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Dear Reader,

Writing is a rather lonely business so it was a delight when, after a few years of being published, I began to receive letters from fans all over the world. Most liked my books, but a few did not. There is a vast audience out there, and it is hard to please them all—some wanted more sex in the books and some thought there was way too much. Several penitentiary inmates asked me to write their personal stories, and a few requested my picture. I debated sending one of me and my grandchildren but in the end decided not to correspond with any of them. One lady at a California booksigning was excited to know that I lived just ten miles from “where she was conceived.” Another reader wanted me to talk to her teenage son about how to treat a lady. I wouldn’t have missed any of these experiences for the world.

A theme in the fan mail has been interest in my early, out-of-print books; so, my publisher has been bringing them back in anthologies, including Promisegivers. Seeing my older novels get a new life is as gratifying as giving readers a few hours of escape from everyday life. If a housewife is able to forget the dishes in the sink and lose herself in one of my stories or if a lonely convict shares a dream of love, I feel real satisfaction.

As you can tell, I love hearing from my readers. Please write to me via my Web site or care of my publisher.

Sincerely,
Dorothy Garlock

www.dorothygarlock.com
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BOOK ONE

THE PLANTING SEASON




CHAPTER ONE

“OH, FOR CRYIN’ out loud! Damn that man! He’s out there again.”

“He is? Let me see! Ohhhh . . .” The high-pitched squeal of the teenager caused the shaggy brown dog to lift his jowls off the floor, cock his head, point his ears, and let out a husky sound between a bark and a growl.

“Lay right there and bark, you worthless hound. You wouldn’t get up and bite anyone if he was carrying off everything in this house.” The tall blond woman’s hair swept straight back from her forehead and hung down her back in a single thick braid.

“Where, Iris? What’s he doing? Ah . . . Oooh . . . look at that red hair!”

“Get away from the window, Brenda,” Iris said sharply. You’ll get nail polish on the drapes,” she finished lamely.

“That ain’t it, and you know it. You just don’t want him to see us looking.”

“Don’t say ain’t.” Iris stomped across the room and flung herself down in a chair. The stuffing was beginning to show on the padded arm, and she carefully straightened the crocheted doily she had pinned there to cover it. “That . . . bastard has gone to the zoning commission, sure as hell!”

“Don’t swear! You won’t let me.”

“You’re fourteen and I’m thirty. That should give me a license to swear if I want to,” she said crossly.

“You’re thirty-two, Iris. I can count. And I’m almost fifteen.” Brenda sat down cross-legged on the floor beside the dog and shook the bottle of nail enamel.

“You’re just what I need today, snippy little sister. You spill that polish on the carpet and you’ll wish this old woman were in East Siberia.”

“You don’t have to be an old maid. You could have married Stanley.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake! There’s no such thing as an old maid in this day and age. And don’t start on Stanley. I’ve got enough on my mind without your bringing up that creep.” Iris stretched her denim-clad legs out in front of her and crossed her booted ankles. She reached behind her and pulled the long, thick braid over her shoulder before she rested her head against the back of the chair and folded her arms over her chest. “And please be quiet. I’ve got to think.”

“You’ve been thinking for a couple of months,” Brenda grumbled. “A few more minutes’ of thinking won’t change a thing.”

“I was depending on that wishy-washy zoning commission to keep that trailer out of my grove.”

“It’s not a trailer, it’s a mobile home. And it isn’t your grove.” Brenda blew on the blood-red polish she had applied to her nails.

“Enjoy those claws while you can, my girl. It’s almost planting season, and you’re bound to lose those nails when your pretty little hands are glued to the steering wheel of the tractor every minute you’re out of school.”

“What’s he going to do? I thought he was coming out here to learn to be a farmer. How is he going to learn anything if I do all the work?” Brenda capped the polish bottle, and rolled over onto her stomach so she could get a better look at her scowling sister.

Iris had always looked younger than her age until recently. Now the signs of her years of struggle to farm the land and supply a stable, comfortable home for her sister were beginning to show. Faint lines of strain had appeared lately between her brows and at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her sun-tanned face often had a pensive look, with shadows of worry beneath her eyes.

Iris’s wide mouth, its lower lip fuller and softer than the upper one, turned down at the corners, reflecting her less-than-happy mood. Her blond hair was her most startling feature, but her eyes ran a close second. They were wide and blue-gray, deep-set, and tilted at the outer corners, under well-defined brows only a shade darker than her hair. They glared now at the young girl who was more like a daughter than a sister.

“You know I don’t like for you to bring that dog into the living room,” she said irritably. “He gets hair and mud and Lord knows what else all over the carpet.”

“Just cause you’re mad and can’t do anything about him, you’re taking your spite out on Arthur.” Brenda rolled onto her back and scratched the dog’s shaggy head. “Ain’t that right, Arthur?”

“Don’t say ain’t.”

Brenda sighed heavily. “I haven’t been able to see him up close. Do you think he’ll come to the house?”

“I sure as hell hope not!”

“Don’t swear.” With the quickness of youth, Brenda flipped up onto her knees so she could rest her chin on Iris’s slim thigh. “It isn’t so bad, Iris. He could have moved into the house, you know.”

“Over my dead body!”

Brenda looked up with a sympathetic smile. “Couldn’t you vamp him?”

“Vamp him? You’ve lost your marbles!” Iris got to her feet and stood with her hands on her hips, looking down at the younger girl. Brenda was long-limbed and slightly gawky, due to her height. Her nose, lightly dusted with freckles, turned up pertly, giving her face a pixieish look. Her hair was several shades darker than her sister’s, and parted in the back, with bunches tied with ribbon hanging over each shoulder.

“Dad should have had his head examined for taking old Mrs. Lang on as a partner,” Iris said. “I tried to get him to go to the bank, but he was bound and determined to sell half the farm to her. He must have thought she would die before he did and would leave it to him in her will.” Iris began to walk up and down the room, paused to move the curtain aside so she could peek out toward the grove, snorted, and let the curtain fall back in place. “That fool is out there stepping off the place where he’s going to put that rolling shoe box!”

“I don’t think anyone knew old Mrs. Lang had a grandson in the Navy. She used to talk about Junior. It was Junior this and Junior that. I thought she was just making it up.”

“Well, she wasn’t. John D. Lang, Jr. is living proof.”

“I thought only really old men retired, Iris. Does he have to work?”

“I don’t know about that. The lawyer told me that he went into the Navy when he was eighteen and retired after twenty years of service,” Iris said drily.

“Then he’s not young! Oh, shoot! He’s old. Thirty-eight . . . wow!”

Iris raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Yeah. He’s practically got one foot in the grave.”

“That’s for sure! And he’s too old to learn to farm. Maybe he likes you, Iris. He wouldn’t be too old for you.”

“Thanks a lot.” Iris turned her head away, hiding her face, suddenly contorted with the pain of remembering her forty-five-year-old father bringing home a bride less than half his age. A year later, the year she graduated from high school, Brenda was born. A year after that the young bride took off for parts unknown, disillusioned with being married to an old man who didn’t have the money she thought he had. During Iris’s college years her father hired a woman to care for Brenda, but since then it had been she alone who’d raised her halfsister.

“Arrr-woof!” Arthur got lazily to his feet and started for the kitchen door.

“You may be a pussycat, Arthur, but you’ve got super ears.” Brenda shot a guarded look at her sister. “He’s coming to the house. What are you gonna do?”

“Meet him outside.” Iris stomped through the dining room to the kitchen, grabbed a worn denim jacket hanging on a straight-backed chair, and jerked it on over her hooded sweatshirt. She stood on the back steps, digging the hood out from under the back of her jacket, and watched the source of her irritation come toward her.

He was a bear of a man. His height topped her five-foot ten-inch frame by half a foot. Broad in the shoulders and chest, yet solid and lean through the waist and hips, he had long, well-muscled legs and walked with a rolling gait. His easy stride brought him quickly across the graveled drive, past the black iron water pump set on a concrete slab, and through the swinging gate.

Iris stood stock-still, head tilted back, arms folded. She stared in mixed exasperation and desperation, her smoky eyes analytical as they moved over his strong neck, not exactly handsome face, and the shock of brick-red hair. She remembered his face as being harsher when she’d voiced her disapproval after he’d calmly announced his intention to participate actively in the operation of the farm. They had been sitting in the lawyer’s office, and Iris had declared in no uncertain terms she thought it stupid—no, downright asinine—for him to assume he could be any practical help on the farm.

The only other time they had met was when she stood on the steps, as she was doing now, and told him she was not going to permit him to move “a long, skinny boxcar of a thing” onto her homestead, and if the prefabricated dwelling had any place at all in the scheme of things it was in a trailer park in town, and not out here.

Iris was slightly breathless with anger as she shifted her gaze from his face to the figure of the zoning commissioner, who was getting into his car, and then back to his face. Smile lines bracketed his wide mouth; his thick red hair looked as if he’d been in a windstorm, and it glistened in the sun; his brilliant, pure blue eyes glinted as he assessed her stance. He was pleased with himself, Iris realized, and she was filled with even more resentment.

“The commissioner says there’s nothing in the county ordinance to prevent me from putting the mobile home right out there.” John waved his hand toward the grove of pine and spruce trees that had been planted by her grandfather as a windbreak when he’d built the house eighty years before.

Iris stiffened visibly but didn’t speak. His heavy, brown brows lowered in a frown as he noticed her reaction. Before he could speak again the screen door opened behind Iris and nudged her aside so Brenda and Arthur could come out.

“Hi.”

“Hi. You must be Brenda Ouverson.”

“In living color. You must be Junior. Come here, Arthur. That’s rude!” She grabbed the dog’s collar and pulled him back. “He has to check out everything and everybody that comes on this place,” she said with an apologetic grin. “He’ll get used to you, but I doubt if Iris will.”

“Knock it off, Brenda,” Iris said sharply.

“I’m afraid Miss Ouverson will have to get used to me or else sell me her part of the farm.” He spoke to Brenda, but his narrowed gaze was on Iris.

“Call her Iris, Junior. Kids at school call her Miss Ouverson when she subs, but nobody else does.”

“My name’s John.” He bent down to rub the dog behind the ears with long, strong fingers. “The plumber will be out tomorrow to run the gas and water lines. It will be simpler if they tie onto your meters and we share the expense.”

A quick, nervous spate of words broke from Iris’s tight lips. “Why are you so determined to bring that thing out here? This homestead is eighty years old. My father made every effort to preserve its character, and so will I. The barns are old, but they’ve been maintained beautifully through the years, with an eye to keeping the original design of the buildings. This homestead is graced with an air of dignity and a sense of permanence. You roll that pencil box in here and you’ll not only ruin that grove, but you’ll create an eyesore the whole county will be talking about.”

“You know the alternative,” he said softly.

“You know damn well it’s unthinkable for you to move into the house with us.”

“Everything is thinkable,” he corrected with a rueful grin. “But I expect it would give the conservative Iowans in town something interesting to gossip about.”

“You mean they’d think you were sleeping with Iris? Ha! Fat chance! She won’t even kiss Stanley.” Brenda nonchalantly swung her leg over Arthur to hold him between her knees while she looked critically at her polished nails.

Iris was almost giddy with embarrassment. Her eyes glittered with both anger and despair, and she turned the full force of them on her sister. “That’s enough out of you, Brenda. You’ve got chores.”

“Okay, okay,” Brenda said with a lift of her shoulders. “Just don’t get your motor all revved up over nothing.”

John reached out a big hand and clapped it over the top of her head and gave it a friendly shake. Brenda was not as tall as her sister, but she was equally as thin and willowy. Her legs seemed endless in the tight jeans; beneath the heavy turtleneck sweater she wore there was a hint of small, nicely rounded breasts and a wispy waist.

“See ya.” Blue eyes in a pert face darted a look at him. “It’s get-rid-of-Brenda time. My sister probably wants to swear at you, and she thinks I’ve never heard a swear word before. C’mon, Arthur. Let’s head for the barn and Dullsville.”

John watched her lope away, the dog at her heels. He turned back to the grim-faced woman on the steps. “How old is she?”

“Fourteen, and out of bounds for you,” Iris snapped.

“Oh, for the Lord’s sake!” He stifled an oath, then spun on his heel to walk away, but turned back with an angry scowl on his face. He pointed his finger at her. “Listen. I could have forced you to sell out to me, as long as I offered to buy your part of this farm and you couldn’t raise the money to buy me out. Partnerships work that way, in case you didn’t know or have forgotten. I realize this farm has been in your family since its existence, and therefore I’m willing to share it with you—at least until your sister is out of school and on her own. That assumes, of course, we can last that long without killing each other. Now, it can be a pleasant business arrangement or it can be a battle every step of the way.” He snapped his teeth together, straightened to his full height and rocked back on his heels. “I didn’t spend twenty years in the Navy for nothing. I don’t give up easily. I fight for what I want, and I want to live here on this homestead and farm the land my grandmother bought for me.”

The stress lines between Iris’s brows deepened, and her mouth tensed. “In other words take you and your cracker box or sell out to you, at your price, and move on. Is that it?”

“Exactly.”

Iris pushed her hands into her pockets and hunched her shoulders. “You’ve played all the right cards. Or rather your grandmother played them for you.”

He shrugged. “Either way, I’m here and I’m staying. I’ll be out in the morning with the plumbers. A few days after that I’ll bring in the house.”

Iris pressed her lips together tightly and half turned, so he couldn’t see the tears that glistened on her thick lashes. The tension that had been building in her for days had mounted to produce a splitting headache; all she wanted to do at this moment was slip inside that screened door, hide in the house, and cry. But damned if she would! She wouldn’t retreat with her tail between her legs. She’d brazen it out, even if it killed her!

“Iris!” Brenda called from the barn door. “Where’s that plastic bucket I use to feed the calf?”

“In the machine shed, where you left it.” Iris lifted the heavy braid of hair off her chest and flung it over her shoulder. She looked directly at John D. Lang, Jr. for a full ten seconds before she spoke. “You win, Mr. Lang. But I don’t have to like it.” She forced herself to concentrate on keeping her poise, her tears at bay, her fists from flying out to hit him, while fantasizing about his disappearing beneath the manure spreader.

John backed off a few steps, hesitated, then said, “The mobile home won’t stick out like a sore thumb regardless of what you think. After I finish with it, it’ll blend into the surroundings. I plan to add a screened porch across the front to break the straight line and have the whole thing painted to match the trim of this house.”

“Oh, great! That should be just dandy. A white house, a green house, a red barn. Christmas all year long,” Iris said with a stoical calmness she didn’t feel at all. She was pleased to see the flicker of annoyance on John’s face.

He half turned so he could look toward the grove. “I’ll have the house set in the long way, then the front will face the drive. When I add the porch and the carport, I may have to take out one small tree.”

“Noooooo! You’re not cutting down my trees!” A pounding began in Iris’s head that threatened to make her eyes go out of focus. Since her father’s death, five years ago, she had been in charge here, and had guarded every tree as if it were the last one on earth. No, sir! This sailor wasn’t going to cut down a single one of her trees!

“The grove needs to be thinned. For now I’ll only take out the tree with the NO HUNTING sign on it.”

“You’ll do no such thing! What in the hell did you learn in the Navy that makes you so all-fired smart about thinning a grove?” Chin up, body taut, Iris was mindful of the thudding in her chest, the pounding in her head. Mustering the fragments of her self-possession, she locked her gaze to his and refused to look away.

His eyes were cobalt-blue and fenced with thick brown lashes, topped by reddish-brown brows, which were now drawn together with displeasure. As she watched, his features formed a deeper frown, the muscle in one lean cheek jumping in response to his clenched teeth. His gaze fell from her eyes to the soft and vulnerable curve of her lips, lingered long enough to send an unwelcome tremor through her, and then passed down to the arms folded tightly across her chest. He made no attempt to conceal his impatience with her. The pounding in Iris’s head expanded into her stomach and echoed through that empty chamber.

He spread his long, denim-clad legs and hooked his hands in his hip pockets. The movement spread his jacket and revealed an open-neck knit shirt with a small monogrammed symbol on the chest. Iris’s eyes flicked to his feet and the blue-and-gray sneakers. A stray thought passed quickly through her mind. Nikes! Good heavens, Who would have guessed they made them that big?

“So this is the way it’s going to be, huh?” John said thoughtfully. “You’re going to drag your feet every step of the way.”

“If necessary.” Iris wanted to scream. More than that, she wanted to hit something—preferably him.

“I’ve had young kids come into the Navy with chips on their shoulders. Some thought they knew it all. You can bet they were whipped into line before they shipped out.” His brows lifted in a silent message.

“I’m no kid, Mr. Lang, and this isn’t the Navy. You’re in my territory. We’ll see who is whipped into line.” Her voice was low, with the force of her anger held in check.

“I-r-is! Where’s the pine tar? Candy’s got a cut on her fetlock.”

“On the shelf in the tack house,” she called, grateful for the interruption. Casually, with an outward calm belying both the ache behind her forehead and the dancing devils in her stomach, she began to walk toward the barn. Leaving the sailor standing on the walk, she thought that surely he’d have the good manners to leave. Not true. He appeared beside her, matching his stride to hers.

“Who’s Candy?”

“Sugar’s colt.”

“There aren’t any horses listed in the farm inventory.”

She stopped and turned on him like a spitting cat. “Sugar and the colt belong to Brenda. She bought the mare with money she earned, and she paid the stud fee. There are two more horses on this farm that have never been listed. They belong to me.”

“I see,” he said—to her back, because she had walked away.

Iris pulled back the bottom half of the barn door, latched it to the top shelf, stepped over the thick doorsill, and into the barn. A single light burned at the end of the row of stalls. For once Brenda hadn’t turned on every light in the barn. They had been trying to lower their huge electric bills.

Attempting to ignore John D. Lang, Jr., who was trailing close behind her—and her throbbing head—Iris kicked at the clean straw with her booted feet as she went down the narrow passage. A devilish hope that he’d step in some manure and soil his spotless Nikes briefly crossed her mind.

Brenda was waiting beside a tan-and-white-spotted colt, holding the rope halter and rubbing the soft nose that nuzzled her arm. “I didn’t notice it until she followed Sugar in and I saw the blood,” she wailed. “There must be some barbed wire down somewhere.”

Iris knelt down beside the colt, rubbing her hand up and down the slender leg, keeping well back in case the sharp little hoof lashed out. “Did you get the pine tar?”

“I didn’t want to turn her loose. Is it bad? It bled a lot.”

“I’ll get the tar. Where is it?” The masculine voice came from far above Iris’s head.

She stood and gave him a disgusted look. “You wouldn’t know pine tar from . . . apple butter,” she said, and stomped off down the aisle.

“I don’t think she likes you, Junior.” Brenda’s blue eyes had to look up a long way to reach his face.

“I think you’re right.”

“She’s gettin’ one of her headaches. It’s been coming on all day. By night she’ll be throwing up her socks.”

“She suffers from migraines?”

“Yeah. I think that’s what she calls them. You’re enough to give even me a headache, Junior.”

“My name’s John.”

“Then why was ol’ Mrs. Lang always callin’ you Junior?”

“Reasonable question.” He reached out and fondled the colt’s ears. The animal tossed her head.

“Horses don’t like to have their ears touched,” Brenda said quickly.

“Oh? Sorry. Back to why my grandmother called me Junior. I don’t think she realized I had grown up. I was away at sea most of the time, and my trips home were few and far between. Granny sometimes thought I was my dad. How old is the colt?”

“A month. Do you like horses?”

“I like ’em, but I don’t know much about ’em.”

“I could teach you that. Sugar was my 4-H project a few years ago. She got a blue ribbon at the fair. Hey, we’re looking for a new leader. Want to be one?”

“What in the heck would he know about being a 4-H leader?” Iris walked into the stall with a can and paddle in one hand and a roll of paper towels in the other. She knelt down, pried off the lid, and dipped the clean wooden paddle into the thick black tar. “Whoa, girl. Easy, now. This will make it feel better, and keep the flies off, too.” Talking to the colt in a calm, smooth voice all the while she dabbed the medicine on the cut, Iris concluded, “That should do it.” She wiped the stick clean on the paper towel and replaced the lid on the can. “Put her back in the stall so Sugar can see what we’ve done to her baby,” she said as she stepped up onto the bottom board of the stall to reach the nose of the brown-and-black-spotted mare. She gave her a gentle pat: then the horse’s pointed ears stood at attention when Iris brought a handful of molasses-soaked grain and pellets out of her pocket and held it to the soft lips; which quickly began to nibble. “You like that, don’t you, girl?” she crooned softly to the horse, and placed a kiss on her nose.

When Iris stepped down too quickly from the rail, a jarring pain coursed through her head; it was followed by a quick succession of pains so sharp that she almost swayed. “Finish up here, will you, Brenda? Feed Buck and Boots for me tonight. I’m going to the house.”

“Will you be too sick to take me to town later?” Brenda called as she reached the door.

“Of course not!” she said as confidently as she could manage.

“Do you have migranes often?” John asked while she was closing the bottom half of the barn door.

“No! You’re the only big headache I’ve had in a long time.” Iris gritted her teeth.

He ignored her sarcasm. “What do you take for it?”

“Aspirin, aspirin, and aspirin. You caused it,” she blurted. “When you leave it’ll probably go with you.” Ignoring him now, she concentrated only on breathing deeply to keep her stomach from heaving, and on placing one foot in front of the other so she could get to the house. She reached the screen door and flung it open. “Goodbye, so long, happy sailing,” she muttered, and stumbled into the house.

She dropped her jacket on the kitchen floor, jerked her boots off with the bootjack, and reeled to the newel post at the foot of the stairs. She leaned on the rounded top, hoping the demons pounding in her head would let up long enough for her to make it up the steps. Her stomach convulsed, and she groaned.

“Iris, let me help you.”

Him again! It was too much. She closed her eyes tightly and held onto the post, knowing that any minute she was going to further humiliate herself with a crying jag. Everything hurt so damn bad!

“What have I done to deserve you?” she croaked feebly. This was the enemy, but strangely, she couldn’t fight any longer. An arm slid across her back, and she was pulled against a broad chest. Too sick to reject this gesture of help, Iris leaned into the arms that steadied her and the long, warm body that absorbed the tremors that shook her. Reeling and desperately afraid she would throw up, she let him help her up the stairs.

“The bathroom . . .” She staggered away from him and through the open door, not even bothering to close it, and sank down on the edge of the tub. Holding the blond braid in her hand, she leaned over the stool as the bathroom door closed, allowing her to lose the contents of her stomach in private.

Her migraine had reached gigantic proportions by the time she wet a cloth and grabbed a bottle of aspirin from the medicine cabinet. John was waiting outside the door. His identity was no longer important to Iris. He was help. She headed down the hall to her bedroom with his hand beneath her arm to steady her. Somehow they both made it through the narrow door and to the soft bed. She buried her face in the pillow to shut out the light. Her senses were so numbed by pain that she was only vaguely aware that she was between the cool sheets and the covers were being pulled up around her neck.

At that moment Iris didn’t care if it was John D. Lang, Jr. or Adolph Hitler in her bedroom pulling the window shades. She welcomed the darkness. Her mind was a jungle; her stomach an ocean in which nausea kept coming and going in waves. Somewhere along the way she had dropped the wet cloth, but the aspirin bottle was still clutched in her hand. Warm, strong fingers pried hers loose from the bottle. She let go. Nothing mattered but to be left alone.

It wasn’t to be. He was back.

“Take this aspirin, Iris.” He put tablets in her mouth. She tried to push him away. His arm lifted and turned her, and he held a glass to her lips. Wincing, she swallowed the tablets and a sip of water. He eased her back down on the bed and covered her again.

Later, somewhere in the sea of agony that held her, she felt a warm hand on her forehead, strong fingers gently stroking her temples, soothing away the pain, and at last she fell into a deep dreamless sleep.




CHAPTER TWO

GROGGY, IRIS PUSHED up onto a bent elbow, blinked, and swept the hair back from her eyes so she could see the digital clock. The red numbers swam before her eyes, and she squinted to hold them in place. Nine-thirty? She had slept for five hours? Moving slowly, she threw back the covers and sat up on the side of the bed. The ghost of the headache was still there, but she felt vastly improved. Shaking off the fogginess, she flipped on the bedside lamp, and the room was flooded with a soft glow.

A glass of water and the aspirin bottle sat on the nightstand—along with a new, dark plastic bottle with a prescription label. Iris reached for it, a quizzical frown on her face. Her doctor’s name was typed neatly above hers on the label and beneath were the directions for taking the capsules. The prescription had been filled at Casey Rexal Drug, her pharmacy. A misty memory came to mind of being lifted, of something being put into her mouth, of a masculine voice telling her to swallow. Glory! Was she so freaked out from the headache that she took just any medication, like a slave on command?

Iris got to her feet, went to the bathroom, and washed her face. Thank God the nausea was gone. She felt decidedly better. She had to see what Brenda was up to. Longtime habits of concern were hard to forget.

Halfway down the stairs the aroma of freshly brewed coffee caused her bare feet to pause for an instant before they continued on down the steps. Iris swung around the newel post at the same time that her eyes swung about the room. One small lamp burned. The television screen was dark. Strange. Brenda thought the house would cave in if the set wasn’t turned on. A stab of uneasiness struck her, and she hurried to the lighted kitchen. Surprise brought her to a halt in the doorway.

John Lang sat at her kitchen table, a cup of coffee at hand. Scattered over the table were books, papers, and magazines. His head was bent, and he was busily scribbling in a notebook. Beneath the pull-down lamp his hair was the color of glazed clay pottery. His back was a broad expanse of blue knit, and as she watched, he put his hand to the back of his neck and squeezed and massaged his neck muscles. Watching him while he was utterly unaware that he was not alone, he suddenly seemed to be truly human.

Iris emerged from the doorway. “What are you doing here, and where’s Brenda?” She walked over to the table and grasped the knobs of a high-backed kitchen chair.

He closed the book with a snap and looked intently into her face. “How do you feel?”

“Where’s Brenda?” she repeated.

“At play practice. I took her in. I told Miss Hanley I’d be back to pick her up at ten o’clock.”

“You did wh-what? It wouldn’t have hurt her to miss one practice.” The floor was cold. Iris stood on one bare foot and rested the other on top of it.

He quirked a brow at her grumpiness. “There was no need for her to miss rehearsal. I was going in to get the prescription filled anyway. Do you feel better?”

“Yes,” she said, and slumped down in the kitchen chair. She wasn’t going to let him rile her. Nothing was worth risking the return of that headache.

“Why haven’t you asked the doctor for something for those tension headaches? There’s no need for you to suffer like that.”

“I don’t have them very often—only when something comes along that ties me in knots.” Her direct gaze held his.

“I get the message. How about a cup of coffee?”

“I’ll get it,” she said testily.

“I’ll get it.” For a big man he moved fast. “Cream? Sugar?”

“Straight from the pot.” She had to get him out of here. He was the cause of the headache, and she didn’t want another. “Did you charge the prescription to me?”

“Of course not.” He passed over the mugs, choosing instead the good cups and saucers. Then he brought the coffeepot to the table and poured some for her and himself. “It was just a couple of dollars. As long as I caused the headache, I can at least pay for getting it fixed.” She looked up into blue eyes that flicked over her quickly.

Iris started back, being careful to keep her features deceptively calm, masking her swirling thoughts. He sat down on the other side of the table and put the books and magazines he was using in a neat stack. A quick glance told Iris they were farming periodicals. It was on the tip of her tongue to say something sarcastic, but instead she stared hard at the rangy form lounging in her kitchen chair. It galled her to think of him being here in the house with her asleep upstairs.

He stared back. Iris felt her cheeks grow warm. She became suddenly and uncomfortably aware of the faded old sweatshirt she wore and the strings of hair that hung around her face. The lack of makeup didn’t bother her, as she seldom used it. Unconsciously she smoothed the hair back from her forehead and hooked loose strands over her ears.

“You don’t have to stay. I’ll pick up Brenda.”

“You need something to eat. How about a piece of toast?”

She looked at him as if he were warped. “Thanks, but no thanks. I can manage. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time,” she snapped.

“Thirty-two years, according to Brenda.”

“Well . . . glory be!” Iris’s laugh held a wealth of bitterness. “Lesson number one. Never leave the enemy alone with little sister. He’s very clever at picking her brain.”

“I’m not the enemy, Iris.”

“If you’re not, I hope never to have one.” She raised the cup to her mouth and took a big gulp, almost scalding her tongue.

“Careful. You may get another headache.”

He sipped his coffee slowly. She watched his hands. They dwarfed the thin cup but handled it easily. His fingers were long, his nails cut close, and he had a sprinkling of reddish-brown hair on the backs of his hands that trailed down to his knuckles. Strong, smooth hands, soft palms. How would they look after a day of shoveling corn, loading manure, moving hog houses, or fixing fence?

The clock on the shelf struck the quarter hour. The sound wafted into the small eternity of silence. Iris jumped up and carried her cup and saucer to the sink.

“You’ll have to leave. I’ve got to get Brenda.”

“I told you I was going to do it.” He unfolded his long length out of the chair. “It takes fifteen minutes to get to the school, and kids are never out on time.”

“How do you know? I don’t want her waiting around in the dark outside an empty school.”

“Miss Hanley said the practice would more than likely run until ten-fifteen. I’ve got plenty of time.” His calm and easy take-over manner was wildly irritating to her. He came up behind her, reached around, and set his cup and saucer on the counter. He was so big he loomed over her, reminding her of the football player she’d dated in college who had a huge, perfectly proportioned body and an infinitesimal brain.

“As usual, you’ve covered all the bases.” She moved sideways down the counter and picked up a towel to dry the cups, something she usually would not have bothered to do.

He leaned his slim hips against the counter and crossed his long legs at the ankles, drawing her attention to his Nikes and to her own ice-cold bare feet.

“You’re beginning to annoy me, Iris,” he stated coolly. “I’ve tried to take into consideration how hard it is for you to let go of a part of the farm operation, especially because you’ve handled things so well since your father died. From all accounts you’re an even better farm manager than he was.”

The statement about her father hurt; she tried to shrug it away. “You’ve had your share of the profits,” she said defensively.

“I’ve no fault with that. But I want to participate in the management of the farm, and I’ve a perfect legal right to do so. Besides, if you and I can work together, there’ll be no need to hire so much extra help. It’ll cut expenses.”

“Ahhh . . . now we’re getting down to the nitty-gritty.” She slapped the towel over the rack and turned on him. Her bare feet were planted far apart, and her clenched fists rested on her hips. Headache be damned! “How much help do you think you’ll be around here? You don’t know the first thing about attaching a loader to the tractor, or filling the silo, or catching and holding hogs so they can be castrated. Brenda will be more help at farrowing time than you’ll be.” At this point, driven by some unknown force, Iris was goaded into delivering one last taunt. “You can sit in that cracker box with your pencil and work on farm accounts. That’s as much help as I expect out of you.” The slightest flicker of anger appeared in John’s eyes, then vanished with a return of his slightly annoyed expression.

“You know, Iris, you might be kind of pretty if you didn’t scowl so much. You look as if you’re constantly eating a sour pickle.” Her mouth opened, closed. He tilted his head in a cocky manner. “I just can’t help but wonder if there’s a soft woman beneath all that bluster.” He took a step, and his hands came down firmly on her shoulders, holding her still when she might have moved away from him. “Maybe I should find out,” he said, as if to himself. “I’ve got one minute at least before I have to leave to pick up Brenda.” The gleam in his eye spoke of the pleasure he received from her surprise . . . and her sudden expression of vulnerability.

He caught her lips quickly, as though afraid she’d fight him. But astonishment had taken temporary advantage of her reason, and her brain refused to tell her muscles to move. The scent of his face and his breath pervaded her being; his mouth was firm, yet soft, his cheeks smooth, yet prickly with a shadow of the day’s growth. His arms and shoulders seemed to swallow her, and she fought to stay above the tide of sensuousness his kiss was inspiring, but its force overpowered her, and she yielded, allowing her lips to become soft and to part. He lifted his head, and grinned down into smoky-blue eyes that flew open.

“It’s true! There is a woman under there.”

Weak from capitulation but strong in the face of his taunt, Iris stepped back and lifted her shoulders in a careless gesture. “Why not? I like sex as well as the next person.” It was the only thing she could think of to say, and almost immediately she was ashamed of having said it—so much so that she didn’t look back into his eyes, but concentrated on the alligator sewn on the breast of his shirt.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He squeezed her arm. His mouth twitched, but he managed not to smile and kept his voice bland as he continued. “Next time we’ll take it a step further.”

“We’ll do no damn such thing!” she hissed. The toad! The wart!

“No?” He tipped his head in skepticism. “Wouldn’t you like to take step number two and see what happens?”

She gazed into his eyes, so astonishingly blue and luminous, and drew a quivering breath.

He was good-naturedly amused by her momentary speechlessness. “Time’s up. I’ll go for Brenda. You get some shoes on. I don’t know if I can handle you with a headache and a cold.”

After he left, Iris stood in the kitchen with her fists pressed to her temples. Several crude words slipped through her lips, a luxury she didn’t allow herself unless she was alone and exasperated almost beyond endurance. She breathed deeply and tried to stem the tears of rage that were stinging her eyelids.

“You fool!” she muttered. She didn’t know to whom she should direct her anger—John or herself. Maybe she could just blame the circumstances that brought him here.

She grasped the back of the kitchen chair. But to submit to his kiss that way. Worse, to respond. Sexual desire for John? Sheer lunacy! It was only a kiss, for heaven’s sake, she chided herself. But it wasn’t the kiss that bothered her; it was those feelings she’d had while she was kissing him hack. For one short moment she’d been lost in the sweet, warm world of his embrace, and her body had responded like a love-starved spinster’s. And the awful part was . . . he knew!

She moved down to the end of the table and looked at the stack of books he’d been using. They were all farm-related. Land Use, Grain Farming, Farmer’s Weekly, and several pamphlets from Iowa State University. She restacked them, wishing she had the nerve to toss them out the door.

Did the Navy ever recall retired officers? She asked herself the question while drawing a bath. He had to be an officer. She couldn’t imagine that big frame poured into a pair of bell-bottomed pants. If there were a war, he’d be recalled, she mused, sinking down into the warm suds. Well, she couldn’t pray for a war in order to get rid of him. The next best thing to hope for was that he’d have hay fever, or a bad back so he couldn’t lift bales. Maybe the sight of a calf being born would make him sick. She lay back and fantasized about the harm that could befall a city man on the farm. Like tumbling into the septic tank! She chuckled, but only briefly.

Quickly then she got out of the tub, dried herself, and wiped the steam off the bathroom mirror. The face that looked back at her was scowling. The mouth was pressed tight and turned down at the corners. The brows above the squinted eyes were drawn almost together. Oh, for land’s sake! She’d let that . . . that redheaded woodpecker do this to her! Cripes!

Standing nude before the bathroom mirror, Iris took the rubber band from the end of her braid and loosened her hair, all the while trying to relax her facial muscles. She tried parting her lips and lifting the corners. She raised her eyebrows as if questioning and brought her lower jaw out to stretch the skin beneath her chin. None of these seemed to help.

There is a soft woman under there. Why should his stupid words stick in her mind? Taking a deep breath, she puffed out her chest and grabbed the hairbrush. Starting straight back from her forehead she brushed with long, vigorous strokes. Iris was proud of her hair. She thought back to her high-school years, when she stood head and shoulders above any boy in her class, and how she had held onto the compliments she received because of her beautiful, thick, startling blond hair that proclaimed her Swedish ancestry. It had darkened very little since that time. She wore a big floppy hat in the summer to keep the sun from drying it out, and also to shade her face. Iris didn’t work at getting a tan; it came naturally. Every morning during the months she worked outside she applied a layer of sun screen to her face and neck to protect her skin from the wind, the dust, and the sun’s hot rays. She used very few cosmetics other than eye makeup and lipstick, and weeks went by when she didn’t use either of those.

Forcibly restraining herself from spraying her body with her favorite fragrance, as a concession to her bruised ego, she slipped into her nightgown and her terry-cloth robe and went back to her bedroom to find some slippers. She was going to have a talk with Brenda and find out just what she’d told Mr. Woodpecker.

Downstairs she turned off all the lights except the one over the back door and the one over the kitchen sink. He wouldn’t have the nerve to come in if the house was dark, or almost dark, she reasoned.

Iris sat in a kitchen chair and looked out the window toward the grove. The outside floodlights illuminated about a hundred feet of the yard all around the house. For eighty years there only had been trees and land to see out this window. In a few days there would be lights in the grove and a mobile home implanted there—complete with porch and a carport. Electric and telephone lines would hang over the drive for the first time. Oh, cripes! Had she really grown so old she couldn’t bear to see things change? She should have sold out as soon as her father died. Old Mrs. Lang was alive then. She would have bought out her interest for Junior. If that had happened, Iris and Brenda would be well used to living in town by now, and she’d be used to teaching, putting up with the kids who took an art course simply because they thought it was an easy way to make a credit.

Headlights coming down the road brought her thoughts back from the “might have beens” and to the present. With interest rates so high, it was impossible to buy back Jack Lang’s interest in the farm, so what to do now? The best you can, old girl, she told herself with just a twinge of self-pity. Stay here and suffer it out. Even if she did sell out to him now, there wasn’t a teaching job to be had within a hundred miles, and to move Brenda away from her school and her horses would break her younger sister’s heart.

The station wagon bounced up the long drive that curved behind the house and out to the road again in a wide U. The car pulled around and stopped opposite the back door. Iris sat where she was until she heard two doors slam and Brenda’s excited voice talking a mile a minute.

“Come on in, John. It’s T.G.I.F. night. No school tomorrow. There’s an old Vincent Price movie on. Did you see The Raven? Yuk! He sends thrills down my spine. Tonight it’s The House of Usher. I’ve only seen it twice.”

“The house is dark. Your sister may be in bed.” The deep masculine voice sounded slightly critical to Iris.

“Oh, no. That’s a trick of hers so you won’t come in.”

The screen door slammed, and Iris fervently wished Brenda’s head had been caught in it. Drat that kid! Would she ever pass out of this brainless stage?

“Oh, I see. Well, in that case I’ll stay and watch the movie. The set in the motel room has terrible color, and I can only get one station.”

“Super. Do you like popcorn?”

“Love it.” They passed through the small narrow room she and Brenda called the mud room, and came into the kitchen. John took off his jacket and hung it on the back of the chair. “I’ll even make the popcorn if you point me toward a heavy pan and let me have a little light.”

Iris stood in the shadow and seethed. He had seen her. How could he not have seen her in that white terry robe? Damn him again! Brenda flipped on the switch beside the door, and flooded the kitchen and the dining room with light.

“Oh, hi. John’s going to stay and watch the movie with me.” Brenda took the jar of popcorn out of the cabinet. “How’s your head?”

“Better.” Iris’s eyes raked the big man, who was taking a bottle of oil from the shelf. “But it could get worse!”

“Take one of the capsules I brought from the drugstore,” he said calmly. He took the heavy pan Brenda offered him, poured in the oil, and glanced at Iris. His face broke into a smile; friendly, as seen through Brenda’s eyes, but smug, as seen through Iris’s. “What do you know! Lady Godiva, as I live and breathe.”

“Who’s that?” Brenda jumped up onto the counter, banged her heels against the cabinet door, then pushed off first one sneaker and then the other, sending them flying across the room, the laces still neatly tied.

I’ve done something wrong. I know I have! Iris groaned silently as she watched her sister.

“Lady Godiva was the wife of an earl. She rode her horse naked through the streets of Coventry with only her long blond hair to cover her.” John poured the corn into the pan and slapped on the lid.

“Why’d she do that?”

“To save the people from paying a tax.”

“Who was naked, the horse or the woman?”

Iris grimaced. On leaden feet she went into the living room, sank down in a chair, and picked up a thick paperback novel. Lady Godiva be damned! She jerked open the drawer in the side table next to the chair, took out a rubber band, and secured her hair at the nape of her neck. She was too angry to sit still and read, so she stared at the pages, trying to tune out the pleasant chatter of the two in the kitchen.

Brenda flounced into the room. John trailing her. She flopped on the floor in front of the set, dug into her bowl of popcorn, and complained to Iris about not having turned on the television. John plunked a bowl down in Iris’s lap, then sprawled out on the couch with his own, after taking off his shoes in the same way Brenda had done.

“What are you reading?” he asked without looking at her.

“Tiger’s Woman.”

“She reads historical romances,” Brenda said between mouthfuls. “She won’t let me read some of ’em.”

“Who wrote it? Michener? Jakes?” His long legs reached halfway across the room.

“De Blasis.”

“Never heard of him.”

“It isn’t a him, it’s a her,” Iris snapped. “There are jobs women can do every bit as well as men, and writing is one of them.”

“Okay, I agree with that.”

His sudden capitulation surprised her, and she bent her head to read the same paragraph for the fourth time. She wondered if he was here because he was lonely. He was a handsome man, charming when he chose to be. There was an air of experienced masculinity about him that any husband-hungry woman would adore, Iris thought, betting that even at this moment Louise Hanley was sharpening her hunting tools. This community was a nice place to raise a family, but a lousy place to find an eligible man, and Iris thought wryly that she was going to have plenty of female company soon.

She turned pages in her book at regular intervals, looked up several times to find John’s eyes on her, and was so unnerved she hadn’t the slightest idea what she was reading or what was on the screen in front of her.

It was one of the most uncomfortable evenings of her life, and as it dragged on, Iris decided she hated Vincent Price for making the darn movie in the first place.

There was a loud thump on the back door, then another.

“What the hell was that?” .John asked.

“Arthur. He runs and then jumps on the door when he wants our attention.”

Brenda rolled over onto her back and kicked her heels on the floor, imitating a child having a temper tantrum. “Darn, darn, darn! I forgot to put Arthur in the barn . . . and this is the good part.”

“I’ll do it.” John began to put on his shoes.”

“Arthur is Brenda’s responsibility,” Iris snapped.

“As long as I’m leaving, I’ll put him in the barn and she’ll owe me a favor.”

“Okay!” Brenda rolled back over onto her stomach. “I’ll give you a friendship pin to wear on your shoe.”

“You mean a safety pin with a bead on it? I wondered what that was all about.”

“Some kids have fifty pins, all from different friends.”

“Yours might be the only one I ever get,” he said, glancing down at Iris.

“Don’t forget your books.” She got up to follow him back through the dining room.

“You didn’t eat your popcorn.”

“I’ll give it to Arthur in the morning.”

“You should eat something before you go to bed.” He put on his jacket.

“’Bye, John. See ya tomorrow,” Brenda called.

“Thanks for taking her and bringing her home.” Iris said the words begrudgingly.

“Sure. Good night.”

Iris, waiting beside the door to switch off the lights, heard John swear. His curse was swiftly followed by a booming “I-r-is! What the hell has this dog been into?”

She looked out the window, and there was Arthur frolicking around John, smeared from one end to the other with . . . A slow smile started in her eyes as realization dawned, and spread to her lips. She had to use every bit of her willpower to keep from laughing.

She opened the door a crack. “What do you mean?” she asked innocently.

“What’s this stuff all over him?” John was moving back and forth, trying to keep away from Arthur, who was sure John had come out to play with him.

“Oh, that? That’s fresh cow manure. He rolls in it several times each spring. I’ve never figured out the attraction. Just take hold of his collar and he’ll go along with you to the barn. Brenda will give him a bath tomorrow.”

“There’s no place on his collar where I can . . . He’s covered with the stuff! Phew!”

“Sure there is. Just take him to the barn, and tomorrow you’ll get a friendship pin to go on your shoe.”

Iris shut the door and leaned back against it, with her hand over her mouth to stifle the giggles. When she peeked out the window again John had the dog by the collar. He was almost bent double in an effort to keep Arthur from rubbing against his long legs, while half leading, half dragging him to the barn. She laughed until tears blurred her vision and she had to mop them away with the front of her robe so she could see him standing beneath the yard light wiping his hands on a handkerchief.

The movie had ended when she returned to the living room. She flicked off the set, still giggling, and couldn’t seem to stop.

“Why did you do that?” Brenda sat up, cross-legged. “And what’s the matter with you?”

“Which question do you want answered first?”

“I don’t care.”

“The movie was over, and you’re not particularly interested in the news.” Iris couldn’t stop grinning.

“What’s so funny about that?”

“It’s Arthur and the . . . woodpecker.” Iris went into a fit of laughter. Brenda sat with her mouth twisted to one side, waiting. “He was . . .” Another spasm of laughter. “It was so funny. Serves him right, too.”

“What happened?”

Iris wiped her eyes on the robe. “Arthur has rolled in fresh manure again . . .” Giggles followed every word. “You’ll have to give him a bath in the morning.”

“Oh, no! That lousy dog! That worthless hunk of hair and bone!”

“You know how it gets caked up around his . . . neck?” More giggles interrupted her. “John couldn’t find a place to hold onto him so he could get him to . . . the . . . barn.” Iris clasped her hands over her stomach. “Justice. Justice comes to those who wait,” she said smugly, still smiling.

“Poor John. I think you’re mean to laugh.”

“Poor John, my foot! He needs our sympathy like a hole in the head.”

“I think he’s cute. Or he would be if he wasn’t so . . . so old! Miss Hanley’s beady eyes lit up like a Christmas tree when she saw him. ‘Certainly, Mr. Lang. Yes, Mr. Lang. I wouldn’t dream of letting Brenda leave the building until I’m sure you’re here, Mr. Lang.’ Bossy old toad! She couldn’t wait to find out all about him.” Brenda gave her sister a sly smile. “I filled the old biddy’s ear full. I said he was going to be living here at the farm with us and that you and John were almost—”

“Almost what?” Iris sank onto a chair.

“That you were good friends and almost in love.”

“Brenda Ouverson! I could shake you. Why in the world did you say such a thing? It’ll be all over the school tomorrow.”

“So what? At least I put the kibosh to her plans.”

“Oh, mercy! Nothing but marriage puts the kibosh to Louise’s plans when she goes after a man. What did you tell him about me besides how old I am?”

“Not much. We went to the Hamburger Hut before he took me to school. He asked about your headaches and a few things like that.”

“After this keep your lip buttoned. Don’t discuss me with him, Brenda. The whole situation is difficult enough without your giving him extra ammunition to use against me.”

Later Iris lay in bed and listened to her sister move about in her room. Had she been too hard on her? Brenda passed the door on her way to the bathroom. “Iris,” came the wail in a few moments.

“What’s the matter?” Iris asked, pushing herself up on an elbow.

“I dropped my toothbrush in the toilet.”

Iris sank back down on the bed. “Your problem,” she called.

“But . . . my teeth will be all hairy by morning!”

“It’s either that or fish it out and use it.”

“Yuk!”

Iris listened to Brenda’s grumblings. She was responsible for shaping that young life, and at times she questioned how good a job she was doing. Suddenly her mind was crowded with memories of lips warm and gentle, of arms strong and unrelenting. The next time we’ll take it a step further, he’d said. She flopped over on her stomach and buried her face in the pillow, but she couldn’t block the image of smiling eyes and dull red hair from her mind.
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