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THE RUNAWAY BRIDE


The Wedding Series

Book 4

Patricia McLinn


PROLOGUE


“Call it woman’s intuition.”

Judi Monroe tilted her head back and looked above for the source of those quiet words.

Since she was in a church, and the words had echoed the niggling thoughts in her own head, it wasn’t an unreasonable suspicion. But if God was talking to her, He was doing it in a vaguely familiar female voice.

“Something just doesn’t feel right,” the voice said.

And He — or rather She — sounded frustrated.

So, who was talking in hushed tones somewhere off to her right in these final moments before Judi was to walk down the aisle to become Mrs. Sterling Carroll? With three exceptions, everyone should be in the main part of the church — sitting as a guest, standing as a member of the wedding party, or, in the case of her matron of honor and sister-in-law Bette, walking slowly down the aisle toward the altar.

The exceptions were herself, her father and the wedding planner, who was giving James Monroe final instructions.

Wedding planner? Wedding dictator was more like it. From the moment Judi had said yes to Sterling’s stunning proposal after a whirlwind courtship, she had felt as if she’d walked into a tornado, and Marjorie Ward — the best money could buy, as Sterling kept reminding her — was running the wind machine.

In fact, Judi strongly suspected that if she thought back she would find that this was the first time she’d been both awake and alone since that momentous “yes.”

The hushed voice came again. “If the bride isn’t involved, she could help us, and not warning her is letting her walk into one helluva post-honeymoon mess.”

Judi could no more have ignored those comments than she could have flown.

She eased over to the side of the vestibule where she’d spotted the barely-open door to the crying room, an area set aside for parents to retreat to during services with vociferous children.

“I know, I know,” said the voice. No one was in sight through the narrow opening, and Judi had to lean close to hear over the swelling music. If those trumpets would pipe down she could have heard a lot better. “That’s right. He’s got the shipment scheduled to arrive three weeks and two days after they return from their honeymoon. Which will be a little late for her if she doesn’t know what’s going on, since he’s got it all lined up to be in her name.”

There was a pause, then the voice sighed. When it spoke again it was resigned. “You’re right. We can’t risk it. Too much is at stake. Okay … Yes. … Yeah, right.” Sarcasm kicked in with those last two words. “I’m going to have a great time at this wedding. I just wish I knew if I’m about to watch Bonnie and Clyde getting hitched, or Mary Poppins being tied to Al Capone.”

Judi started to step back from the door. Her foot caught on the side hem of her dress, and she stumbled — pushing the door wide open.

Judi couldn’t remember the name of the woman who was rising from the chair set out of the view of the crying room’s soundproof window to the main church, but she recognized her. She was the brand new girlfriend of Sterling’s best man, Geoff.

They stared at each other, frozen in mutual horror.

Then Judi saw the other woman’s expression change. A flash of sympathy passed across her eyes, followed by determination. She strode forward in a tight skirt, the same style Geoff’s former girlfriend favored, and wrapped a hand around Judi’s upper arm.

“You can’t — You can’t say a word, do you understand? It’s vital. There’s a lot riding on this — more than you can imagine. A lot riding on it for you, too. If the deal gets blown now, nobody would ever believe you didn’t tell him. You’d be implicated up to your neck.”

“Implicated in what? I don’t—”

“Judith! What on earth!” The stage-whispered shout of Marjorie Ward was the only warning Judi had before her other arm was grabbed in an even stronger grip and she was propelled across the vestibule to where her father stood, a worried frown blooming across his face.

“Judi, is something wrong? Are you—?”

“No time! No time! Your music’s started!” Marjorie hissed.

She forcibly wrapped Judi’s numb right hand around her father’s arm, positioned her left arm at her waist, then curled the fingers of that hand around the base of the bouquet.

Vaguely aware her father was regarding her with growing alarm, Judi’s mind raced as she stood immobile through another two bars of music. Then two hands shoved her from behind, and her choices were to start walking fast or fall flat on her face. With her father hurrying to keep pace, the bride started down the aisle.

Sights, words, questions and doubts pinwheeled through Judi’s brain.

Sterling’s expression when they’d run into each other for the first time since high school just over two months ago. Calculating had been her first thought, and she’d been on her guard against him trying to get her into bed right away. But he hadn’t. Instead, he’d swept her off her feet with a full-blown hearts and flowers courtship, including lavish dates and expensive gestures, never once pressuring her for physical intimacy.

The only blemishes in that unreal time had been her uneasy feeling around his friends and associates, and his dismissing her questions about his importing business by saying he didn’t want to waste time talking business when they were together.

Well, maybe there was one other blemish, but she’d told herself over and over that she was imagining her family’s lack of enthusiasm. They’d known the Carroll family forever as neighbors in Lake Forest, Illinois. All anybody ever said was that as long as she was happy, that was all that mattered.

How could she help but be happy? She finally had someone head-over-heels in love with her. It was what her parents had. It was what she’d watched her older brother Paul find with Bette, their cousin Tris discover with Michael, and even long-time ladies’ man Grady achieve with Leslie.

Surely that was what had been behind the undercurrent of urgency when Sterling proposed to her, wasn’t it? A man didn’t risk public humiliation by proposing via the scoreboard of a Chicago Bulls game, with TV cameras zooming in for the answer, unless he was gung-ho, right? That head-over-heels love had to be the reason for his rush to get married. What else could it be?

I just wish I knew if I’m about to watch Bonnie and Clyde getting hitched, or Mary Poppins being tied to Al Capone.

She wasn’t Bonnie, so that made her Mary Poppins, which made the man awaiting her at the altar Al Capone. She didn’t like the sound of that.

You can’t say a word.

Her, Judith Marie Monroe, who’d never kept a secret in her life. She was supposed to not tell what she’d heard to the man she was about to pledge as-long-as-we-both-shall-live to?

If the bride isn’t involved, she could help us, and not warning her is letting her walk into one helluva post-honeymoon mess.

Something was going to happen three weeks and two days after their scheduled return from a two-week Caribbean honeymoon — but what?

If the deal gets blown now, nobody would ever believe you didn’t tell him. You’d be implicated up to your neck.

What on earth had Sterling gotten himself into?

What was she about to get herself into by marrying him?

An oasis of warmth seeped into her numbness as her father placed his hand over hers where it rested on his arm.

“Are you sure, baby?”

The familiar, loved voice and the simple words stopped the pinwheel in her head, bringing all the sights and sounds, all the questions and doubts into one, solid picture.

She stopped dead halfway down the aisle.

“No.” She faced her father. “No, I’m not sure, Daddy. Thank you. I love you.”

She kissed his cheek, gave the church a sweeping glance that imprinted the vision of Sterling’s members of the wedding party gaping at her and her members of the wedding party — her brother, sister-in-law, and cousin — beginning to grin. She dropped the bouquet, turned around, gathered fistfuls of her full skirt and sprinted out.


CHAPTER ONE


Judi Monroe felt remarkably cheerful for someone who’d left her groom at the altar four days ago, who was running low on cash, and who’d just missed being caught this morning by a man asking about her at the motel she’d stayed in last night in Torrington, Wyoming.

But for the past five hours, she hadn’t seen any sign of the man from the motel or the car he drove with the Illinois license plates.

Maybe a private detective, in which case he might have been hired by Sterling, or possibly by her family, although she had left them a message assuring them she was okay. Or maybe he was part of whatever organization Geoff’s “girlfriend” belonged to.

That was all still jumbled in Judi’s mind. But she had decided three things. Sterling was doing something wrong. She wasn’t going to marry him. And if whatever “Girlfriend” was talking about was half as important as she’d made it sound, and it depended on Judi not letting on, then she had to get far away from everybody who knew her.

One look at her face and anyone who knew her would know she was hiding something, and Sterling had known her since she was two years old. Of course, she’d known him from the same age, and he’d fooled her without much trouble. She sighed. Just once it might be nice to keep a secret successfully.

She checked the rearview mirror. No sign of her friend from the motel.

After eluding him there, she’d continued west on the highway, still undecided on her final destination other than someplace far from Lake Forest, Illinois. But after a half-hour of checking the rearview mirror so often she felt like she was developing a tic, she’d impulsively turned off.

She’d considered going to Yellowstone Park, but would Sterling remember she’d worked there a couple summers during college? Better not go there.

She chose roads at whim, heading north, then west, then north again, heading vaguely in the direction of Montana. It was a big target, so surely she’d hit it. She had five weeks to kill, and she’d always wanted to spend time in Montana. She could find a waitressing job, and earn at least enough to get her a little farther down the road.

The road she was on wasn’t marked with any of the route numbers that showed on navigation. Possibly because this road was gravel, possibly because of its minimal traffic.

It didn’t matter. As long as she went northwest long enough, she’d have to encounter Interstate 25. And it shouldn’t be much longer, judging by how close the mountains to the west looked. According to navigation, those were the Big Horns, so she’d be on the Interstate any moment now, which was just as well, because the aging car she’d picked up cheap was running a little low on gas. Still she’d be okay, because carmakers built a fudge factor into that “E” the needle was flirting with.

She checked the rearview mirror again. Nothing.

But this time, nothing did not make her feel quite as reassured, because this time she realized that nothing meant it had been a long, long time since she’d seen anything. As in another car, a house, telephone poles — much less a gas station or restaurant.

She must be nearly to the Interstate, though. Once there, even if she ran out of gas, someone would surely help her. Everything would be okay.

A stand of trees off to the right caught her eye. Was that solid color among them a roof? No, several roofs. It had to be. And where there were roofs, there should be people. Maybe gasoline. Certainly directions. A sandwich would be nice. Turkey, with lots of lettuce and tomato…

A hillside blocked her view and cut off her culinary musings. Seeing the roofs was one thing, finding a way to them might be another.

Or … wait … up ahead, was that a road leading off to the right, toward the roofs? Yes! In anticipation of a turkey sandwich with lots of lettuce and tomato, she dropped her foot on the gas pedal as she took the turn.

Everything seemed to happen at once. But the only thought that flashed into her head in a tiny fraction of a second was: The Lone Ranger.

It must have been all those reruns she’d watched with her older brother Paul and his buddies. Although this man wasn’t masked. He wasn’t even all in white. And she couldn’t remember the Lone Ranger ever being astride Silver in front of a car that was bearing down on man and horse too fast for them to avoid.

The rider’s face came into focus for another of those infinitesimal slices of time that stretched into seeming never-ending. A strong face, with a bone structure meant to stand the test of time. A jaw that didn’t know the meaning of wishy-washy. A mouth wide and firm. Eyes steady and narrowed as they concentrated. A man determined to do everything he could to avoid disaster — and knowing he couldn’t do enough.

But she could.

Time collapsed back to normal as Judi pulled her foot off the gas and urgently yanked on the steering wheel. She turned it all the way to the left, using both hands. The car jolted off the gravel roadway, throwing her sideways. She kept her hold on the wheel, but her foot’s desperate pokes for the brake found only air. The front of the car started down, then pulled up sharply, and in that instant, she saw the tree ahead. But there was no time, no room and no brake.

She heard the crash as if from far away, felt herself moving forward and sideways while the car remained still, felt the seatbelt grab onto her, but she was still going sideways. And then nothing.
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“Omigod, omigod, omigod, she’s dead!”

For the second time in four days, Judi had the strongest feeling that an unfamiliar and disembodied female voice was talking about her. And once again, it was saying something she would rather not be true.

“She is not dead, Becky.”

She liked the male voice’s certainty, but why did he sound annoyed at delivering that good news? Despite the pounding throughout her head, Judi decided she better open her eyes out of self-preservation.

“In fact, it looks like she’s coming around.”

Judi blinked once, twice, before she could get her eyes all the way open. She looked up directly into a pair of leaf-green eyes. Around those remarkable eyes was the strong face of the rider she’d glimpsed in that frozen moment before the crash.

“The Lone Ranger,” she muttered. “Is Silver okay?”

The frown knitting his brows deepened. “What?”

“She’s delirious,” proclaimed the female voice she’d heard before. Beyond the rider’s shoulder, a blonde teenager peered at her from under a straw cowboy hat.

“Cut the drama, Becky. Delirious is from a fever. You don’t get delirious from a blow to the head,” the rider said, crouching beside Judi’s seat in the narrow wedge left by the partly opened driver’s door. He must have opened it. She sure hadn’t. The door’s window bore a star-patterned crack. “Are you okay, Miss?”

“I … I don’t know.” She reached toward the focus of the throbbing in her head.

“Don’t. You’re bleeding some.” He caught her left wrist, holding it easily. Either he was strong, or she was a lot weaker than she had been a few minutes ago. Or both.

“There’s blood all over,” inserted the girl.

Judi became aware of the warm flow down the left side of her face. The rider pulled a bandanna from his pocket, twisted it loosely, then tied it expertly around her head.

The rhythm of the pounding shifted, and more voices could be heard approaching.

“Anybody hurt?”

The new pounding wasn’t in her head, it was horses arriving.

“Not sure yet,” the rider said over his shoulder to the newcomers.

“She’s not making sense, and her head’s bleeding all over.” This girl he’d called Becky definitely had a ghoulish bent.

“Can she move?”

“What happened?”

“Is Dickens okay?”

“Where’d she come from?”

“I didn’t think even you could get out of that one, Thomas. How’d you do it?”

“Better get her out of there. It might blow.”

Her head? They thought her head might blow up? It felt like it, but could somebody survive having their head—

“That’s only in movies. Takes a lot to get a vehicle to blow up.”

“Who is she?”

“Car’s wrecked to smithereens, ain’t it?”

“Anything besides your head hurt, Miss?”

The last question came from the rider, and she focused on his calm voice like a lone buoy in the middle of wind-whipped Lake Michigan.

“I don’t think so.”

“Better find out before you try moving too much.”

She started to nod, thought better of it, and said, “Okay.”

He looked back over his shoulder toward the group gathered there. “Steve, go bring round the blue truck, and get a clean blanket to put over the straw that’s in it.”

“Will do, Boss,” said one of the voices.

The rider busied himself pulling the driver’s door open wider, with the bent frame groaning.

“She don’t sound delirious to me,” said one of the newer voices.

“She was asking about silver earlier,” said the girl.

“Silver,” Judi corrected in a mutter. “But he’s the wrong color.”

“Maybe she is delirious, Thomas,” said a man with whiskers, apparently addressing the rider, who now had the door open, and was crouched down facing her.

The rider ignored everyone behind him and met her gaze, and ordered, “You tell me if anything hurts. My name’s Thomas — Thomas Vance.”

He started at her neck, wrapping his large hands gently around it, and tipping her head slightly forward, then back, left, then right. Then he ran his hands out slowly to her shoulders, watching her face apparently for her reaction. She hoped it didn’t show.

The warmth and slow friction of his touch was like sliding into a warm bath after a long day. Despite the throbbing in her head, she could have purred.

She must have made a sound when he moved on, using both hands to skim over the cotton sleeve of her blouse, because his frown dropped lower, and he rapped out, “Something hurt?”

“A little sore.”

She gripped her bottom lip with her teeth as he continued to her other arm, then backed up a little to start at mid-thigh and ease down first one leg than the other. By the time he’d cupped her ankle and rotated her foot to his satisfaction, she felt like a puddle. A flammable puddle.

Yet there’d been nothing in the way he’d treated her other than Good Samaritanism — not a look, not a deep breath, not an overlong touch. Nothing. It was all her. Must be her hormones knowing she would have been on her honeymoon at this moment if everything had gone according to plan, and responding accordingly.

“Nothing seems to be broken.” He cleared his throat. “I’m going to release the seatbelt now, unless you want to…?”

Automatically, she reached across her body for the latch. The pull on her sore neck muscles stopped her in mid-motion and a groan escaped.

“Help her, Thomas,” ordered Becky.

He slid his hand between the webbing of the tightened belt and her hip. It was the back of his hand against her, but that didn’t stop her feeling the warm imprint through her shorts, right into her skin, and possibly deeper. When he released the catch, and caught the belt before it could retract, she couldn’t stop a sigh. At least it wasn’t a moan.

“That hurt?”

“A little.”

“Might be ribs broke,” suggested Whiskers.

She caught a flicker of green as Thomas glanced at her. Something about that look made her think of his hands roaming over her ribs — all of her ribs — the way they had over her arms and legs.

Maybe Becky was right, maybe she was delirious. She sure felt like she had a sudden fever.

“She’s breathing well. I don’t think she’s got any broken ribs,” Thomas said. “Becky, ride back to let Gran know we’re coming. Okay, let’s get her up to the house.”

She saw his intention a split second before he reached down to pick her up. Her battered body was complaining too loudly about pain for her to notice much else. He carried her up the embankment to a parked truck, giving orders about getting it ready, who would drive, who would ride in back, who would take care of Dickens, who would get her gear out of her car, and who should get back to work — all with an assurance that said he was accustomed to having such orders obeyed.

The straw bed he placed her on in the back of the pickup was both soft and prickly, even through the blanket spread atop it. At the same time the truck started moving, she sneezed and her muscles knotted in protest. She closed her eyes to concentrate on not passing out. She couldn’t have sworn she succeeded. The next thing she knew, Thomas was picking her up again, and issuing more orders.

She opened her eyes to a quick impression of a rambling house with a wooden porch, then they were going through a doorway while Becky held the door open.

“Gran says to bring her into her room.”

“Her room? I thought she was napping. That’s not—”

“You bring her in here, Thomas.” The woman’s voice wasn’t loud but it had even more of that assurance of command than Thomas’s had.

Judi not only heard his sigh, she felt it — as a breath across her face, and in the rise and fall of his chest where she rested against it.

With Becky, the driver from the truck, Whiskers, and a few others following, Thomas carried her across a roomy kitchen, down a short hallway and into a large, sunny room. In a quilt-covered double bed with a gleaming wooden headboard and footboard, a white-haired woman was lying flat with her head angled up on bright colored pillows. A lump under the light blanket of buttercup yellow that covered her indicated a pillow of some sort was between her legs. Other than the bedding, the room’s colors were subdued blues and greens.

“Set her down on the loveseat there,” the woman instructed. “Gently now.”

“I’ll get blood on it,” protested Judi.

“That’s what slipcovers are for. That’s right, Thomas. Now get back, all of you — you’ll smother the poor thing.” Immediately an aisle opened, leaving no one blocking the woman’s view. “Now, what have we got here?”

“That’s what I want to know, Gran.” Thomas crossed his arms over a chest that started broad at the shoulders and tapered to the waist of his jeans. All the gentleness from when he’d checked her for injuries was gone. His manner as he turned to her wasn’t harsh precisely, but it sure wasn’t cuddly, either. “Who are you? What were you—”

“Hold on there, Thomas. You and Becky stay, but the rest of you clear on out.” While the onlookers shuffled out, the woman they’d called Gran, clearly never doubting that her orders would be followed, continued, “Becky, get a basin from under the sink, and the cloths from the bottom shelf in the linen closet. And that first aid kit from under the sink.”

“But I don’t know how to—”

“You don’t have to know how yet, you just have to listen.”

“What’s your name?” Thomas demanded again.

“Not yet, Thomas,” said Gran. “Let’s take this one step at a time. Becky’ll wipe off that blood so we can see the poor girl. And you, Thomas, tell me what happened.”

Judi tried to listen to his explanation, which seemed to feature the inexplicability of Judi arriving where she did when she did. But the pounding was getting more insistent, and as Becky’s gently hesitant hands wiped the blood from the side of her face, she let her eyes close and her mind shut down.

“That’s much better. Good for you, Becky,” said Gran.

Judi blinked back to the present, to find everyone staring at her, including the man with the whiskers she remembered from the crash site. She hadn’t even been aware of his return. She smiled at Becky, who’d backed up to perch on the chair beside Gran’s bed. “Thanks. I feel almost good as new.”

“Can’t say the same for that car of yours,” said Whiskers. “Not that it’s been new anytime recent. And it sure isn’t any good to anybody now.”

“Total loss?” Thomas asked from his seat in a side chair near the door.

“Total. And it’s going to be a doozy to get out of there, the way it’s angled in. But it probably has parts that’d be worth taking off ’er. I know a couple boys trying to keep old Buicks running.”

“Thanks, Gandy,” said Gran. “We’ll figure what to do with it later. Right now, I’m more concerned about this young lady.”

As Gandy departed with a nod, Thomas stood up abruptly, arms crossed once more, seeming to tower over Judi as she half reclined against the loveseat’s arm.

“How’d you come to be on our back road — our private back road?”

He gave it enough of an edge to make it clear he expected an answer.

The whole truth was out of the question. She could tell him part of the truth, but she’d never been good at that. She suspected that under the current circumstances, she’d probably be worse than ever. But she had to say something. They were all looking at her, waiting.

“I don’t know…” She drew in a breath to finish the rest of the extremely lame answer that was the only thing she could think of — I don’t know what to tell you — and to send up a little prayer that inspiration would give her something brilliant to say next.

But there was no next said, at least not by her.

“Omigod, omigod!” Becky said in an awed whisper. “She has amnesia!”

“Amnesia? That’s a bunch of—”

“Thomas.”

Gran’s warning stopped the word, but not the sentiment. “She’s been watching too much TV again.”

“It’s the only logical explanation.” Becky jumped up from her chair, squaring off with Thomas. “We hired an aide to help Gran for these six weeks while she recuperates from the surgery, and she shows up. Who else could she be? It’s not like we’re near the highway where we’d have strangers arriving unexpectedly all the time. Besides, you said just this morning that the agency said Helga should be here any time — obviously she decided to drive here instead of writing or calling first, she got lost, had the accident, hit her head — which she wouldn’t have done if she hadn’t swerved to miss you and Dickens. And now—” Her voice caught. “Now she doesn’t remember who she is. It’s all so obvious!”

Thomas’s response made it clear he saw nothing obvious in Becky’s scenario, but the girl steadfastly stuck to her explanation. As they squabbled, and between the downbeats of throbbing in Judi’s head, several phrases wove into a pattern.

Six weeks … Hired … Who else could she be? … Not near the highway…

She had little money, no car, and five weeks to pass before she could surface. What could be better? She not only wouldn’t be spending money, she’d be making it. No car was no problem, because she wouldn’t have to go anywhere. Best of all, no one would ever think to look for her here. A ranch might be the perfect place to sit down and think through how she’d gotten into this mess and what she was going to do with her life when it was over.

It wasn’t like she’d be cheating these people — she’d do all the work this Helga was supposed to have done. And Helga had stood them up so Judi felt no guilt about taking her job.

As for that job, she’d been thinking about waitressing in Montana, and she knew she was a lousy waitress. This had to be better.

“It’s total nonsense, Becky,” Thomas declared, not for the first time.

“Gran hasn’t said it’s nonsense.”

That observation stopped Thomas, Judi noticed. He turned toward his grandmother. The woman simply looked back at him. His eyes narrowed to green slits.

“Don’t tell me you’re crazy enough to believe—”

“I’ll tell you what I believe, Thomas,” she interrupted calmly. “I believe it makes sense to ask the only one of us here who might have an answer.”

A tip of Gran’s head indicated Judi, and she felt three sets of eyes zero in on her.

“Well?” Thomas demanded.

Judi’s heart sped up like someone had hit its accelerator. Could she? Should she? She was famed for being a lousy liar, but these people didn’t know her, so maybe, just maybe she could pull this off.

“I … I can’t remember, but I think I must be Helga.”


CHAPTER TWO


“You think? You can’t remember?”

“Stop badgering, Thomas. Can’t you see you’re hurting the poor girl’s head?”

He had caught the stranger’s wince, and it jabbed him with a dose of guilt. But Gran was way off in calling her a girl. The battered, pale, and still bloodied stranger sitting on the little couch under the window in what used to be his room was definitely a woman. He still had the tingling in his hands, alertness in his groin, and heat in his blood to attest to that.

And, as if that wasn’t reason enough to get her on her way — which it was — it was damned sure that there was nothing poor about her. Other than the heap she’d been driving, he could practically hear his one-time step-mother ka-ching-ing a cash register as she totaled up big figures in everything this stranger wore. All new, too.

How many home aides had money for clothes like that? How many home aides looked like that with gleaming reddish-brown hair and wide eyes, and a mouth that…

“So, what’s your last name?” he asked abruptly.

She paused, then shook her head and drooped. “I don’t know.”

“What’s the name of the agency you work for?”

“I don’t remember.”

“That’s convenient,” he grumbled.

“I don’t remember because I took a blow to the head.” Her pointed look reminded him how she’d received that blow. “That can cause amnesia, you know.”

“Oh, that’s great — you’re remembering your medical background!” Becky beamed.

“Oh, yeah, that’s damn technical,” he said.

“Thomas.” Gran made his name a reprimand, a skill Iris Swift had honed in decades of teaching. “Don’t swear.”

“Medical background?” If the stranger got any paler she could pass for a snowbank in sunlight. If she fainted he was going to have to catch her. Pick her up again, have her curled up against his chest again…

“You’re a home health aide,” Becky said solicitously. “We hired you to come take care of Gran while she recovers from hip replacement surgery.”

The woman put a hand to her head. “Uh, I don’t seem to remember anything about being a health aide.”

Thomas rolled his eyes and turned away. Maybe that way his body would stop rooting for her to faint.

“The agency’s in South Dakota. Do you think you’re from South Dakota?” Becky asked.

“Car’s got Nebraska plates,” he muttered.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t sound familiar.”

“That’s okay, Helga. Don’t let my brother badger you. That’s how amnesia works sometimes — you might remember bits and pieces at first and some you might never recover. But the job isn’t super technical. Besides, there’re pages and pages of instructions. Thomas and I’ve been doing it, and it’s been okay, hasn’t it, Gran?”

“You and Thomas have done wonderfully, Becky. And I’m sure Helga will, too, even with amnesia. Thomas can help when there’s real strength required.”

Thomas turned toward the woman who’d raised him since he was eight. She couldn’t be serious.

She was.

He tried to inject sanity into the discussion again. “If that bump on her head’s made her lose her memory, we should get her to a doctor, let him look at it.”

“Any doctor will tell her to rest and her memory will come back in flashes over the next few months,” Becky said. “That’s what the doctors always say for amnesia from bumps on the head. Now with traumatic amnesia—”

“You’re quoting medical advice from actors on TV? You’ve got to be kidding—”

“They do a lot of research for those shows and—”

“Both of you be quiet. I’ve had a good deal of experience with looking after blows to the head in my day, and I’m satisfied that Helga doesn’t need stitches or to see a doctor.” Before he could say what he was thinking, Gran sent him a cool look and added, “Becky, you could help by taking Helga’s things upstairs. I’m sure I heard Gandy bring in her suitcase a while back.”

But that gave him an idea. Without saying anything, he strode out, down the hall to the kitchen, where Gandy had left one rolling suitcase and a tote — both new — and one empty bag from a fast-food restaurant. That was it. No purse, no wallet. No ID. Gandy wouldn’t have missed it. Gran had said bring everything, so he had — right down to an empty paper sack.

Thomas returned to the room that had been his until Gran needed it during her recuperation, walked right up to where the stranger sat so she had to tilt her head back to look at him, and talked over Becky’s nonsense about what soap operas had taught her about amnesia.

“You don’t have a wallet?”

“No, I — I don’t remember.”

Bull. She’d started to say something else, then she remembered all right — she remembered she wasn’t supposed to remember.

“What kind of woman drives around without a purse? You’ve got to have a driver’s license.”

She opened her eyes wide and gave a shrug that brought the points of her shoulders up nearly to her ears, and sent her long-fingered hands wide.

“You weren’t demanding her license or that she prove she’s Helga Helgerson when she drove that car like a stunt woman to avoid smearing you and Dickens all over the road. You’re being such a—”

He talked over his sister and demanded of the woman on the sofa. “What the hell do you remember?”

She put her hand to her forehead like she was concentrating. “I remember a motel … Long, painted reddish brown with rounded ends … yes … and a special sign. Oh, it’s clear now! It’s the Hot Dog Inn. Yes, I definitely remember the Hot Dog Inn.”

“What the—”

“That’s enough, Thomas. You, too, Becky,” Gran added. “Right now what this girl needs is a shower and rest. Becky, take Helga upstairs to the rose room and—”

“What!” The rose room was next to the one he was using, and shared a bathroom. “Why can’t she bunk with Becky down here?”

“Because it’s senseless to cram Helga and Becky in one room when we have an empty one upstairs.”

“Then I’ll swap with Becky.” But that wouldn’t work, either. He slept like a log, and someone downstairs had to respond if Gran called out. “Or put Becky in the rose room and put her down here.”

“Hey! Just because you moved — which you only did because you had the biggest room in the first place—” … “We’re not going to move Becky around for no reason.” Gran gave him a look. “Unless you have a reason?”

Not one he was going to expound on in front of his grandmother, his half-sister, and the cause of the reason. He shrugged.

Gran turned to the woman on the loveseat. “Take a shower, but don’t let the water hit your wound. You can dab out the blood with a damp cloth.”

“You’d think a medical aide would know that,” grumbled Thomas.

Gran paid him no heed. “Becky, get her cloths to use, help her unpack her things, then get her something to eat.”

God, she was moving in. “Gran—”

“I know you have a lot of work to get done this afternoon, Thomas, and Helga needs rest. We’ll talk more at supper. Go on now you two.”

He kept his silence while Becky escorted the woman out. But when their footsteps could be heard heading up the stairs, he couldn’t contain himself.

“You can’t be buying that bunk of Becky’s about amnesia. Whatever that kid knows about any medical condition is from TV, and I’m not talking NOVA. And this … this stranger—” The name Helga wouldn’t come out of his mouth. “—and the things she can’t remember, but, gee, she thinks she’s the health aide we hired.”

“Well, she should know.”

“Not according to her,” he shot back. “I’m going to contact the agency. They can send a photograph or something. Maybe fingerprints.”

“That girl is not a criminal. If you can’t tell that, I have no hope for you, Thomas. But what will you do if they say, yes, this is Helga — and you’re liable for her medical care.”

“That’s what insurance is for,” he said with a confidence he didn’t feel.

“And what will you do if you find out she’s not Helga?

“Throw her out.” He’d get her out of here as fast as humanly possible, so she couldn’t sink her tentacles in any deeper than they already were. How could a woman do that — turning Becky’s head he understood, but Gran’s? She had seen firsthand what came of letting an outsider in.

“Oh, that would be a fine thing to do to a woman who wrecked her car and risked her life to save that renegade horse, not to mention your sorry neck.”

“She had no reason to be on our road. Unless she was up to no good.”

His words sounded certain enough, but they didn’t match what he’d seen in her face in that instant their eyes met — that instant he’d known he couldn’t wheel Dickens fast enough or far enough to avoid horse and rider colliding with some three thousand pounds of automobile. When he’d seen her slumped and bloody in the crumpled car … then those hazel eyes opened. Dazed, yet somehow clear, as if showing her soul. And when he’d felt the warmth of her body, soft and smooth and—

No. No, dammit. She wasn’t going to pull him in. He knew even better than Gran about the dangers of outsiders. Especially outsiders who looked like this.

“Putting aside what you might owe her in the way of gratitude,” Gran said, “how long would it take the agency to get somebody else here? We started more than a month ahead to line up Helga. How would you manage if it took that long?”

He wanted to say he would manage. Damn, he wanted to say it. But it wasn’t true. And Gran knew it.

With Helga already two days late, there was no getting around that he needed someone to care for Gran. He’d stolen time from days that needed every second in them, what with running the ranch a couple hands short, and training Dickens. As for running the house … he’d be satisfied if they didn’t starve and it didn’t fall down.

Any other time, he’d have looked to Becky to step into Gran’s shoes and run the household. But Becky was already doing nearly as much ranch work as a regular hand to help fill that gap, plus tending Gran during the nights. It wouldn’t be right to expect her to do more.

Besides, with the way she’d been lately, if she’d been standing with her heels at the edge of a cliff and he told her not to back up, she’d go over to spite him.

They just had to hold on a few more weeks.

Forty days — that’s what he had left to teach Dickens manners. He’d made progress with the mule-headed horse these first twenty days, but not enough. But he would. Then he’d get that fat training fee and the bonus, and that would put him over the top to make the payment five days later to keep a quarter of the Diamond V from going on the open market. Keeping the ranch intact, that’s what mattered.

Forty days.

To get through these forty days, he’d even put up with a stranger telling lies. But that didn’t mean he liked it.

“It’s your bones that have to mend,” he said. It didn’t move Gran. “You’ve made up your mind that you want her to stay.”

“It only makes sense to give her a try.”

He clamped his hat on his head and turned to go. “I’ve already burned too much daylight with this woman and her wrecked car and her supposedly not remembering things. What I should do is call the sheriff—”

“You will do no such thing.”

“Only because I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

“No,” his grandmother’s voice followed him, “I didn’t think you would have time for it.”
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“Oh, this is beautiful, too.” Becky let the flowered silk of Judi’s never-worn robe slide across her palm as she carried it to the closet.

At least someone appreciated it. Sterling would never see it — that was for sure. And by the time she was ready to marry anyone else — if she ever reached that point — the silk would probably be tatters.

Judi had intended to wear it before revealing a less modest garment for her wedding night. That was the problem with running away from your wedding with barely enough time to grab the bags packed for your Caribbean honeymoon. Your wardrobe was long on sexy and short on practical.

And some of it was just plain short.

“Becky!”

Thomas’s shout came clearly up the stairs, but the teenager gave no sign of hearing it.

Becky had hung the robe in the closet and now took out a short silk nightshirt, which was positively Victorian compared to some others.

Judi could imagine Thomas’s reaction if he thought she was corrupting his baby sister. How old was Becky? With her makeup-less face and straightforward manner she might be a mature thirteen or a sheltered nineteen. Judi bundled a thigh-skimming red lace nightie into a drawer while Becky had her back turned.

“Isn’t that your brother calling?”

“Half-brother,” Becky said, as if that wiped out anything else.

“Rebecca Jane!”

“What!” Becky bellowed back.

Judi counted her blessings that Becky had been facing into the closet at that moment, or her head might have exploded like a glass hit by too many sound waves.

“Gran needs to get out of bed. Come help her.”

Becky glared at the door, and Judi could practically hear the rebellious words trembling on the girl’s lips. Do it yourself. You’re not the boss. I don’t have to do what you tell me.

Or maybe those were echoes of her battles with her older brother Paul.

Then Judi saw something else flit across Becky’s mobile face, followed closely by a sort of resigned sympathy that Judi guessed was for Gran. But she wondered about that other expression she’d seen so fleetingly. Could it have been guilt? And what on earth could this fresh-faced girl have to be guilty about?

“I gotta go. The bathroom’s through there.” She nodded to a door across from the bed. “If you need any more help…”

“Thank you, Becky. I’ll be fine. I’ll take a shower, then rest a bit.”

The adrenaline that had surged as she fought the steering wheel to avoid hitting Thomas and his horse had long since ebbed, leaving her achy and weary.

“Okay. If you don’t want to unpack everything right away, I could help you more later.” She cast a covetous eye toward Judi’s open suitcase. Then she grinned. “By the way, I’d already seen the red lace job — you didn’t have to hide it. You know, if my underwear had as many holes in it as yours does, Gran would make me throw it out.”

“It’s not my usual style, either — uh, I mean, I don’t think it is. Maybe I had something special to buy all this for.”

Becky studied her a moment. “Maybe you did. And you’ll remember it eventually.”

Without waiting for an answer the teenager sauntered out.

Judi heard her hit the bottom of the steps, then say, “You should see the clothes she has. Wow!”

Thomas made no response she could hear. But clearly Becky didn’t need words. In an entirely different tone, she snapped, “You don’t have to look like that. Pretty clothes aren’t contagious.”

The sound of feet stomping away, and a distant door slamming was followed by what might have been a masculine sigh.

She’d had her share of battles with Paul at that age. But there was something in the tension between the brother and sister that she didn’t quite understand. Almost as if Becky saw significance in words and looks, while Thomas had not a clue.

She took a pair of lacy underwear out of her suitcase — Becky was right, there were a lot of holes — and headed toward the bathroom. Two closet doors confronted her, but she found towels in the first.

Moist heat on her aching muscles and the satisfaction of washing almost all the blood from her hair by following Gran’s instructions left her skin tingling as she dressed in the underwear and a terry beach coverup, then curled up on the bed.

Considering how the day had started, with the potential for being caught by that guy at the motel in Torrington, things hadn’t turned out so bad.

Pretty stupid of him, really, to use a car with Illinois plates. She’d done better than that, and she was a rank amateur.

Her first move had been a stroke of genius, if she said so herself. She’d run down the church steps and slid into the driver’s seat of the first car parked there, which happened to be the bride and groom’s limo, with the keys in the ignition. The limo driver had chased her down the driveway, waving the cigarette he’d been indulging in.

The good thing about the limo was that her sister-in-law Bette, with her usual organization, had put Judi’s bags for the honeymoon, her purse, and the cash and travelers’ checks they planned to use on the honeymoon in the trunk.

Judi had taken the limo through the drive-through window at a nearby bank to cash the travelers’ checks. Sure the limo was a little conspicuous, especially with a bride complete with white dress and veil driving it, but that couldn’t be helped since she didn’t want to leave a credit card trail.

She left the limo at the airport, stopping to change clothes, stow the wedding dress in a locker along with her cell so it couldn’t be tracked, and leave a message on her own voice mail to tell her family she was okay and where to find the limo — the time it would take them to think of checking her voice mail for messages would give her a head start.

She took a bus from the airport to a downtown hotel, where she rented a car, changing her name and birthdate on the form. She almost fainted when the clerk looked at her driver’s license, but he never compared it against the rental agreement. She reached Detroit, knowing she should be exhausted, but instead feeling exhilarated. She turned in the car, took three taxis to reach the bus station, then caught an overnighter with a ticket for Louisville.

But she got off in Indianapolis. She found an ancient used car through an ad. The seller was more than happy to take cash in return for the title and no questions. Then she headed west.

The Indiana plates began to feel conspicuous as she crossed Iowa. When she got off the Interstate for a late breakfast just after crossing into Nebraska, she had a stroke of luck. She missed the turn to get back onto the Interstate. That’s how she came across the junkyard and the car with Nebraska plates that had three months left before they expired.

She removed the plates with her Swiss Army knife screwdriver and went another five miles to find a secluded spot to switch the plates, returning to the Interstate as a Nebraskan, and throwing out the Indiana plates at another rest stop. The brilliance of that move had been proved this morning when she’d heard the man asking about a young woman driving alone in a car with Indiana plates.

She’d considered picking up a hitchhiker to further her disguise, but her mother’s horrified voice in her head wouldn’t allow that. Now if her mother had had the foresight to give her advice about passing herself off as another woman, she’d be all set.

Although her performance as Helga the Health Aide wasn’t what concerned her most. A certain member of the audience was.

She pulled a coverlet over her bare legs and snuggled deeper.

Gran and Becky seemed perfectly willing to accept her at face value. Even when her face was notoriously easy to read. She would reward their trust — misplaced as it was in this case — by doing her absolute best. She could do the job. She would read the instructions about caring for Gran during her recuperation and do everything they called for — more than everything. She would make life better for them. All of them.

And then she wouldn’t feel so bad about telling them she was Helga.

Would that be enough to stop Thomas from glowering at her? She could use advice about this guy who made her feel as if a thundercloud formed every time he looked at her … except when he’d touched her and the thunder reverberated through her nerve-endings.

Sudden tears pricked her eyes and slid through her lashes. If she’d been home, she’d have called Bette. Or if the whole gang was in town, she and Bette and Tris and Leslie might have thrashed out how to deal with Thomas, and all the rest.

For the first time since she’d run out of the church, Judi felt very alone.
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Thomas wasn’t particularly proud of himself.

Those were tears. Definitely tears. Not bawling out loud, sobbing pathetically tears. Not even streaked down her cheeks. But tears sparkling through lowered eyelashes turned into spikes by the moisture. Tears held in check.

She’d taken a hell of a blow to the head. It had to be aching something fierce. Red marks on her forearms and cheek promised to blossom into bruises.

He pressed his lips together. Feeling sorry for her didn’t do anybody any good. Neither did feeling any qualms.

If she was who she said she was, then there’d be no real harm done.

If she wasn’t who she said she was — far more likely — he’d be in a better position to protect the Diamond V. That was all the reason he needed.

It would have helped if Becky had noticed something more than that this woman’s clothes were “hot.” Hell, it would have helped even more if she and Gran — Gran for heaven’s sake — hadn’t fallen for this malarkey about amnesia.

He wasn’t going to feel sorry for her. Wasn’t going to try to understand her problems. He was going to protect his ranch from outsiders.

Still, it didn’t mean it had to be done right now. She was sleeping.

But it wasn’t because he felt sorry for her that he eased back across the threshold, through the bathroom and out the connecting door to his room. Having her wake up and find him at it wouldn’t gain anything.

He’d search her room later.


CHAPTER THREE


“This is what you wear to take care of a woman who’s had a hip replacement?”

Judi knew the question was aimed at her but she didn’t budge from the counter where she’d found a sandwich with a note that she guessed Becky had written: “This is for Helga. No one else eat it on pain of death. P.S. Dinner’s at 7:30.”

Now — five minutes after Judi came downstairs — the note remained on the counter. The sandwich had been reduced to two crusts, a shred of lettuce and crumbs, and a tall glass had only a white film left in it. It had been a long time since breakfast.

She’d been considering looking into the enticing, smoky smells coming from outdoors when the screen door’s squawk warned her of someone’s arrival. Since she was still chewing the last bite she didn’t turn around. When Thomas’s voice came from behind her, she looked over her shoulder with her best queen-talking-to-a-commoner gaze. Maybe she’d play Helga as a long-lost descendent of Scandinavian royalty.

“I wasn’t aware there was a uniform requirement for the job.”

“Or maybe you just don’t remember it.”

The quirk of humor that accompanied those words was more than the lifting of his mouth into not-quite-a-grin. More than the deepening of faint lines at the corners of his eyes. It was more like a breeze had pushed away clouds and let out the sun.

Uh-oh.

That was as close as her mind came to spelling out that thought, but that was enough. Better watch your step, Judi — No, not Judi. Helga.

She started to turn to face him with regal dignity. But as she finished the pivot, her left leg slid between the two layers of material of her sarong, exposing halfway up her thigh. It would have been up to her hip if she hadn’t grabbed the material in a fist, ruining the regal effect.

Thomas’s face reverted to the more familiar frown. “We expected a health aide to wear something practical.”

She’d put on the sarong because it covered a lot and it wasn’t something she would wear when she started working. The tie-at-the-midriff blouse went with it.

“We? Gran said nothing about a dress code, and a health aide can like pretty things, you know.”

“Like ’em maybe, but not afford ’em. Your clothes must’ve cost a fortune.”

“How would you know that?”

“Because I’m out here in the wilds of Wyoming?”

“No, because you’re just like—” She’d almost said my brother. “Like every other man I’ve met. With no idea and no interest in clothes.”

She let her gaze skim down his body, as if to judge — and find lacking — his outfit.

Big mistake. His jeans and faded blue plaid work shirt not only suited him, they fit him. To a T. Come to think of it, that was how he was built, with broad shoulders and narrow hips.

To cover her reaction, she hurriedly added, “Besides, I’m not taking care of anyone yet. Gran said to start in the morning. She said to rest and eat, so I’m here for dinner.” She looked around, seeing no signs of food preparation.

“Outside. I came in to get the ketchup.”

“Smells great.”

“Enjoy it tonight, because starting tomorrow, you’re cooking. The job’s not just to help Gran. You agreed to cook dinner six nights a week.”

She heard the echo of a gauntlet being thrown down. “Was that really in the agreement, or are you taking advantage of my unfortunate injury?”

“The tragedy of amnesia is that you might never know.”

How could she both want to belt him and laugh?

Without succumbing to either temptation, she returned his look. “Six dinners a week, it is.”

“And breakfasts.”

“But no lunches except for the patient.”

“Of course,” he said solemnly. “That was the agreement.”

She nodded, though she suspected him of yanking her chain. As she headed out the door he held open, she decided that was fair, since what she’d told him so far had not even a nodding acquaintance with the truth.

Outside, Gran was in straight-backed chair set on a square of plywood that connected to the porch steps by way of a wide path of plywood. Her chair sat at the head of a picnic table ungraced by a cloth.

Gandy was tending something on a grill. The table held three oversized bags of chips, four loaves of white bread, a tub of butter, a huge jar of pickles, miscellaneous relishes, a stack of paper plates, another of paper napkins, a jumble of cutlery and three six-packs of soft drinks.

“First ones’re about ready,” announced Gandy. “Grab a seat.”

In addition to the three Vances and Gandy, two more men sat down. By the way the tall, thin one moved, Judi guessed he was fifty, though his weathered face could have been pushing seventy. His companion was probably a few years older than Becky. He had the physical assurance of a man, while his smile was almost bashful.

“Helga, this is Keith.” Gran said, indicating the older man. “And Steve. They eat with us most days, though only Gandy lives on the place. Boys this is Helga.”

While she said “How do you dos” with her most winning smile, they each gave her a nod. Gran continued. “That accident shook her up, and she can’t remember real well, but we figure she’s the aide Thomas hired from South Dakota.”

Keith nodded acceptance, but Steve said, “Really?”

“Yeah. She has amnesia,” Becky said.

Thomas grunted. Any further comment was forestalled by Gandy arriving at the table with a platter piled with hamburger patties. Gran gave a simple blessing then the platter was passed around. Judi was astonished at how fast the stacks diminished. Each of the men took three pieces of meat and twice as many slices of bread. Butter was slathered on the bread, a burger was set between them, then consumed in what seemed to be three or four bites, before the process was repeated. As soon as space appeared on their plates it was covered with chips and a half-dozen pickle slices. And Becky was not far behind.

There was no conversation at all.

No one wolfed down the food, but they ate with a concentrated attention that spoke of hunger.

Gandy produced another platter, and it too was emptied, along with the bread wrappers and chip bags.

Gandy finished first, closing the dampers on the grill and saying something about checking on “the wreck” before heading off. He was followed shortly by Keith. Becky said she was going to ride out to check on a foal she’d doctored. Thomas got up and told Gran to give him a holler in the barn when she was ready to go in. Steve ate another burger and polished off the chips, taking a pickle for the road as he headed the direction Thomas had gone.

The whole thing couldn’t have taken twenty-five minutes, and Judi felt as if she’d been caught in a culinary whirlwind.

Gran chuckled. “It’s something isn’t it? It’s the old way on ranches — used to be the hands ate as fast as possible because there was always something more to do. I’d had them broke of that, but with this—” She gave an impatient wave toward her hip and leg, made bulky by bandaging. “—the meals aren’t much, and they’ve fallen back to the old ways. You’ll have to eat a sight faster if you want to get enough to keep body and soul together, Helga. If you’re still hungry—”

“Oh, no, no, I’m fine. Becky left me a sandwich, so I wasn’t hungry.”

“Sandwich and milk.” Gran nodded. “You’ve got milk around your mouth.”

“What? Oh—” She dabbed at her mouth. Great. She’d been trying to win over the ranch hands while wearing a milk mustache.

Thomas must have noticed, but hadn’t warned her, Judi thought as she washed the platter and the few stainless utensils. Everything else she’d thrown out after helping Gran inside to a straight-backed chair in the kitchen’s far corner, watching a tiny TV crowded onto a corner of a paper-strewn desk.

Well, she’d spent a few years in corporate America, and she’d learned a few things about such warfare. Come to think of it, her boss in the job she’d quit two weeks before her wedding had a few things in common with Thomas Vance. Including making no effort to hide a low opinion of Judi Monroe — or Helga Helgerson as the case might be.

The door screeched open, and before Judi recovered from that assault on her ears, Thomas’s voice boomed, “Becky!”

“Becky’s not back yet, though she probably heard you holler wherever she is.”

Thomas stood in the middle of the kitchen, hands on hips, frowning, though not apparently at her. It was more disapproval of the world in general.

“Becky didn’t help Gran in? Who did?”

“I did.”

“You did.” He repeated the words, but his mind clearly wasn’t on that. “Damn. I sent Steve home.”

“I wish I could…” Gran’s words trailed off though her frustration echoed in the silence. “Maybe Helga can help you.”

At his grandmother’s first words Thomas had turned toward where she sat. Now he turned back to Judi. She felt as if she’d been caught in the beam of a spotlight.

“Maybe.”

As a vote of confidence it wasn’t much.

“Riding? I might not—”

“I’m not putting you on any of my horses.” Why did she think he was concerned about the horses and not her? “I need somebody to drive, and at least we know you know how to drive. Unless you’ve forgotten that, too.”

She widened her eyes at him, putting her clasped hands to her chest, and said in a whispery voice, “Oh, dear, I don’t know. I suppose the only way to know is to put it to the test. This is all so terrifying.”

He snorted and turned away, heading out the protesting door and toward the barn. At least Gran chuckled.

“If you don’t want to help, just ignore him,” Gran said. “He’ll get the idea eventually.”

“I don’t mind helping, it’s just…”

“My grandson’s manners could use polishing, but he’s got a good heart.”

Judi resisted the temptation to suggest starting that polishing with a power sander, gave Gran what she hoped was a smile and headed outdoors. She hurried after Thomas, trying to catch up with his ground-gobbling loose-limbed stride.

“So, Becky’s sixteen?” She sounded a little breathless as they neared a truck that might have started as silver before streaks of dirt and pockets of rust took over.

“Just turned fifteen. Why?”

“You were going to have her drive.”

“Round here kids drive ranch trucks as soon as their feet reach the pedals. It’s no big deal. Here’s the truck. What you’re going to do is—”

“Wait a minute, I need keys.”

“They’re in the ignition. We don’t get many truck-jackings.”

“I wonder why,” she murmured, considering the dent in the door and the crack in the windshield.

He ignored that. “Have you ever driven a stick shift?”

“I don’t reme—.”

“Remember,” he finished for her. He grunted. “Start ’er up, and we’ll find out.” Judi turned over the ignition and closed her eyes as if trying to dredge up a memory. She’d really closed them to hide that she didn’t have to dredge very deep. She’d been taught to drive standard transmission as well as automatic from the start, and her car had a stick shift because it helped to get around in Chicago’s snow.

The truck vibrated like one of those massage chairs overdosed on caffeine, but the engine didn’t die.

“When I raise my right hand, drive straight across the open area and stop. Slow and steady. Okay?”

“I think I can handle it. What are you going to be doing?”

“Riding Dickens.”

“Near the truck? Desensitizing him because of the accident?”

He gave her a look she couldn’t read with the slanting sun and the brim of his hat conspiring to shadow his face. “Guess that would be the fancy term. Drive across there then turn down the road. This side of that turn in the fence—” He pointed. “—there’s a wide spot to turn around. Come back and do the same route in reverse. Then repeat the whole thing. But don’t start any leg until I signal. Got it?”

“Is this where I’m supposed to salute?”

From the angle of his head she suspected he was staring at her from amid those hat shadows. She stared back at him through the open window.

“You got a smart mouth on you, you know that, Helga?”

Without giving her a chance to respond, he turned on one boot heel and strode toward the pen — a corral? — where Dickens waited already saddled.

“At least he admits I’m smart,” she muttered to herself.

It was more than she’d ever gotten out of her previous boss, Christine Welmer. In her family circle — those directly related to her as well as those who knew her so well they were like family — the opinion was that while she had intelligence the jury was out on the degree of her good sense. Of the group, her sister-in-law Bette had the most faith in her, yet Bette, too, sometimes slipped into treating Judi like a precocious child.

Thomas took his time, moving slowly and deliberately around the horse. Riding lessons had been part of the repertoire where she grew up, along with tennis, skiing and golf. So Judi recognized the control it took for Thomas to swing into the saddle lightly when Dickens minced sideways. From this distance it appeared as if Thomas held absolutely still, yet from the horse’s reactions — especially the ears flickering around like radar — there was a lot of communicating going on.

Thomas moved the horse into position, then raised his right hand. Judi eased out the clutch — and nearly stalled the thing. She gunned the engine to keep it from dying. Dickens sidestepped and snorted. Thomas shot her a glare.

She hadn’t actually seen the glare because of the hat shadows, but she’d felt it.

“Sorry!” she called out cheerfully as the truck moved across the horse’s path.

She went down the road, found the spot he’d mentioned, turned the truck in two awkward stages and waited. When he raised his right hand she retraced the path, then turned around by dint of hard yanking on the recalcitrant steering wheel. Another hand signal from Thomas and she was off on her putt-putt circuit for a second time. And a third. A fourth. A fifth. Each pass a little closer to horse and rider.

On the sixth near-intersection of truck and horse she yawned hugely, and could have sworn she caught a look of empathy in Dickens’s eyes. The man never looked at her and never wavered. Patient, steady, inexorable.

Seventh pass, eighth and ninth.

They were close enough now that as she returned to the starting spot for the tenth circuit, even with twilight beginning to lose its grip, she realized Thomas was not holding still at all. Whenever Dickens tried to step away from the truck, Thomas exerted pressure with his outside leg. As soon as the horse stopped pulling away, the pressure stopped. Time after time, telling Dickens what he was doing wrong, and removing the pressure the instant he started doing right.

Each motion of the powerful horse was met by an equal motion by the rider, the bunching and shifting of Thomas’s muscles illustrated through the faded denim. She’d been right — the jeans did fit him to a T. Snug enough to show his power. There was a certain pattern in the fading denim that called attention to the fact that the area under the zipper was not nearly as flat as the area above his belt. No, not anywhere close to flat. In fact—

She jerked into sudden awareness of something beyond Thomas’s … uh, looks. That something happened to be his voice.

“Helga! Hey! Wake up!” He’d ridden Dickens within a couple feet of the idling truck. The horse’s eyes and ears scanned for trouble, but he didn’t back away.

“What?”

“I said, turn off the truck. Now you know why I have to holler.” He emphasized the word, reminding her of her complaint when he’d come in the kitchen looking for his sister. “You and Becky don’t listen. Or maybe you forgot your name? Again.”
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Every darn stair creaked as Judi tiptoed down them. It was after midnight and the house was totally quiet — except for the protest of wood on wood as she stepped on the far right side of the last stair. Left, right, middle — they all creaked.

But she needed a glass of water beside her bed. She rarely drank it, but there’d been a glass with water on her nightstand since she’d been out of a crib and, at the moment, she needed that tiny piece of continuity. Finding no glass in the bathroom, she’d headed downstairs.

A faint light came from the kitchen. Maybe the Vances left a light on, like her mother did over the stove to guide any nocturnal wanderers.

She peered around the doorframe and saw Thomas at the desk with the goose-necked lamp aimed at papers in front of him. He had his shirt pulled out of his jeans, showing the T-shirt underneath. He had one elbow on the desk, with his cheek supported by his palm and the top of his head propped against the wall. He was asleep.

Not quite snoring, but breathing deeply and steadily.

Judi took one step into the room. Then another. She reached the cabinets on the opposite side of the room from him.

He hadn’t budged. How tired would a man have to be to sleep in such an uncomfortable position? Should she wake him up so he could go to bed?

Abruptly, she became aware of what she wore — and didn’t wear. She’d pulled the beach coverup over her nightie, but neither reached beyond the middle of her thighs, and she had nothing else on.

She could imagine what he would say about her clothes if he woke up and saw her in this outfit. A flush of heat pulsed through her.

Embarrassment at that vision. Had to be.

She would not wake him. Letting sleeping dogs lie and all that.

Pulling the hem of the coverup down on the side toward Thomas, she reached into the cabinet with her other hand, stealthily withdrawing a cartoon-decorated plastic cup. She eased the door closed and took the deep breath she hadn’t wanted to risk with the lower edge of her outfit elevated by her stretch.

Thomas stirred, his head bumping against the wall.

She was out of the room and halfway up the stairs with no concern about their creaking and groaning before she drew another breath. Under the covers, with the light out, and her filled glass on the nightstand, her heart banged away. Had she made a clean escape?

One thing for certain, Thomas would let her know if he’d spotted this outfit.


CHAPTER FOUR


Judi woke around seven, feeling nearly as bright as the dazzling blue sky visible whenever the breeze pushed aside the flowered curtains.

She washed up quickly and pulled on linen shorts, a T-shirt, and the lone sweater she’d packed — an airy cotton knit cardigan — ignoring the gooseflesh popping up on her arms and legs.

Some of her good mood, she realized, was the feeling she’d had ever since Saturday. Like the weight of the world had lifted off her shoulders. A sensation that had coincided with reversing her course down the aisle. Clearly, when Sterling had asked “Will you marry me?” via the Chicago Bulls scoreboard seven weeks ago, she’d picked the wrong answer.

The stairs announced her descent again, but this time there was no one in the kitchen to hear. Crumbs on the counter and a streak that might have been strawberry jelly haphazardly wiped up attested to breakfasts having been consumed.

She heard voices down the hall — too low to make out words but still identifiable as a duet of Thomas and Gran. She headed that way.

Her first day of work, and she better learn what needed to be done. Thomas wouldn’t waste any time throwing her out on her ear — or any other body part that happened to connect with the ground — if she didn’t earn her keep.

Strange that he’d been so wonderful to her right after the accident, but had been cool if not hostile ever since. It was going to be a long six weeks if he was only cordial when he thought she might be seriously injured.

The first thing that came into sight in Gran’s room was a foam wedge on the side chair by the door. It was the right shape to have made the lump in Gran’s bedcovers she’d noticed yesterday. Another step revealed Gran lying flat on her back and wearing what looked to be sweatpants with the left leg slit to accommodate a bulky bandage.

Thomas hooked the looped end of a long elasticized band under Gran’s foot, then handed her the opposite end. Holding the band taut, Gran swung her leg over the side of the bed, while Thomas appeared to almost scoop her upper body up and set her on her feet.

They both remained still for a moment, and Judi could hear Gran breathing harder from the exertion. Or was it from pain?

“Okay?” Thomas murmured in a tone Judi had heard only in the moments after her accident.

“Right as rain,” Gran replied with what sounded to Judi like forced cheer.

Without releasing his hold around Gran’s waist, Thomas grabbed the walker with his free hand to position it in front of her. She turned, and caught sight of Judi.

“Good morning, dear. How’s your head?”

“Much better, thank you.”

“We’ll take a look at that after I get settled. I’ll be back in a moment.” She hobbled to the bathroom using the walker, closing the door behind her.

“She’ll be okay in there alone?”

“Yeah.”

Clearly morning didn’t stir Thomas’s sociability any more than late afternoon or evening had the day before.

He started making up the king size bed, reaching across the expanse to try to snag the covers. Judi automatically moved so she could flip the covers toward him, and straightened the ones on her side.

“Why make the bed? She’ll be getting right back in, won’t she?”

“No.”

“Why don’t you let the poor woman stay in bed?”

“Because staying in bed all day could give the poor woman blood clots. It’s a major concern after hip replacement surgery. As you would know if you’d ever had any medical training.”

“If I remembered my medical training,” she shot back, smoothing the covers over the pillows.

He tossed a folder to her side of the bed. “You better read up and remember what you read, because you’re going to give Gran the best care possible.”

That smacked of ultimatum rather than confidence.

Since his opinion of her skills obviously couldn’t go lower, she figured it didn’t hurt to show ignorance. “What were you doing with the band thingy you put under her foot?”

“It helps her swing her leg without bending her hip. She can’t bend her hip — ever. That’s one of the things you better remember.”

“What else?”

“She shouldn’t put weight on that foot. If her ankle gets more swollen than it is now, call the doctor — the number’s by the phone in the kitchen. She’s running a fever — that’s normal, and she can have aspirin, but if it spikes, call the doctor. Don’t let her sit for more than 45 minutes at a time. If her leg gets really sore and rock hard, that’s a sign of a blood clot — call the doctor immediately. And if any of this stuff happens, call me on the cell. No excuses.”

“Yes, sir!” She added a mock salute that coincided with Gran opening the bathroom door.

“Ah, I see Helga’s caught on to your managerial style, Thomas.”

He glowered. “If you think you’ll be okay, now, Gran, I’ll go. Or I can stay if—”

“What, and have Thundercloud Thomas around ruining an otherwise sunny day? Not a chance. Helga will take good care of me. You get back to your work.”

Judi bit her lip to keep from grinning at the Thundercloud Thomas name.

After a moment of hesitation, he left. The sound of his boot heels on the hall floor brought a vision of his confident stride in those nicely fitting jeans. Judi shook her head to try to clear it.

“Everything all right, dear?”

“Wh — Oh. Yes. Fine. Now, how about if you tell me what I can do to help you.”

The older woman needed help getting out of some of her nightclothes. She maneuvered over the shower stall’s small threshold, and said she’d be fine with the hand-held showerhead. Despite those assurances, Judi wasn’t about to leave her alone in the bathroom, so she kept her back to the shower while she straightened, cleaned the sink, and gathered towels for the laundry. She noticed a riser attachment on the toilet seat that would help the occupant use it without bending a hip.

Drying off and dressing were further exercises in instant intimacy. Then Gran talked Judi through pulling on the anti-embolism stockings she had to wear all day. The thigh-highs had strong elastic and a tight fit to fight blood clots, which made working them over her foot, heel and calf akin to pulling up a wet swimsuit three sizes too small over wet skin.

By the time she’d finished, Judi was panting, both with the physical exertion and the strain of making sure she didn’t hurt Gran.

“I’m not made of spun glass,” the older woman said with a snap.

“Hey, it’s not you I’m thinking about. I’m worried about what Thomas would do to me if I put the slightest dent in you.”

They both chuckled, and Gran headed for the kitchen using her walker, with Judi trailing worriedly behind.

The older woman took a seat in the same uncomfortable-looking straight-backed chair she’d used yesterday evening. Following her directions, Judi positioned a fat, firm cushion about eight inches thick to elevate Gran’s foot.

“We’ll have a quiet day today. You shouldn’t be doing too much with that knot on your head.”

Judi wasn’t going to argue. She felt as if she’d put in a full day’s labor, and it was barely eight o’clock. Gran also appeared worn out.

Judi made them toast, poured coffee, and settled down with the folder of instructions to see what she’d gotten herself into.
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Gran said she was satisfied. So that had to be good enough.

He’d stuck close to the house yesterday to stop by a half-dozen times. Everything seemed to be going okay. Actually, Gran’s exact words had been, “Helga’s doing great. Quit worrying.”

Right.

She’d said one more thing. “Give the girl a chance.”

A chance to what? That’s what worried him.

A couple times when he’d gone in she’d been talking with Gran. Another time she’d had everything out of the refrigerator’s freezer and was reorganizing. Later, he’d found her scrubbing with white paste stuff where the aging coffeemaker sat.

But what got him today was finding her sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of a cabinet rearranging storage containers under Gran’s supervision. Gran viewed her storage containers the way some women viewed diamonds. Letting Helga handle them was a clear signal she’d awarded the stranger the Iris Swift stamp of approval.

He’d been pushing it when he’d told Helga she had to cook. The agreement actually said light housework only in the patient’s room. So why was she doing this?

As he hooked up Klute to drag a tree trunk that had obstructed the east fork of Six-Mile Creek, he mentally listed three possibilities.

She was Helga Helgerson and she had amnesia.

No damn way.

She was Helga Helgerson and she’d decided to do extra work from the goodness of her heart.

That ranked as only slightly less unlikely.

She was an unknown quantity pretending to be Helga Helgerson for unknown reasons and she thought cleaning the Diamond V Ranch kitchen was going to gain her something somehow.

Bingo.

He had to figure out what she thought it could gain her, what her reason for the masquerade was and who she really was. That way she couldn’t blindside him.

He couldn’t see any reasons yet, but they had to be there. She was not a stupid woman. Not by a long shot. And that made her all the more dangerous.

As long as he kept his mind on that, he wouldn’t keep having dreams of long, bare legs speeding in front of his bleary eyes fast enough to stir a breeze that brought the scent of clean female.
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The truck slowly towed the twisted corpse of Judi’s car to a mechanical cemetery between the big barn and a slope-roofed shed.

Would that make it easier or harder to do what she needed to do? She wouldn’t have as far to go to the car, but anyone could stand at this window and see her as clearly as she saw Thomas get out of the passenger door and stride to a gap between a truck skeleton and the unidentifiable bones of other vehicles that had passed on.

He surveyed the open area, then talked to Gandy, who was driving. Against the faded blue of his shirt a darker stripe showed down the center of his back.

He gestured with his arms wide, and that pulled the pale blue material tight across his shoulders. Another twitch, and it looked like the material might rip, and hang in tatters down his back like on a B movie hero who’d been wandering the desert. Shreds of material that showed off the actor’s physique even better than no shirt.

“You should get out and see more of the ranch, instead of spending all day inside.” Gran’s voice came from the other side of the large room.

Judi realized she’d gone up on her toes to better see out the window. She rocked back to flat feet as Thomas directed Gandy to back in the towed car.

“I’d love to see the ranch.” As if the ranch had been what she’d been looking at. Her hormones better get over this honeymoon mood pretty quick. “But I don’t think it’s a good time. I’m still learning — re-learning — so I have to go full-tilt all day to have a hope of keeping up.”

“It’s a great help to have you here.”

Tell that to Thomas. Dealing with him was like watching thunderclouds boiling up on the horizon and wondering if they might crash over her. Come to think of it, the atmosphere changed whenever he was around.

Everything would be calm and sunny when she and Gran were alone, with maybe a freshening breeze and a few clouds dotted around when Becky joined them. Then Thomas would come in, and it was like a front coming through. The trees tossed uneasily in the wind, the clouds churned up.

Growing up in the Chicago area, she’d learned about changeable weather. And she knew to pay attention to the signs. The way the birds chirped, the behavior of dogs, the bending of trees, and her own body’s warning signs. Not her joints — not yet, thank heavens — but headaches and an odd restlessness. She’d felt it as a kid when she was sailing with her brother Paul and his friend Grady on Lake Michigan. Paul and Grady had tried to josh her out of her uneasiness, but she’d insisted they get to shore, saying she didn’t feel right. They’d grumbled, but they’d brought the boat in at the Monroes’ house, intending to drop her off and go back out. Mom had been waiting for them. Funnel clouds had been spotted. They’d all spent an hour in the Monroes’ basement.

When they emerged, there’d been storm damage all around. And a report that a boat that had been sailing near where they’d been had disappeared with two on board. It was never found.

“You should get out, though,” Gran said. “Get some air, and sun. After lunch, you could—”

“Thanks, but we can finish organizing those containers if I stay inside today.”

Where she wouldn’t get swept into a funnel cloud.
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The following day, the beckoning of the sun was too strong to resist.

Gran was taking a nap, Becky had left with Steve and Keith on horseback after breakfast and the kitchen was passably clean. When she heard voices by the barn, she didn’t hesitate to wander out and see what was going on.

She might have reconsidered if she’d known Thomas was at the center of it.

He was inside the pen beside the barn, along with Gandy. Dickens was also there, and the young horse did not appear eager to be caught and put to work. He trotted easily away from the men. They split, walking to either side of Dickens. The horse kept his rear end toward Thomas, but his attention was clearly on the younger man.

Judi realized why when she got close enough to hear Thomas’s low voice talking calmly to the horse.

“Okay, Gandy,” Thomas said in the same even voice. “This time.”

Thomas moved in almost close enough to reach the horse’s head. His outstretched arms showed the muscles working to hold his arms steady, making no move that would give the horse an excuse to spook.

At the last second Dickens started to wheel away from him. Just as he did, Gandy shouted while staying out of Dickens’ line of sight. The noise was enough to make Dickens decide that direction wasn’t a good idea. He reversed course and turned — right into Thomas’s hands.

Thomas’s voice deepened and warmed. Judi couldn’t hear the words, but the tone was such pure praise that she half expected the young horse to purr. Or maybe that was her reaction. Dickens stayed tense for a long moment then seemed to give a sigh, while Thomas kept talking, stroking him, and putting on the halter.

He led Dickens around the pen, still talking. When they passed by her, the horse’s eyes and ears flicked toward her, but the man’s attention never wavered.

Their circuit complete, Thomas removed the halter, let the horse trot free for a few minutes, then repeated the process two more times. The third time, Dickens still started to wheel away when Thomas neared his head, but when the shout sounded from his off side, he turned back to Thomas with what almost looked like relief, and he relaxed much more quickly.

Judi didn’t hear any words exchanged, but Gandy unobtrusively left the pen, easing out of the gate when Thomas had Dickens’ back turned.

“Afternoon, Missy. Think we made real progress with that devilish horse today, yes I do.” He chuckled at his play on the horse’s name as he leaned his crossed arms on the rail beside her.

“It looked that way. But it’s a slow process, isn’t it?”

“Slow and steady, that’s what works with a horse, Missy. Specially one as deep in bad habits as that critter. Takes a real patient man to work out the kinks of another man’s mistakes. Best get to work now.”

Patience was not a virtue Judi would have identified with Thomas Vance. But the evidence was before her eyes.

He tied Dickens to the rail near where a saddle blanket and a saddle were laid out atop the fence.

With deliberate motions, he saddled up the horse. At one point Dickens started to step into him. But Thomas was obviously on the alert for the game some horses played of trying to step on a saddler’s foot, apparently enjoying the comical sight of a human hopping up and down on one foot and swearing. He pushed back at the horse, saving his foot, and informing Dickens in a no-nonsense voice and with a few four-letter words that his behavior was unacceptable. When the horse stood still and quiet, Thomas’s voice immediately returned to smooth and low.

Once mounted, he controlled Dickens’s edginess with the same ease she’d noted the first night.

On their second circuit, Thomas made eye-contact with her for the first time.

She interpreted that as permission to speak. “If you were half as patient with Becky as you are with this guy, you’d be getting a lot farther.”

“He’s only half as irritating.”

“That isn’t what it sounded like a minute ago.”

“I didn’t know I had an audience. I usually keep those thoughts to myself — about Becky and about Dickens.”

“I’d say you usually keep all your thoughts to yourself.” Except about distrusting and disbelieving her, of course. Oh, no, those he was happy to share with the class. Although, she’d also caught his concern for his grandmother, and his frustration with his sister, and his worry about something else … though she hadn’t pinned that down yet. But it had only been a few days. Feeling cheered, she added, “At least you try.”
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