she had longed for and craved and despaired of ever feeling again; at the same time, it was something totally new, never before imagined or experienced.


  When they stopped for air, they were both breathing heavily.


  “Dangit, Andie. What’d you do to me?”


  “It wasn’t me.”


  “You bet it was.” He looked dazed. “I feel like you clobbered me with a dang star.”


  Weaving her fingers through his hair, she drew his face down for another heart-rending, soul-healing kiss.


  This time when Reese drew back to study her face, she could see his yearning, still raw and unrequited. His voice was low and husky.


  “I won’t ask what you remembered tonight, but I’m a lucky man for it.”


  Too soon it was time to return to camp. Back in the carriage Reese held her close. Neither spoke until camp was in sight.


  “We need to talk about what happened tonight,” he said.


  She snuggled closer. “It was magic.”


  “Like hell, it was. I don’t want you wakin’ up tomorrow and pretendin’ it never happened.”


  She watched him long seconds, while the passion of the evening turned to something else. Something she couldn’t name—or wasn’t ready to confront.


  “I know it happened,” she told him quietly.


  Then they arrived. Reese drew rein in the darkness of a thicket beyond the camp circle. The strains of Goosey’s fiddle let them know the men were awake. Alarmed, she envisioned facing the cowboys. “They’ll know.”


  Reese set the brake and turned to her with a chuckle. “They’d figure it out quick enough, anyhow.”


  “How?” She worked to repin her hair.


  “By the smitten look on my face.” He tugged her arms around his neck. “Since that son of yours has been right about everything else, let me put one more thing to the test.”


  “Oh, dear. What now?”


  “That you give the sweetest goodnight kisses this side of heaven.”


  She was still trembling when he handed her down from the carriage and escorted her toward the tepee. They didn’t make it all the way, however, for the drovers suddenly burst into song.


  
    Frog-y went a-courtin’, he did ride, Ah-ha, Ah-ha,


    A sword and pistol by his side, Ah-ha, Ah-ha.

  


  Reese squeezed her shoulders. “I think I liked ‘Green Grow the Lilacs’ better.” But the concert wasn’t over.


  
    Where will the weddin’ supper be? Ah-ha, Ah-ha,


    Where will the weddin’ supper be? Ah-ha, Ah-ha.

  


  Andie laughed to cover her embarrassment. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think someone had gotten into my medicine box.”


  “Us?” the cowboys quizzed in unison.


  Racing to her side, Jordan wedged himself between her and Reese. “Did he dance with you in the moonlight, Ma? I told him it was your most favorite thing.”


  Would she die of embarrassment? She knelt quickly and hugged Jordan to her chest. “What am I going to do with you?”


  Reese hunkered down beside them. “I think what your ma means is what would we ever have done without you?”


  “You did dance with her! Boy, oh boy! Did you hum ‘Skip to My Lou?’ It’s her favorite.”


  Reese chuckled, while Andie flushed, and the drovers hung on every word.


  “You’ll have to leave some things to me, son.” Reese found Andie’s eyes. “Your ma and I danced to our own kind of music.”


  In that moment, Andie knew she had come full circle, from happiness, through grief, to indescribable joy. If the drovers hadn’t been hovering over them, she would have thrown her arms around this man. But the drovers were there, so she kissed Jordan on the forehead and discreetly bid Reese and the others goodnight.


  When she crawled in bed, her body still glowed with the discoveries of this night—and with anticipation of all the discoveries yet to come. She drifted off to sleep with a smile on her lips and a grateful heart. Thank you, Samuel.


  But in the days to come, she began to fear that night had been magical for her alone. Beginning the following morning, Reese made himself scarce around camp. Although he still watched over her with an eagle eye, except for a few stolen kisses, he acted like that night had never happened.


  Andie had not forgotten it. Magical or not, it freed her of her guilt over abandoning Samuel. Whether she had truly seen his healthy face and heard his laughter didn’t matter; she now remembered them. Remembering set her free; and freed, her feelings for Reese Catlin ran rampant. Regardless that he didn’t appear to feel the same for her.


  Worn down by Jordan’s persistence and Reese’s claim that it was as safe as riding on the wagon seat, Andie capitulated, and Jordan began riding drag the day after they crossed the Red River. She didn’t like it, but Reese was right. She couldn’t keep him a child forever.


  The wind picked up daily, blowing so hard on occasion that she had trouble keeping the wagon on course. She didn’t fear getting lost, however, for Reese insisted she drive closer to the herd now that they were in Indian Territory.


  One morning she had passed the point men headed for the nooning place, when Tom Lovejoy caught up with her.


  “Hey, Cookie, pull up quick!”


  When Tom came close enough for her to see his pained expression, her heart leapt to her throat. “What’s the matter?”


  Reaching the wagon, he scrambled from his saddle onto the bench seat and stuck his free hand under her nose.


  She moved back to bring it in focus. A trail of deep red spots ran down the center; a fiery glow radiated outward.


  “Scorpion,” he explained. “Burns like a—”


  “Scorpion?” Andie drew the team to a halt. “How’d you get stung by a scorpion riding point?”


  Tom glanced over at his saddle. “I ran across a bunch of buffalo chips. Thought you might need some fuel.”


  Andie set the brake. “Fuel? With twelve men bringing me every cow chip in Indian Territory?”


  “Well, I just…”


  “You just thought to get out of the blowing dust for a while.”


  “Aw, Cookie, don’t give me a hard time. I’m painin’ something awful.”


  “I don’t doubt it.” She jumped to the ground. “Come around to the chuck box and let’s see what kind of medicine I have.”


  She let down the lid, secured the gate leg, and rummaged through the medicine box: Calomel would stop the sting, but she wanted something more. Her eyes fell on the sourdough jug.


  After washing Tom’s palm, she dipped starter from the jug and spread it over the injury. “This should draw out the poison.” She ripped a strip off a clean flour sack, bound his hand, and tied the ends. “Keep it tied up till supper time.”


  Hoofbeats drew their attention. Reese reigned to a halt in a swirl of dust and slid from the saddle. “What’s wrong? Why’d you stop—” His eyes focused on Andie’s hands…and Tom’s. “What the hell’re you up to, Lovejoy?”


  “He got stung by a scorpion,” Andie explained.


  “Ridin’ point?”


  “He was gathering fuel, Reese. Scorpions nest—”


  “Serves you right,” Reese barked. “Get back on the job.”


  “Aw, Mister Catlin, don’t go gettin’ sore.” He winked at Andie. “Thanks, Cookie. Feels better already.” Clamping his hat on his head with one hand, he started off, then paused. “If you want dibs on her, Mister Catlin, you’d better speak up. Maybe so she prefers a feller who don’t dillydally.”


  “Tom!” Mortified to her toes, Andie stood still, gripping the lid. She heard Tom ride off. Her skin fairly prickled with Reese’s nearness. He cleared his throat.


  “Don’t let Tom bother you.” His tone was gruff. Without further ado, he pecked her on the cheek, climbed in the saddle, and rode off.


  Shading her eyes with her hands, she watched him disappear in a cloud of dust. Dillydally? Is that what he was doing? He had warned her not to forget what happened between them that night, but apparently he had done just that. He started this drive a confirmed bachelor, and she had to accept the possibility—probability—that he remained the same.


  She was the one who had changed. Thanks to him.


  She was the one who had fallen in love. No thanks to him.


  Dillydally? Is that what he was doing? The question worried Reese for days. Nights he spent sitting in camp staring at her tepee, pondering the situation.


  He slacked off on the men; at least, he didn’t feel like he drove them as hard. Daily reports put the closest herd two days back, but that wasn’t much leeway in case of trouble.


  What worried him more, was that his inner drive to beat the competition was gone. Well, not gone, but the fire in his belly when he thought about the Matthews spread had cooled to a smoldering glow, banked by the kid’s threat of loneliness. And he hadn’t the foggiest notion what to do about it.


  Other than talk to her. They still hadn’t had that talk he suggested after the evening she termed magical. He felt it, too, the magic. Sometimes the feeling fit like a solid gold wedding band. Other times it felt like a noose around his neck. Should he give into his emotions? Or trust the lessons learned from his pa and Mister Matthews?


  They needed to talk. But dangit, every time he rode into camp early, something always interfered. The cowboys had taken his warning to keep an eye on her to heart. One or another of them was always in camp these days.


  Like most things in his life, the opportunity to talk to Andie was provided by an act of nature, in the form of a rip-roarin’ dust storm. He had ridden back to check on the drag riders. Their kerchiefs were caked with thick dust; Jordan’s blond eyebrows looked like drifts of dirty snow piled against a yard fence. Andie would be fit to be tied if she knew Jordan was back here eatin’ all this blowing dust.


  “Ride on back to camp, son.”


  “Uncle Gimpy needs my help, sir.”


  “Maybe your ma does, too.”


  Jordan, as was becoming habit, got the last word. “Would you check on her for me, Mister Catlin? Tell her I’m with Uncle Gimp.”


  Reese grinned at the dismissal. Then he realized he had been handed the perfect opportunity to catch Andie alone. With the wind blowing a gale, every drover in the crew would be on duty. No one would have time to feign an injury or gather fuel or haul water, the excuses used most frequently these days.


  He heard the noise before he arrived at camp; it sounded like thunder, but wasn’t loud enough. Damnation! Was the wagon canvas being ripped to shreds? Sinking spurs, he arrived at camp only to be astounded by Andie’s latest attempt at domesticity.


  He slid from his saddle and stood, mouth ajar. Every dang wagon sheet and blanket in the whole camp was flappin’ in the wind. She’d tied ’em to every limb and bush in sight.


  “I thought this would be good day to air the bedding.” At his grim appraisal, she added, “I didn’t touch anybody’s clothes.”


  Lifting the flap, he stuck his head inside the wagon, where Night Hawk slept on the men’s spare clothes.


  “You should have smelled that bedding, Reese. Why, it’s a wonder Night Hawk could stand to sleep back there.”


  He chuckled. “It’s a wonder those blankets haven’t blown to kingdom come in this gale.”


  “They’re tied down, but maybe I should—”


  Suddenly Reese knew it was time to talk. “Wait.” He caught her arm and drew her around. He studied her face with its delicate features and enchanting green eyes, the black ringlets that straggled from the bun she pinned at her nape. Words caught in his throat. He pulled her down to the creek, beyond a thicket of cottonwoods and scrub oak. Out of sight of camp, he leaned against a tree trunk and drew her to him.


  Their lips met in an earth-jarring coming together that left his senses reeling and his body begging for more. Lolling his head back against the tree, he gazed into her eyes.


  She wanted him, too. He could see it plain as day. “We haven’t had that talk.”


  “I know.”


  “Have you been thinkin’?”


  She nodded. “You?”


  He nodded. Then he kissed her again, this time an all-consuming kiss that she returned in kind. Her dress buttoned down the front, and suddenly it was undone. His hands found her skin; his lips followed.


  “Reese,” she murmured, “this isn’t talking.”


  “It’s better.”


  “It’s confusing.”


  He lifted his face, kissed her lips, then settled back. “You don’t like it?”


  “Yes, I like it. Too much. It confuses me.”


  “How?”


  “That’s all I know about you. How you make me feel.”


  “That’s bad?”


  “It’s wonderful, but…”


  “I like how you make me feel, too,” he whispered against her neck. “I want more, Andie. I want all of you.”


  She trembled in his arms. “I know. I feel that way, too.”


  At her admission he splayed a hand over her skirts and pressed her to him. His body reacted immediately and the ache became torturous. Suddenly she began to struggle.


  “What is?”


  “This isn’t talking,” she said again.


  Reese pursed his lips. He knew what she wanted to talk about. Sliding his fingers into her hair, he pulled her face to his chest. Her warm breath seeped through his shirt and spread hot desire all the way to his loins. “You ready to talk marriage?”


  Startled, she faced him. “Are you?”


  “To be honest, I don’t know.” He watched her eyes dim. “How ’bout you?”


  She focused on his face, while her fingers played absently, but seductively, through his hair. At length, she said, “If I were to marry again, it would have to be love. A great, desperate love on both sides.”


  “A great desperate love?” What the hell was that? “Like this?”


  Again, she took long seconds to respond. “If you have to ask, probably not.”


  That surprised him. “You givin’ up on us?”


  “Me? You’re the one who said we should talk, then never found time. You’re the one who told me not to forget what happened between us that night, then promptly forgot yourself.”


  She was mad as a spitting adder and lovely as the first rose of summer. He felt like she had grabbed hold of his heart and squeezed real hard. “I’ll never forget that night, Andie. It lit a fire in my gut that will never go out. But…”


  “But you’re scared.”


  “Dang right. It’s an awesome task, making another man’s wife happy. Raising another man’s son.”


  She kissed his lips softly, taking him by surprise again. Confounded woman!


  “And what about the ranches?” he argued. “You have yours and with luck I’ll have mine, a hundred miles away. You can’t sell yours; it’s Jordan’s inheritance. Where would we live—”


  “Reese, Reese. Don’t worry about it. Things will work out. One way or another.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  A fleeting sadness, haunting as any melody, flickered, then died in her eyes. She ducked her head. “It isn’t easy for me to say.”


  It hit him then, like a bucket full of lead. The truth. It raced down his spine with the speed of lightning and seared him with both warning and hope. He tipped her chin, forced her to look in his eyes, and saw it there. She was in love with him! Andie Dushane was in love with him. Pleasure raced through his veins, chased by caution, chased by pure, undiluted terror.


  His emotions raged. Did he love her? Yes. How much? Hell, how did a man ever know how much he loved a woman? Whether he wanted to live with her all his life?


  “Tell you what…” He lowered his lips. “While we ponder the situation, how ’bout we keep on practicin’ the part that comes natural?”


  His kiss muffled an answer he took to be affirmative from her eager response. His hands played inside the opening of her dress, and he had just settled back to enjoy a lengthy, if tormenting, spree of courting when their reverie was shattered by a gunshot.


  Andie drew back as if she had been the target.


  Reese listened for an answering shot.


  “Dang fool cattle!” came a cry from the campsite.


  “Night Hawk!” Andie started for the thicket.


  Reese held her back. “Stay here. I’ll check things out.” He kissed her quickly. “Button up, love.”


  By the time he reached the campsite, all was a confusion of thundering hooves and firing six-shooters.


  “Reckon it was them blankets.” Night Hawk waved a sixshooter in the air. “All that racket spooked the herd.”


  Reese watched a blur of patterned hides and clashing horns trample past, not fifty yards distant. “The herd shouldn’t have been anywhere near this camp.”


  Andie came up the hill. When Reese saw her, he went limp. The camp could have been demolished and her with it. To Night Hawk, he asked, “You turned ’em with that sixshooter?”


  “Yes, sir. Their rumblin’ done woke me up. They was headed straight for camp.”


  “Jordan!” Andie shrieked.


  “I’ll see to him.” Then to Night Hawk, “Find Hank. We’ll need all mounts gathered and ready.”


  Before he reached his horse, Andie stopped him. “I’m coming.”


  “Stay here. Put on the coffee. Hell, fill every pot we have with coffee. This may be a long night.”


  “But Jordan is out there.”


  “I’ll see to him, Andie. Put on the coffee.”


  III


  Supper was forgotten. Forgotten, too, every petty concern that had ever crossed Andie’s mind—forgotten, trampled beneath the thundering of reality, the way the red earth was trampled, that night, beneath the frightened hooves of twenty-five hundred cattle. It was a night of loneliness and fear, and Andie Dushane experienced both on the most intimate terms.


  The cattle started running near dusk, not an hour before their usual bedding time, and for a while, she was sure they wouldn’t stop until they reached China, or wherever in their terror they sought escape.


  Fear, fanned by remorse, consumed her. She followed Reese’s orders to the letter. She made coffee. Gallons and gallons of coffee. When she used up that already ground by the men whose lives she had placed in jeopardy, she opened another package of Arbuckles roasted coffee beans and ground them herself. Then she ground another package, and another. Soon she had a mound of peppermint sticks, which in the long run she hid, for they reminded her of Woody and Dink. And of Jordan.


  She had never been involved in a stampede, but in cattle country, even the word was spoken in hushed tones. Stampedes cost money: Cattle were lost or killed or maimed, many cattle, all at one time. And those that survived lost so much weight by the time they stopped running, their value dropped significantly. Such a loss could cost Reese his dream.


  But of much more serious concern, stampedes cost lives. And the men whose lives were at risk this night had become her family.


  Then there was Jordan. Her precious son. Frantic with fear for him, Andie searched the camp for ways to keep busy. When she ran out of pots in which to boil coffee, she transferred the frijoles to a Dutch oven and set about scouring the blackened frijole pot with sand and wood ashes.


  Jordan, her precocious son, who loved her so much he had inveigled her into the most embarrassing and potentially the most wonderful experience of her life. Seeing her despair, he had set out to change her life; he loved her enough to try to find her a husband, this boy who had adored his own pa.


  And he might have succeeded. She and Reese might have gotten together. But now she had ruined everything; her idiotic penchant for cleanliness had placed every drover on the drive in grave danger. Including Jordan, her precious son. Including Reese.


  With the coffee boiled, Andie put away the bedding, then set about finishing supper, while night closed around her. Darkness amplified the sounds—hooves thundering against the hard-packed earth; horn clashing against horn; sixshooters barking in an effort to turn the driving mass of silent, frightened steers. Underscoring it all, the earth rumbled and shook without cease. She felt the reverberations through the soles of her shoes; heard it as utensil clanged against utensil on the side of the wagon; as water sloshed in the water barrel. Finally, she closed the lid to keep things from falling out of the chuckbox.


  Gimpy was the first to return. “Boss sent me in,” he explained. “Didn’t want you here by yourself.”


  “What about Jordan?” The words clawed their way through a panic-constricted throat.


  “Don’t worry, none, Cookie. The kid’s with Grump.”


  “Why didn’t Reese send him with you?”


  “They’re on the other side,” Gimpy explained, or tried to.


  Andie struggled to understand. “The other side of what?”


  “Way things are out there, when the boys started turnin’ the herd toward that big prairie off to the west, well, it sorta left me odd man out.”


  “I don’t understand. Where is Jordan? Is he safe?”


  “Fit as a fiddle. They’re on the far side of the herd and at the back of it. Grump’ll take care of the lad.”


  “But they’re turning the cattle. What if…?”


  The seasoned drover took a seat near the campfire. “Could I trouble you for some coffee, Cookie?”


  “Of course.”


  “An’ some vittles? If it’s not too much trouble.”


  No one asked the cook to serve him, but Andie knew what Gimpy was up to. He wanted to take her mind off Jordan. She poured coffee and handed it to him. “Reese sent you?”


  “Yes’m. Said you’d likely be scared plump outta your wits.”


  “I am, that,” she admitted, and felt a little better for it. “Where is he?”


  “Mister Catlin? Last I saw, he was racin’ for the lead. He’s the one knows how to stop a stampede; he’s the best.”


  Andie dished a plate of stew, added three freshly baked biscuits, and handed that to Gimpy, too.


  “Much obliged, ma’am. Why don’t you fix yourself a plate?”


  “Me? Oh, no, I couldn’t eat.” She stirred the stew. “If I had something to put this stew in, I could wash the pot and use it for coffee.”


  “Coffee?”


  At his astonished tone, she glanced around. “Reese said to make lots of coffee.”


  Gimpy’s eyes strayed to the fire, where boiled coffee settled in six Dutch ovens and the freshly scrubbed frijoles pot.


  “I imagine that’ll be coffee aplenty,” he said. “Come on over here an’ try to relax some. I’ve been party to many a stampede an’ they ain’t near as bad as folks let on. Why I’ve only knowd of three men kilt—”


  “Gimpy,” Andie interrupted. “If you don’t mind, I’ll pass on stampede tales tonight. Maybe later.”


  “Oh, well, if you feel thataway, all right.”


  To assuage his wounded pride, Andie took him a couple more biscuits and offered him the pot of fresh honey Night Hawk had collected a few days earlier. She had been saving the honey for a special occasion, but after the stunt she pulled tonight, there probably wouldn’t be a special occasion.


  Around midnight the drovers began to drift in, singly or in pairs. They came for fresh mounts and coffee, but had no time to eat.


  “We’ll eat when things quiet down,” Monte told her.


  “Seen anything of Grump?” Gimpy wanted to know. “Or Goose?”


  “They’re ridin’ with the boss,” Dink said. He and Monte had come in together, and together they climbed aboard fresh mounts and headed back into the night, leaving Andie even more frightened.


  If Grumpy was with Reese, where was Jordan? The question was so terrifying, she couldn’t speak it aloud.


  Professor was the next to arrive. Then Goosey. But still no sign of Reese or Jordan.


  When Gimpy asked the question he had posed to each drover by turn, Goosey further unsettled Andie.


  “Hell, Gimp, it’s pitch dark out there. How’d you expect me to know where anybody is?”


  Andie was on the verge of sending Gimpy and his worries out to help the others, when Grumpy showed up. Alone.


  His face, like the others, looked like a racoon’s mask, with dust ringing his eyes above relatively clean skin where his bandanna had protected his nose and mouth. Grumpy fit his name in every respect, but he was the most observant of the brothers. He recognized Andie’s concern right off.


  “Don’t worry none about the kid, Cookie. He’s with Tom.”


  “Tom? I thought…where’s Reese? What happened to—”


  “Take it easy, Cookie. They’re seasoned men out there.”


  “I want to know the truth, Grumpy. I’ll have to deal with it sooner or later, whatever happens. I caused it.”


  “You didn’t cause anything, Andie.”


  Reese! His clothing was so sweaty and dust-covered he was almost unrecognizable. Except to her. She was half way across the clearing when she realized what she was doing. She couldn’t throw herself in his arms in front of the drovers. She stopped, watching him scan the group with bloodshot eyes.


  “Where’s Tom?” His tone was sharp.


  “Tom?” Terror sped through her with the force of a cold north wind. It blew away her senses, leaving her lightheaded. “Jordan’s with…”


  Reese caught her before she crumpled to the ground. She was subliminally aware of his arms around her, of being held close to his chest, of being carried. When he left the campsite, headed for her tepee, she began to struggle.


  “No. Put me down.” He neither stopped nor changed directions. “Jordan. I have to find Jordan.”


  “I’ll find him, Andie.”


  “No. This time I’m going.”


  In the end she stayed behind again. Reese took Night Hawk and an extra horse and rode off into the faint light of a dawning day, leaving Andie on Grumpy’s bedroll, hovered over by the three Tahlman brothers.


  Before leaving he knelt beside her, kissed her forehead, and with a grim set to his mouth that even his mustache couldn’t hide, told her not to worry.


  It was the longest wait of her life, longer even than Samuel’s illness, or so it seemed. She tried to prepare for the worst, but when they returned and she rose on wobbly legs to confront the little group who stood at the edge of camp, she knew that although the worst had not come to pass something dreadful had happened.


  Reese supported Tom with one of the drover’s arms around his neck. Tom’s other arm hung limp. Even from the distance, Andie realized it was probably broken. One side of his face was bloody. His shirt and britches were torn.


  Jordan stood beside them, still as death, dazed, she judged, from the vacant set of his eyes and the ashen cast to his skin. She dropped to her knees, extended her arms, but he didn’t move.


  “Go ahead, son,” Reese urged. “I think your ma needs a hug.”


  Jordan moved then, ran to her, clung to her, and buried his face in her shoulder. She squinched her eyes against the sting of tears. Too soon she had to release him to tend to Tom’s wounds.


  Tom was more fortunate than she had first thought. The break in his left arm was simple and would heal with time. She set it with trembling hands. The lacerations and bruises on his head and back would heal, too. But until they did, they would be a reminder to all of the courage of this handsome, fun-loving drover.


  While Andie rubbed liniment on his battered back, he continued to needle Reese. “Hell, Cookie. If I’d known this was the way to get your attention, I’d have thrown myself in front of a herd of stampedin’ cattle sooner.”


  “Make light of it if you want,” Reese retorted, “but you’re damned lucky to be alive. You and Jordan both.”


  Tom’s horse had stumbled, as Reese explained, landing Tom and Jordan in a ravine ahead of one branch of the stampeding herd. Tom covered Jordan with his own body, and Jordan came away with no more than a good fright.


  “You’ll have to stay off a horse for a few days,” Andie advised. “Let that break get a good start at mending.”


  “Ride in the wagon,” Reese ordered, his tone curt. Lingering fright, Andie decided.


  “Good thing you aired the beddin’, Cookie,” Tom quipped. “Else I’d be asphyxiated.”


  “If I hadn’t aired the bedding none of this would have happened.” Behind her she heard Reese send the drovers back out.


  “We’ll keep ’em on the move till midday or so. Maybe thataway, they’ll settle down enough to graze awhile and hit the bed grounds early.”


  When he headed for the far side of the wagon, she followed. She watched him dip water into the wash basin and splash his face several times. Finished, he poured the basin of water over his head and swept his hands through his hair, shaking at length like a dog coming out of a creek.


  She handed him a clean towel. Their gazes met, then darted apart. “Did we lose any cattle?” she asked quietly. It had been a hard night for everyone, Reese most of all.


  “Won’t know till it gets good an’ light.” He spoke in a hushed monotone, and she ached to be in his arms. To comfort and be comforted.


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “For the last time, Andie, you didn’t cause that stampede.”


  “But I…”


  “Those flappin’ blankets weren’t the cause. If the cattle had stayed on course they’d never have gotten close enough to camp to hear the dang things.”


  “Then what—?”


  “It was my fault?” he barked.


  “You weren’t even there. You were—”


  “With you.” He glanced at her suddenly; his weary eyes were filled with sadness. He looked defeated. “I was with you and my duty was with the herd. Hell, I almost got your son killed. Don’t you know that?”


  “Not on purpose, Reese.”


  “I sure as hell talked you into lettin’ him ride drag.”


  “You were right. I have to learn to turn loose. You’ll teach me—” He shook his head, as though pondering a heavy question.


  “I’m not cut out for a family man. Tonight proved that.”


  His claim would have distressed her, had she not known how tired he was. Without a word, she moved into his arms, pressed her face against his heart, and held him.


  He embraced her, too, tightly, as though he might never let her go. She felt his lips nuzzle into the top of her head.


  “God, Andie, how did this happen?”


  Unsure of his meaning, she moved to kiss him, but he stopped her with his lips to her forehead. They stood still as a spring morning, while he gripped her shoulders. Agonizing seconds passed. Then he stepped back, clamped his Stetson on his head, and turned to business. “Pack up and follow the herd.”


  She walked with him to his horse. He stepped in the saddle. “Soon as it gets good an’ light, I’ll find a noonin’ camp.”


  A week later they crossed into Kansas, but leaving Indian Territory with its potential dangers did not change Reese’s mind. He went out of his way to avoid being alone with her. She dared not press the matter, since she wasn’t certain what was wrong.


  She suspected, of course. Even before the stampede Reese had shied away from marriage like it was the plague. The stampede, which he considered his fault for being with her, had probably reinforced the opinion that Mister Matthews had planted in his head about a wife being the sorriest thing a man could have on a ranch. The near catastrophes and loss of a quarter of the herd likely added fuel to the fire.


  With the romance cooled, camp became a solemn place. No one joked. Goosey stopped playing “Green Grow the Lilacs” and went back to “Little Joe the Wrangler” and “The Old Chisolm Trail.”


  Composed as lullabies for spooky cattle, neither did much to lighten the mood; their messages hit too close to home. One told the story of a young wrangler killed in a stampede, the other described the miserable conditions on a trail drive.


  Finally she realized that if they were to get back together, she would have to make the first move. Fleetingly, she wondered why she cared. Living with such a pigheaded man would likely be more trouble than it was worth.


  She was unable to make herself believe that, however. So, one morning while the cowboys were choosing day-mounts from the remuda, she followed him to his horse.


  “Reese, we need to talk.”


  He focused on his cinch. “Runnin’ low on supplies?”


  Pigheaded, indeed! “No. We’re running out of time.”


  “Time?”


  “For us.” Even with her heart breaking, she wanted to stomp her foot at his pigheadedness. “To straighten things out between us.”


  She watched his shoulders heave, then bunch forward.


  “Reese!” she demanded. “Talk to me.”


  He glanced around. Pain etched the corners of his eyes. Longing filled their chocolate depths. “I almost killed your son.”


  “We’ve been over that. I don’t hold you responsible. Neither does Jordan. So, stop torturing yourself. It’s over.”


  “It isn’t over. It’s my way of life.”


  “It’s my way of life, too. And Jordan’s.”


  He dropped his gaze to the cinch. She watched his fingers tremble before he jerked it tight enough to strangle the poor horse. “I don’t want to hurt you, Andie.”


  What was he saying? She felt like he had squeezed her lungs with that cinch. “Whatever’s on your mind, say it to my face.”


  His eyes sought hers. She watched him fight for control. “Grumpy was right. I’m not the marryin’ kind.”


  “Marriage! Who’s talking about marriage?”


  “It would come to that.” Their gazes held. Messages passed between them. Messages of turmoil and anguish, of longing and…


  Without thinking, she threw herself on him, clung to him, fighting tears. “Damn Mister Matthews!”


  He held her gingerly, as if he were as afraid of holding her as he was of loving her. “It isn’t just him,” he admitted. “I finally understand my pa.”


  Pulling back mere inches, she gazed up at him. His face was grim; she watched him struggle and knew it was against the very thing she fought so hard to recapture. “What about your pa?’ ’


  “The night of the stampede when I finally found Tom and Jordan, when I saw Jordan’s little body crumpled beneath Tom’s and knew I had put him there, that’s when I felt it.”


  “What?”


  “The measure of my pa’s grief when he lost my ma.”


  “Oh, Reese.” She reached up, cradled her hand around his jaw. For a second he relaxed against her palm. Then his jaw clenched.


  “I can’t do it to you, Andie.”


  “What?”


  “You’ve already been hurt once. I’m not going to be the next man to hurt you.”


  “You won’t be.”


  “Not if we put a stop to this while we still can.”


  Her heart stood still. While who still could? “What happened to your highfalutin ideas about using troubles as stepping stones?”


  “They were hogwash.” He stepped in the saddle. “Trust me, Andie. It’s best this way.” She watched, helpless, as he gathered his reins and turned away.


  “Don’t tell me what’s best, Reese Catlin!” she shouted after him. “I’ll love you till my dying day if I want to, and you can’t stop me. You love me, too. You’re just too pigheaded to admit it. And too, too cowardly to take a chance.”


  Andie didn’t try again to persuade Reese to change his mind. She wanted to believe she was better off without such a pigheaded man, but wasn’t quite able to convince herself.


  Jordan didn’t ride drag anymore, on Reese’s orders, and once he was back in the saddle, Tom Lovejoy relayed Reese’s directions to campsites, along with any other information Reese deemed necessary for Andie to know during the day.


  His choice of Tom hurt almost more than him not coming himself. During the entire drive Reese had been jealous any time Tom came around her; since the stampede he seemed determined to throw them together. It was as if he were saying, “I don’t want you anymore. Take Tom.”


  Finally they arrived outside Wichita.


  “Boss says to plan on campin’ there a couple of days,” Tom relayed. “It’s our last camp. We’ll drive the cattle into Wichita to sell, then come back an’ settle up.”


  “We made it.” She struggled to conceal her melancholy. “Ahead of the competition.”


  “You bet. I never doubted it. Ol’ Reese Catlin has a reputation for gettin’ what he sets his sights on.” His gaze lingered on her face. “He’s one hard hombre, Andie. Harder on himself than on anyone else.” In a moment of uncertainty contrary to his gregarious nature, Tom squirmed in the saddle.


  “I know you’ve been hit a lick by Catlin’s reaction to that stampede,” he said at length.


  “Don’t worry about me.”


  “Fact is, I was wonderin’, after we sell the cattle, how ’bout you, me, and Jordan settin’ off for Texas on our own.”


  “Tom! How could you—?”


  “Whoa, now, Andie, don’t go takin’ it wrong. I’m not suggestin’ anything that’s not strictly on the up an’ up. I’d like a chance to get to know you on my own, that’s all.”


  She relaxed. “Thanks. You knew how much I needed a compliment, didn’t you? But to be honest, I think I’m due a rest from members of the opposite sex. Uncle Kipp told me about a reputable freight driver; we’ll catch a ride with him back to Fort Worth. Jordan needs to spend time with his pa’s relations.”


  Tom tipped his hat. “Well, think about it. All right?”


  “Sure.”


  Before Tom was out of sight, emotions welled inside her. Their last camp. The poignancy of it, the finality of it, brought tears to her eyes; she fought them all the way to the sandy knoll Reese had scouted. The last camp he would lead her to. Possibly the last meal she would cook for him. The last…


  By the time she drew rein and set the brake, she was beside herself. The mules and wagon were to be sold in Wichita. This had been her last time to hee and haw to Bessie Mae and Bertha Jane. Desperately, she sought control. In the end, she tackled the problem in her usual way, with work.


  As soon as Jordan and Night Hawk dug the firepit and had the fire going, she handed them each a gallon jug. “We passed a berry patch back a few rods. Right beside the trail; you can’t miss it.”


  “Fresh berry cobbler!” Night Hawk whooped.


  “Yahoo!” Jordan cried. “Mister Catlin’s gonna love that, Ma.”


  Andie turned aside, gripping her emotions. “Wear gloves so the thorns won’t get you. And don’t quit too soon. I need two full gallons, in case we have visitors from town.”


  For their last meal together, Andie decided to go all out and fix the drovers’ favorites: Grumpy loved frijole pie; Goosey, Saratogy chips; Gimpy’s favorite was fried steak, and Tom could eat an oven full of camp potatoes by himself. With the skill of a sorcerer, she kept her mind off Reese Catlin. She wouldn’t allow herself to consider his favorite trail food—Uncle Kipp Stew; had she prepared it, she would have called it, and the obstinate trail boss himself, by the stew’s rightful name, for he was in her mind, if not in her heart, a son of a bitch of the first order.


  She had just fitted the last of the cobbler dough up the sides of a Dutch oven, when she heard a horse approach camp. Her first impulse was to expect Reese. She squashed it. Any hope she allowed into her heart would be sure to come gushing out at an inappropriate time. She refused to ruin the last night she had with him…with any of them…by crying.


  Cautioning herself not to give in to futile hope, that it was surely Tom or Gimpy—or anyone other than the one person she yearned to see—she didn’t realize until he stepped from the saddle that the rider had approached camp from the wrong side. Dust swirled around the site, settling on top of the frijoles and in her unfilled cobbler crusts. She spun around.


  “How dare you—!” She came to an abrupt halt at sight of a glassy-eyed, highly agitated stranger.


  “You’re comin’ with me.” Even as he spoke, the stranger advanced toward her.


  Reese Catlin felt like a first class heel. He hadn’t meant to hurt Andie. Hell, he’d rather have chopped off his right arm than hurt her. But better sooner than later. On the other hand, he couldn’t just ride off into the sunset and let her ride off, too. For days now he had worried with the idea of talking to her, but he couldn’t decide what he would say if he did.


  It was downright frightening, the way he missed her. He missed the giddiness he felt when he was anywhere near her, the magic when they kissed, touched, held each other.


  He missed wondering whether he was falling in love with her. Now he knew. He missed knowing her smile would be the first thing he saw when he rode into camp at night. If she smiled lately, he hadn’t seen it, because he had deliberately not looked. But he had a notion she hadn’t been smiling. He oughta say good-bye, make sure she understood that his way was best. She called him a coward, and dang if he wasn’t. He was scared to death of hurting her. She had suffered enough in her lifetime.


  And so had he. He didn’t hanker to end up like his pa, pining his life away, wasting his life, when he had so many hopes and dreams. Dreams that were fixin’ to come true.


  They’d arrived at the last camp well ahead of the next herd down the trail, a good day and a half, anyhow. He had beat the competition; tomorrow he would learn whether it had been worth the extra effort and money. He had a hunch it would be. Yet, in one way, it was a hollow victory. For he hadn’t realized how much he had looked forward to sharing it with Andie.


  He oughta say good-bye, wish her well. Hell, maybe he’d even ride down to the Pedernales country to see her sometime, sayin’ she was agreeable to such a suggestion. That’s what he could tell her. Then at least he would have said good-bye in a way that wouldn’t leave her feeling like he’d run out on her.


  He didn’t leave the herd too early; and he didn’t leave without telling the points he was heading for camp. He had learned that lesson, he hoped, for the last time.


  It was a beautiful day, not too hot, with a slowly setting sun and a soft afternoon breeze. Riding up to camp he experienced a surge of giddiness he hadn’t felt since…hell, since before that damned stampede.


  He skirted the camp, stepped down from the saddle, reining in his eagerness. He recalled Andie saying she felt good with him, like a kid. That was the way he felt now, riding in, hitching his mount, coming to see her. Then Night Hawk and Jordan rounded the chuck box. The look on their faces brought him up sharp.


  “What’s wrong?”


  They answered in unison. “She’s gone!” “Ma’s gone!”


  Reese’s heart jumped to his throat. He glanced around, looked back at the boys, saw their fright. “What do you mean?”


  “She sent us to pick berries,” Night Hawk began.


  “An’ when we came back she was gone,” Jordan wailed.


  “She probably walked off a ways…for personal reasons.”


  Night Hawk shrugged. “Maybe, but lookee here. There’s dirt all over ever’thing.”


  “Her cobblers are covered with it,” Jordan pointed out.


  Reese forced himself to remain calm. “Could’ve been a dust devil. Did you call her?”


  “Bunches of times.”


  “In ever direction.”


  Reese studied the dirt that had blown over the crusts; he crossed to the fire. A layer of dust crusted the bubbling frijoles. He looked out at the mules.


  Without warning he recalled the first time he had seen her. What a shock. A woman! He’d hired a confounded woman for camp cook! He smiled recalling how she had threatened to ride one of the mules back to town. Stubborn as a mule, he called her then. She wasn’t stubborn, he learned later. Only determined. Like him. They were a lot alike—


  Then he saw the hoofprints, close to the fire, where a horse never trod. Terror climbed up from his belly. “Who’s been here?”


  “No one.”


  “We’ve been gone,” Jordan reminded him.


  Night Hawk hunkered beside Reese to examine the hoofprints. “Ain’t Indians. They don’t generally ride shod horses.”


  “Generally could get her—” Terror had reached his throat; the words almost strangled him.


  “Ain’t no cowboy, neither,” Night Hawk commented.


  “No cowboy worth his salt would ride up to the wrong side of a camp,” Jordan claimed.


  Reese eyed the footprints that sank into loose sand stirred up by the horse. They hadn’t been made by a Western boot. Night Hawk said as much.


  “No cowboy’d wear foot gear like that. Might be the death of him, if he were to.”


  Reese nodded, thinking how that broad flat heel and thick sole could get wedged inside a stirrup. A cowboy needed a high-heeled, pointed-toe boot that would fit easily into a stirrup and slip easily out of one, in case of trouble.


  But the trouble here had happened to Andie. Whether at the hand of a cowboy or a farmer or a damned banker, didn’t matter.


  Following the tracks to the outer edge of camp, Reese had suddenly seen enough. He stopped briefly to reassure Jordan. “Hold down the fort, son. I’ll bring her home.”


  Racing for his horse, he jerked his Winchester from its saddle scabbard and checked the load.


  “Want me to call the hands?” Night Hawk asked. “You might need help.”


  That was true. There wasn’t time. “Not yet.”


  “Where’ll you be, case we need to go alookin’?”


  “Wherever the hell she is. Follow the tracks.” His eyes found Jordan’s. “Keep yourself safe.”


  The sonofabitch hadn’t tried to hide his trail, nor had he wasted time. The horse Reese followed made a beeline east, and Reese spurred his mount after him.


  Fear gripped his gut. He wanted to blame Night Hawk for leaving her alone at the camp, but if an armed man came lookin’ for trouble, a kid asleep in the wagon wouldn’t have stopped him.


  He wanted to blame himself, and partially succeeded. But mostly he wanted to find her. To find her alive and unharmed.


  The tracks led east across the prairie, headed for the distant foothills. Walnut River ran on the other side of those hills, Reese recalled from earlier trips up the trail, with farms scattered along the river bank.


  The boot tracks made by Andie’s abductor could belong to a farmer. But farmers didn’t go around abducting women.


  Just this side of the foothills, the tracks veered north. Reese topped a rise and saw a wagon. He forced himself to draw rein and investigate the situation. He wouldn’t do Andie any good, if he charged in and got himself shot.


  The wagon had a busted wheel. Beside it a man, nondescript from the distance, paced, head bowed. He pivoted at the tongue, reversed direction, then stopped at the back of the wagon. He seemed interested in whatever was inside the wagon for he cocked his head in that direction, waited a minute, then reversed his tracks and paced to the tongue again.


  Reese was still trying to reason through the situation when a woman’s scream rent the air. It froze his heart, raised hairs on the back of his neck, and mobilized his brain. Spurring his mount, he galloped down the hill, headed straight for the man, who was so intent on looking at the wagon, he didn’t hear the commotion until Reese had drawn rein, slid from the saddle, and raced toward him.


  The man turned, wide-eyed. His clothes were rumpled, his hair shaggy, his bleary-eyed expression, anxious.


  Reese drew back a fist. “What’re you doin’ with my woman?” He followed his question with a punch that landed the farmer flat on his back. He bent over the man, heaving, waiting, but his blow knocked the man cold. He turned instantly to the wagon, from where the scream had come.


  At that moment Andie climbed over the tail gate and stepped around the side as serenely as if she were in church. Reese’s heart lurched.


  “Mister Wisdom…” Her eyes widened at sight of the farmer, sprawled on his back in the dirt. She looked up. “Reese?”


  Their gazes locked. For the longest time he could do nothing more than stare at her. She was safe. At least, she looked that way. His eyes strayed to the bundle in her arms.


  “What did you do to Mister Wisdom?” Her voice sounded soft and strange…and wonderful.


  Reese looked down at the man, who sat up, rubbing his jaw.


  “Mister Wisdom?” Reese turned back to Andie. “What the—”


  “It’s a girl, Mister Wisdom,” Andie told the farmer. “A beautiful baby girl. And your wife is fine.”


  Reese reached her before he knew he had moved. He caught her face in his hands. He kissed her lips. “I love you, Andie.” He kissed her again. “I thought I’d lost you.” He kissed her again. “I love you.”


  She started laughing. “Before I would ever agree to marry you, Reese Catlin, you’d have to promise not to hover over me like an ol’ mother hen.”


  “Marry…?” He gazed into the depths of her prairie green eyes, lost in the love he saw there, in the love he felt for her.


  Between them the baby started crying. He glanced down, actually saw it for the first time. His eyes found Andie’s.


  “Marry me, Andie. Now. In Wichita. Today, tonight, tomorrow at the latest.” He looked at the baby again. A little pink fist waved spasmodically, gripping Reese’s heart with a strange new tender-sweet longing. “And have lots of my babies.”


  
    Roses love sunshine, violets love dew,


    Angels in heaven, know I love you.

  


  “Don’t you think they’re about finished?”


  Andie snuggled into Reese’s arm. What a day! The cattle brought top dollar and Reese Catlin admitted he loved her, all in the last twenty-four hours.


  Below them now, in the dusty cowtown street, the RC cowboys gathered to serenade the newlyweds. Already they had gone through “Green Grow the Lilacs,” “Careless Love,” and “Drink to Me Only with Thine Eyes.” They were on the sixth repetition of the third stanza of “Down in the Valley.”


  
    Know I love you, dear…

  


  Reese kissed the top of her head.


  “It was a perfect wedding, Reese. I loved everything about it. Even the berry cobbler, sandy crust and all.”


  He eased a hand down her side, feeling her curves beneath the yellow muslin dress. “I’m not sure how most women would take gettin’ married in front of a campfire, but I suppose it was proper enough for an ol’ trail cook like yourself.”


  “I wanted it that way for Jordan and the drovers. They’re the ones who brought us together.” She plucked at the yellow skirt. “This dress, bought with their hard-earned money.”


  
    Know I love you…

  


  Reese squeezed her closer. “I didn’t deduct. Figured a bridegroom oughta spring for his bride a dress.”


  “Oh, Reese.”


  
    Angels in heaven, know I love you.

  


  “’Night, boys,” Reese called over the song’s final notes. “See you in camp tomorrow.”


  “Take good care of Jordan,” Andie called down.


  “Hey, Ma,” he called up. “We wired Uncle Kipp ’bout your birthday present.”


  “Thank you, honey. It’s the best present I ever got.”


  “Yahoo! You be…”


  But Reese was already pulling her back inside, where he closed the French doors, drew the drapes, and took her in his arms. “When’s your birthday?”


  “Jordan thinks it’s today.”


  “Today? What’s this present you’re so proud of?”


  She laughed and hugged him with both arms. “You.”


  At his quirked eyebrow, she explained. “Not long before he met you at Uncle Kipp’s, Jordan made a wish on the Evening Star.”


  “Oh?”


  “He wished for me a new husband—for my birthday.”


  For the longest time, Reese held her, quiet and still. At length, he said, “Lucky I came along when I did.”


  “When wishes come true, Reese, there’s usually more love than luck.”


  “It was love that brought me back to that camp,” he admitted. “You’re more important to me than that ol’ Matthews spread or even the fear of ending up like my pa. When I rode into camp and found out some fool had carried you off, I knew the only thing that mattered was being with you, loving you, forever.”


  He kissed her then, cupping her face in his hands, bringing her lips to his. He moved gently, worshiping, adoring, loving, while he released her with all but his lips and in no time had her disrobed.


  Then he bent his head and nipped kisses along her neck, across her chest, found her breast. When she trembled against him, he lifted her in his arms and carried her to bed.


  “Ah, a real feather mattress.”


  “The finest hotel in Wichita, ma’am. Nothin’s too good…” His words caught. The sight of her lying unclothed in the middle of the bed stoked a flame that had been kindled long ago, that first day when he tried to fire her and she tried to quit.


  She lifted her arms. “Come here, Reese.”


  The sound of her voice calling him to their bed trilled along his senses, softer than a spring breeze, enchanting him.


  The heat of her skin when he lay beside her melded them together. He inhaled her sweet rose-scented skin, with its lingering of wood smoke and cinnamon, and he knew his heart had found its rightful home in hers.


  “Wanta know what I’ve been dreamin’ about?” Whispering into her lips, he moved over her. Her hands trailed up and down his spine, shooting spears of pure desire to the source of all life.


  “What?” she whispered back.


  “This.” With a strong thrust he entered and filled her. The impact was startling, for both of them. He could see it in her eyes, the need, the want, the joy.


  He paused, absorbing the moment, its magnitude, its magic, and the unbelievable fact that she was his and he was hers…forever.


  He began to move, watching her all the time, unable to take his eyes from hers. They smoldered, her green eyes, while she moved with him, steadily climbing higher and higher, until in one brilliant fiery instant they leaped together toward the exploding sun. A few moments later, he collapsed beside her, drawing her close, but not close enough. She could never be close enough.


  “Some say dreams are wishes,” she whispered seductively.


  He kissed her tenderly. “Today you’ve made all mine come true. And to think, it started with a boy settin’ out to find his ma a husband.”


  “And himself a pa.”


  “I’ll do my dangedest with him, love. But we’ll never let him forget his real pa.” He kissed her then until the only thought in either of their heads was of each other. Mindlessly he wanted her again. “I can’t get the image of you holdin’ that baby out of my head,” he mumbled against her skin. “What say we try again for one of our own?”
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  Storms Never Last


  Eager to flea Indianola, Texas and the violent blood feud between her own family and the neighboring Suttons, Lindsey Mae Burnett makes the desperate decision to work as a shady lady to fund her escape.


  March Sutton is in Indianola with one mission—murder. In an effort to relax, he pays Miss Fancy's House of Fanciful Delights a visit where he is paired with the beautiful, innocent Lindsey.


  As a fierce storm descends upon the city, both March and Lindsey find themselves in danger of being swept away by not only the harsh winds, but by each other as well. Will their love survive the dangers of the vicious storm and the looming threat of Jeb Taylor, only to be destroyed when Lindsey learns that March is one of the very Suttons she’s running from?


  Sweetheart of the Rodeo


  Caterina Raminerz, daughter of a ranch cook, wanted nothing more than to marry her oldest friend Monte Ballou. But the morning after he proposes, he disappears, along with Caterina’s hope for a future with true love.


  Six years later, Monte has returned, determined to ride a dangerous stallion in the Fourth of July Rodeo. Still deeply in love with her childhood sweetheart, Caterina vows to do whatever necessary to stop Monte from riding the ferocious horse—and maybe save his life.


  But even as buried feelings and forgotten promises find their way back to the surface, Monte is promised to someone else. Will Monte and Caterina find their way back to each other before their love is extinguished forever?
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  Texas Gamble (Texas Star Trilogy - Book One)


  Serita Cortinas will do anything to save her Texas ranch, even if it means being the stakes in her father’s card game. The man to win her hand isn’t the groom of her dreams—he’s arrogant and brooding. But as it turns out, Captain Giddeon Duval may be exactly what she needs to ward off the threat of land raiders.


  Giddeon isn’t looking for a wife, only access to Los Olmos, when his lucky hand wins him the spirited Serita. But as the undeniable desire he feels for the insolent beauty overtakes him, he realizes he’ll do whatever it takes to vanquish her enemies and conquer her heart as well.


  Texas Dawn (Texas Star Trilogy - Book Two)


  Stella Duval always fantasized of seeing her beloved Logan Cafferty again, but she never imagined that when the day came, it would be as his captive. Before the Civil War—a time that now seems like nothing more than a dream—Stella and Logan had been in love with plans to marry. But war broke out, leaving them on opposing sides.


  Now Stella finds herself face to face with Logan again, only as his prisoner. But their passion for one another has not dampened with time, and Stella and Logan must fight against the hardships of war for their second chance at true love.


  Texas Gold (Texas Star Trilogy - Book Three)


  Marina Cafferty must ensure the stability of her family’s Texas ranch all at costs. But she didn’t think that included salvaging the remains of her grandfather’s ship—at the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. The gold still hidden within the wreckage could pay off the taxes on Los Olmos for years to come, but the danger could prove mortal.


  Rafe Santana won’t let a national treasure like the one hidden on Giddeon Duval’s ship fall into the hands of some scheming American, not even if those hands belong to Giddeon’s own granddaughter. But if Rafe wants to keep the gold in Mexico, he’ll have to let Marina lead him to it first.


  Neither Marina nor Rafe expect to find themselves sinking into an ocean of desire that runs deeper than the gold at the bottom of the sea. Before long, they may find the only treasure they ever need is one another.
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  Heart's Desire (Silver Creek Stories - Book One)


  At a stage stop on the way to join her father in Silver Creek, Holly Campbell receives a telegram reporting his suicide. Heartbroken and determined, she continues on with one goal: to prove he was murdered. Letters she received from him told her whom she can trust—and the one man she can’t. Sheriff Quintan Jarvis is as crooked as they come and Holly means to keep as far away from him as possible.


  But even as Holly tries to resist her attraction to the mysterious sheriff, she can’t deny her body’s yearning for the handsome lawman’s embrace. Will she be able to solve the mystery of her father’s death before she surrenders to Quintan’s touch and her HEART'S DESIRE?


  Texas Twilight (Silver Creek Stories - Book Two)


  When Trace Garrett shows up on Clara Ehler’s Texas ranch, she can hardly believe it’s him—and as handsome as she remembers. When Trace left years before, he took Clara’s dream of true love with him. But now he’s back, and one look at him sets a heat of passion ablaze once again.


  But Trace holds more than the deed to Clara’s heart—he holds the deed to her ranch as well. He’d heard she planned on selling it and moving East, but he knows the only place for Clara is on the Texas frontier, and in his embrace.


  Runaway Passion (Silver Creek Stories - Book Three)


  Emilie Hahn is determined to escape her father’s ranch, and not even the handsome Texas Rancher sent to pursue her will drag her back without a fight. Even as she resists his attempts to return her to her father, her heart can’t deny the desires that pass between them.


  Creed McCaslin has been hired to rescue Emilie, and he’s going to do it. Even when he learns that she’s a runaway, not the damsel in distress her father has made her out to be. But his mission never included falling for his feisty and beautiful captive.


  Will Creed return Emilie to the ranch, or will he turn out to be her true ticket to freedom?


  Sweet Texas Nights (Silver Creek Stories - Book Four)


  Meg Britton arrives in Silver Creek with one purpose: to see the construction of the rail line completed. Fighting against the hell-on-wheels culture of hard drinking and harder living, her own father’s misgivings, and rival railroaders, it is only Meg’s sharp tongue and steadfast determination that keep her mission afloat. That is until she meets the handsome and mysterious Kalib Cheney.


  For reasons of his own, Kalib is intent on halting the construction of the railroad, and not even beautiful and bold Meg will stand in his way. But he’ll soon learn that her unyielding resolve matches his own, as does her budding desire to surrender to the embrace of her most bitter enemy.
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