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CHAPTER ONE


Matty Brennan’s plan to save the Flying W Ranch began forming even before she charged out of her lawyer’s office.

It exploded into full bloom in the instant her nose collided with Dave Currick’s collarbone.

A lot was jammed into that instant, since a particular corner of her mind also registered that the hands she’d instinctively put up to brace herself had discovered that Dave had an even nicer chest than she’d remembered.

“Off to a fire, Matty?”

Running into Dave had to be an omen, she thought as she recovered her equilibrium, straightened away from his chest and rubbed her nose.

When Taylor Anne Larsen delivered the dire legal news — on top of the financial mess Matty had already discovered — there’d been one throat-closing, stomach-grinding moment when Matty had feared there might not be any way out.

Taylor had suggested selling some of the ranch — as if Matty would ever do that. She was the last of the Brennans, and she would not be the one who shredded the Flying W into splinters and flakes.

It wasn’t the lawyer’s fault for not understanding — she’d been raised in some suburb in Ohio. Of course, even some people right here in Knighton, Wyoming didn’t share Matty’s feeling. There was only one person she knew for a certainty would understand, and that was Dave — as soon as that thought had surfaced, she’d veered away from it like a rattlesnake in the middle of the room.

“I truly am sorry about the grant, Matty,” Taylor had said. “And I’m afraid there are more papers to sign for the estate now, too.”

If Great-Uncle Henry had had a grain of sense, the Flying W wouldn’t be encumbered with exorbitant inheritance taxes, not to mention the bank note coming due in two years. But the same optimism that had persuaded him no caution was needed in running a cattle ranch had also convinced him he had no need to bother with estate planning.

As Matty prepared to leave after her signing duties, Taylor held out a sheaf of papers. “These are the grant regulations. Maybe you’ll see something that will help for next year, if…”

If Matty Brennan still owned the Flying W.

The thought her attorney refrained from voicing dropped a sour lump into Matty’s stomach as she flipped through the papers while crossing the empty reception area toward the outside door.

She had to find a way out. Any way out. Whatever it took.

That’s when she saw it — the one loophole that might let her save the Flying W. She needed just one thing…

The next moment she’d flung open the door and started across the board sidewalk that lined the string of pseudo-frontier-town offices, only to run nose-to-chest into David Edward Currick.

Exactly the person she needed.

Definitely an omen.

She shrugged off the hands he’d cupped around her shoulders to steady her.

“Fire? No, there’s no fire. I was — I was going to go look for you,” she improvised.

“Me?” His deep voice edged toward uncharacteristic astonishment. Usually his western drawl stayed unhurried, unfazed and with a hint of dry amusement. He had the kind of deep, faintly raspy tone that often came from a few decades spent smoking too many cigarettes and drinking too much whiskey. But she’d been around when his voice had shifted from a childish soprano to this sexy register, and she knew it was all nature’s doing.

Sometimes Mother Nature didn’t play fair.

“Yes. I have something to talk to you about.”

“Now, that’s nice to hear, Matty. Seems like you’ve spent these past weeks avoidin’ talkin’ to me.” His voice was back to normal, and that irked her.

“I have not.”

“If I recall, the phrase you used when I called to ask you to dinner a few weeks back was Don’t call me again unless it’s to tell me you’re dead. The logic was a shade hazy, but I got your drift. No dinner dates.”

She recalled the phone call vividly. Six years after leaving for what she’d vowed would be forever, she’d arrived late the night before Great Uncle Henry’s funeral, which entailed an exhausting day-long series of condolences, ceremony and casseroles. The next day, she’d decided that before she did anything else, she needed to know how the ranch stood. So she’d tackled Henry Brennan’s business affairs, now hers since she was the only one left to inherit the Flying W.

She’d spent the entire morning opening “past due” and “final warning” notices that had filled the bottom two drawers of Great-Uncle Henry’s desk.

Still reeling from the knowledge that she was totally alone in the world now, with not another living relative, she had been left almost numb by the reality of the mess she’d inherited.

That’s when the phone rang. She’d answered automatically.

And there had been Dave’s voice. Assured. Familiar. Once loved. Asking her to dinner as if nothing had changed in all the years since their last date.

Not a “sorry,” not a “we should talk,” not a “life hasn’t been the same without you,” much less an “I’ll crawl across every inch of rock, creek and prickly pear between my place and yours if you’ll only smile at me once more.”

Goaded by despair over the Flying W and the jumble of emotions his voice stirred, she’d lashed out. Acted on impulse, she supposed. Which should have come as no surprise to him, considering the number of times he’d criticized her for doing that very thing when they were growing up.

And then he’d never called back. Since then, whenever their paths crossed in the tiny community of Knighton, he’d acted like he was an amused older brother and she was an idiot child.

“This is business,” she informed him now with every scrap of dignity she could muster. “Sort of a … a business proposition.”

“Well, I’d be happy to talk to you about business, but I’m heading for an appointment right now. To see Ms. Larsen.”

“Why?” she demanded, then caught herself. Despite the late April chill, he wore no jacket — Dave rarely got cold as fast as normal people — so she could see every detail of his outfit. He was wearing new jeans and a crisp white shirt with the cuffs rolled back and a black cowboy hat atop his neatly trimmed saddle-brown hair. It was a nice compromise between his more formal lawyer attire and his ranch clothes. Just right for a casual date. Taylor Anne Larsen was very attractive. Single and unattached. Intelligent. And they had lawyer stuff in common. Why was pretty damned obvious.

“Not that it’s my business,” Matty added hurriedly.

“No, it’s not.”

She scowled at his equable agreement.

Three years her senior, Dave had been her measuring stick all through childhood — learn to read like Dave, to ride like Dave, to rope like Dave, to get good grades like Dave. Constantly trying to catch up, and never quite making it.

He’d been the first to kiss her, of course. The first to hold her in his arms. The first to make her blood feel like it was melting. The first to make love to her.

And the only one to break her heart.

Now, of course, she could see what children they’d been then, with him still in law school and her still in college. But at the time, his ending their romance had been heart-breaking, soul-wrenching tragedy.

She’d left vowing to make him sorry. To make him rue the day he’d let the dazzling Matty Brennan get away.

She’d been a little hazy on exactly how she was going to dazzle him. But it didn’t matter in what arena — dancer, actress, financial whiz, literary genius or married-into-royalty — she dazzled him, as long as he was dazzled within a hair’s-breadth of his Wyoming’s-good-enough-for-me life.

It didn’t help that he’d gone on to get his law degree with ease, passed the bar on the first try, then settled down to a thriving law practice. And since his parents retired to indulge a yen for adventurous travel a few years back, he’d combined that with successfully running his family’s ranch.

He was living exactly the life he’d always wanted, the life she’d once dreamed of sharing with him. And doing it right next door to the Flying W … which she would lose if she couldn’t pull this off.

That was what mattered, she reminded herself.

“It’s just that my business is important,” she said stiffly. “Very important.”

“I could come see you tomorrow—”

“No!” Twenty-four hours? No way. If she thought about this too much — if she thought about it at all — she’d lose her nerve. Or regain her pride. “It’s, well, it’s real important to me. It’s urgent.”

“Urgent?” Now he was frowning. “Are you okay, Matty? Is something wrong?”

“No. I mean, yes, but not the way you mean.”

She took a deep breath and looked around. A young couple was coming up the steps at one end of the sidewalk, probably heading toward the real estate office next to Taylor’s. Matty grabbed the rolled back cuff of Dave’s white shirt and tugged him toward the opposite end, where they’d have more privacy.

“What is it, Matty? You’re worrying me. Is it that Cal Ruskoff you’ve got working for you?”

She stared up into his narrowed hazel eyes in astonishment. “Cal? No. Why would you think that? He’s great. Works like five men and never complains.”

Dave’s frown didn’t ease, but some of the tension went out of his broad shoulders. “Then what is it?”

“Give me a second here,” she said irritably.

She tried to think of a way to say this, a way to make it more palatable, and couldn’t. It was like going into the swimming hole on a spring day when they were kids. There was no edging into it, inch by inch, or you’d never do it. The only way to go was to take the plunge.

She took a breath and leaped.

“I want to marry you.”

For a second, she could almost believe she’d really jumped into the swimming hole. She felt the same shock of cold surround her and the same sensation that all sound in the world was muffled and distant. The only thing she could hear clearly was the beating of her own heart.

Then a single word from Dave brought her back.

“Pardon?”

He hadn’t moved an inch and his expression hadn’t changed. He sounded as if he was certain — as only Dave could be certain — that he’d heard wrong.

Of course he was going to make her repeat it. Dave had never made anything easy on her. Not since he’d told her, then all of five years old, that if she couldn’t keep up, she should go back and play with dolls.

“I want to marry you. In fact, I have to marry you.”

He seemed to come out of a trance. He pushed his cowboy hat back off his forehead, and leaned against the pole that held up the roof over the sidewalk, crossing one leg over the other with an air of total nonchalance.

“Have to? You sure it’s me you’re thinking of?” The amusement was back in his voice. At least she thought it was amusement. It had an edge to it and the look he was giving her didn’t strike her as a laughing matter, but maybe that’s how he showed amusement these days. After all, she hadn’t been around him for years. “Darlin’, either I missed something in the past few weeks that I’d truly hate to think I’d missed or you’re setting to make medical history. Unless there’s someone else more, let’s say, recent?”

“Don’t be an idiot, Dave. I’m not pregnant.”

“That’s a relief. I’d hate to have you be the subject of all those tabloid newspapers for bearing a child six years after the fact. As for the more usual time frame, well a gentleman doesn’t like to think he’s forgotten things like that. And if someone else—”

“Oh, shut up, Dave. It’s nothing like that.”

“Nothing to do with oh, say, an affair of the heart?”

“Why would it have to do with an affair of the heart?”

“Well,” he drawled, “marriage sometimes does.”

“Not this time. I told you, it’s business.”

“Business?” he asked politely. “I’m sorry. I’m not following this. Call me stupid, but I associate marriage with romance, not business.”

“Yeah, right. You’ve had enough romances to make Don Juan look like Barney Fife, and I’ve never heard anything about you getting married.”

“Been paying attention to my social life, have you?”

“It’s like the wind around here — it’s only remarkable when it’s not making its presence felt.”

“Matty, if this is the way you ask all the men to marry you, I can see why you’re still single. I thought I taught you better than that.”

“You taught — Why you…”

She swallowed the words with the greatest of effort. He’d gotten under her skin from their earliest days. Even when she’d thought she was in love with him, he’d been able to yank her chain with the flick of his finger. But no more. And certainly not now. She couldn’t afford it. The Flying W couldn’t afford it.

“This is all beside the point.” She barely gritted her teeth at all; she was proud of that.

“And what is the point, Matty?” His mouth twitched.

“The point—” She figured she couldn’t be blamed for a little teeth-gritting now. “—is that I want us to get married. Right away. But only temporarily.”

“Temporarily?”

“Of course, temporarily.” She was miffed. “You don’t think I’d ask you to get married for good, do you?”

“I didn’t mean any disrespect. But not having been proposed to before, at least not by you—” She glared at him. Because of the mock humble tone; not, definitely not, because of his intimation that he might have been proposed to by other women. “—I want to keep this all straight. Orderly. Since it’s business. Isn’t that what you said?”

“That’s what I said. We’d get married, then after a while, we’d get divorced. Uncontested. Nice and clean.”

He raised one eyebrow. “Not sure I’ve ever heard of a clean divorce, much less a nice one.”

“That’s because all those other divorces were between people who were married.”

“You got me there, Matty, That’s a fact.”

“Oh, quit with the Gary Cooper act, Currick. You know what I mean. We would be pretending to be married. I mean, we’d get married, but we wouldn’t be married. We wouldn’t—” She shot him a glowering look to be sure he got her point. “—do things married couples do. So the divorce would be no big deal.”

He rubbed his chin. God, he’d gone from Gary Cooper to Gabby Hayes. If he said Well, Goooolllleeee, she’d belt him.

“Uh-huh. Okay, so we get married — without really being married — and then we get divorced. I have that right?”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“How long what?”

“Before we get divorced?”

She hadn’t thought that out yet. If the Flying W didn’t get the grant this year or if one year’s grant wasn’t enough to get it back on its feet, she’d be back where she’d started. Better give herself some leeway.

“Five years.”

He jerked up from the pole as if it had caught fire. “Five years!”

She crossed her arms and braced her legs. “Five years isn’t a life sentence, you know. It’s not like we’d have to be together all the time. We’d only have to make it look like we were married.”

He rested back against the pole. “So it would be okay if I fooled around on the side?”

“No!” She would have taken that back if she could, especially when he got smug. “We have to keep up proper appearances. That’s part of the deal.”

“Matty, honey, be reasonable. Unless you’re going to rethink your position on conjugal rights—”

“No!”

“—And you don’t want me running around on you, five years is definitely out of the question.”

She gave in with ill grace. “Four years, then.”

“Six months.”

“No way. Three years.”

“One year.”

“Two years.”

“Eighteen months.”

She figured furiously in her head. She’d just have to get the grant this year. Surely she could turn the Flying W around with two years’ worth of grants. And paperwork for a divorce would take time, so with some luck … “Twenty-two months before we start the divorce proceedings.”

“Done.”

He stuck out his hand. She put hers in it. He wrapped his big hand around hers, the calluses slightly abrading the tender skin across the back of her hand and the strength of his fingers pressing against hers. You’d think a lawyer would have soft skin and strength only in the muscles used for endorsing checks.

“So twenty-two months from now we get divorced. When do we get married?”

Still holding her hand, he leaned back against the pole, unbalancing her enough that she had to take a step toward him to keep from falling over. She yanked her hand free.

“As fast as we can.” The application deadline for this year’s grant was in three and a half weeks.

For a long moment, he stared at her from the shadow cast by his hat — able to see out so much better than she could see in. “Okay,” he said at last.

Matty let out a breath — and an instant later realized she’d relaxed too soon.

“Now, what do I get out of this deal?”

“You?” she blurted.

“Only seems fair, Matty. You’re obviously getting something out of it. I should, too. That’s what makes the best business deals. Win-win, they call it. So, I’d like to win something, too.”

She couldn’t argue with that. It was only fair. It was also galling as hell. “I can’t afford to pay you anything.” Her stiff dignity crumpled with her next words. “And you have plenty enough money as it is, so I don’t know why you’d want more from me.”

“It’s not money I want from you.”

“Then what? You’ve got your law practice and the Slash-C is doing good business and you had the house renovated — so what could you possibly want from me?”

The question hung in the air between them for a moment, then turned around and slapped her in the face, stinging her cheeks with heat. What Dave had once wanted from her was her heart and body and soul. Which she had been more than willing to give him. And then he’d given them all back.

“Peace of mind and something to look forward to.”

Still smarting from her own thoughts, she snapped, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, peace of mind means I want to know what you’re up to. Why would you suddenly want to marry?”

She looked away, pulling the inside of her cheek in between her back teeth. “I can’t tell you. Not until we’re married.”

He closed his eyes as if in pain. “Is that because I can’t testify against you if we’re married?”

“I hadn’t thought of that, but that’s true, too.”

“Matty, for God’s sake — I’m a lawyer, an officer of the court, I can’t—”

“I know! That’s why I’m not telling you. I don’t want to bother your conscience.”

“Thank you for your consideration, but—”

“You don’t have to get all sarcastic, Currick. It’s not anything terrible. It’s getting around a technicality. Honest.” She looked up into his face, letting hurt show at his lack of faith. How much of it was real, she didn’t want to know herself. “I wouldn’t ask you to do something that was really wrong.”

The taut line of his shoulders eased. He believed her, and knowing that almost led her into saying something more — probably something stupid. But when he opened his mouth and that lightly mocking tone came out, the danger of confiding in him was over in a flash.

“So you can assure me that this matter would never be handled by, oh, say, the FBI, the CIA, or the Wyoming Bureau of Investigation?”

“Of course not. You know me better than that.”

He held up his hands in a placating gesture. “All right. All right. I can see that’s the best I’m going to get as far as peace of mind where you’re concerned. But at least give me something to look forward to.”

“Like what?” Suspicion weighted her question and narrowed her eyes.

To her annoyance, his eyes abruptly lightened — he was enjoying himself. “Let me think…” He stared out toward where snow-tipped peaks met blue sky. “Got it. We breed Brandeis to that mare of Gates’s that Henry bought out from under me a while back for the next three years and I get any foals.”

“What? No way. I’m not having Juno in foal to Brandeis three years running, and I’m sure as hell not giving you three of her foals. We’ll breed them once, and if there’s a foal, we’ll toss for it.”

“We breed them until there’s a foal I want.”

“We breed them until there’s a live foal, and you get it.”

“Done.”

He stuck out his hand again. After an instant’s hesitation, she grasped it, gave it one firm shake and released it before his long fingers even finished wrapping around hers.

“I’ll look into what we have to do to get a license and such—”

“It’s customary for the man to do that. Besides,” he went on as she prepared to protest, “I can do it when I’m at the county courthouse on business and save you a trip to Jefferson.”

She did have better things to do than traipse to the county seat. As it was, she’d have to be back here in Knighton getting her official residence changed as quickly as possible. “Okay, as long as you do it as soon as possible. I don’t want any delays.”

“We’ll get married as fast as I can put it together.”

“That’s it then. I’ll expect to hear from you soon.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something? How about the rest of the wedding arrangements?”

“Wed — uh, arrangements?” Odd how she’d talked of getting married so calmly, but her tongue stuck on “wedding.” “I thought … uh, I thought we’d get married before whatever judge we can find.”

Actually, she hadn’t thought of that at all, but it sounded good now.

“That might cause questions, what with both of us being from such old Knighton families. And I don’t suppose questions being asked about this marriage right from the start is something you want, is it? Now a church—”

“No. No church. I, uh, I don’t have time to be messing around with a fancy we — uh, with a church and all.”

“No, I suppose not. Just seems a shame to open ourselves up to questions…”

“Then you take care of the arrangements.” As soon as she said them, she felt a sinking certainty that those were exactly the words he’d been angling for.

“Okay. I will.”

Oh, hell, she had more important things to worry about than whatever Dave Currick had in mind. “Fine. No church, and nothing fancy, understand?”

“Nothing fancy,” he agreed.
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Certifiable.

He’d always been that way about one Matilda Jeanette Brennan, and it looked as if he always would be.

From the time she’d toddled after him declaring, “Me fish, too!”, through the years of her being his best rough and tumble buddy, to the stunning recognition that, not only was there something to this boy-girl stuff, but the girl was Matty of all people, and into that all too brief period when making a life with her had seemed inevitable.

Sitting on his porch, Dave Currick rocked back on the rear legs of the worn wooden chair that had just the right balance for this maneuver and put one booted foot on the railing as he contemplated the half moon.

So what the hell was she up to now?

She was in trouble, that was for sure. He just thanked God she’d turned to him. It slid a warmth under his ribcage to know she had come to him. A warmth that had been missing from his life for a long time. Six years.

If he’d been asked twenty-four hours ago who he thought Matty would turn to if she was in trouble, he’d have said Cal Ruskoff, that hand Henry Brennan had hired out of nowhere a couple years back. He’d have hated the taste of the words in his mouth and he’d have hated the truth of them even more, but he’d have said them.

In the few times he’d seen Matty and Ruskoff together — at Henry’s funeral or on some errand in town these past weeks — he’d seen the easy way she treated Ruskoff, like she was comfortable with him, at home with him, trusted him. Like he was a man she would turn to if she was in trouble. It was quite a contrast to the arctic shoulder she’d been giving Dave.

Still, she’d come to him.

She needed him. God, it felt good to know that.

When she’d first said she had to get married, fears had knotted his stomach so tight he didn’t think he could talk. But she’d been so clearly incensed that he might think she was pregnant, and even more clearly at sea about his hints that Ruskoff or someone else might have broken her heart, that the knot had quickly eased.

There’d been a time he could have asked Matty straight out what the problem was. Hell, he’d have known without her saying. Now, all he could do was guess that it had to be something with the Flying W.

Under Matty’s grandfather, the spread was as good acre for acre as any around. After Grandpa Jules’ death it had slipped, even though Matty’s grandmother had done her best to keep after her brother-in-law, Henry Brennan. But Grams had died nearly four years ago now. Left on his own, Henry had never kept the spread in top order, and there’d been rumblings that the elderly man had really run it down in the last year of his life. Dave had tried to check out the situation through his contacts, with no luck. He’d stopped by twice — and both times Henry Brennan had met him with a shotgun and cutting comments about how Dave Currick wasn’t welcomed on Brennan land.

He’d known Matty’s great-uncle must have left a legal tangle — one he’d hoped she would ask him to help her with. Instead, she’d turned immediately to newcomer Taylor Anne Larsen. Another lesson to him not to hope.

But this afternoon’s amazing encounter with Matty changed everything.

Maybe there was hope after all. Not of really getting married. No, she’d back out of this crazy idea soon enough. He’d seen her leap into things too many times not to know that this had been one of her classic spur-of-the-moment decisions.

But even if she called in the morning and said to forget the whole thing, it gave him an opening back into her life. And that gave him hope.

Hope after all the years, months, days — and especially all the nights — of convincing himself he had no hope.


CHAPTER TWO


Two days after proposing to Dave Currick, Matty exited the bank with more speed than finesse. Who would have thought that a little thing like changing her official residence could cause such a hubbub.

It had been a snap at the post office — fill out a form and hand it in before anyone could comment. And she would check with Taylor on the other official documents during their meeting later.

But when Matty announced her soon-to-be address for the bank’s records, Joyce Arbedick had looked up as if a firecracker had gone off under her chair, her eyes bugging out and her mouth formed into a perfect “O” while visions of sin obviously danced in her head.

“We’re getting married,” Matty had said in her own defense.

And that’s when things really got crazy. All of a sudden she was surrounded, as she sat at the assistant manager’s desk, by customers, tellers and probably passersby dragged in from the street by the noise, all wishing her happiness and a long marriage, and saying they’d always known she and Dave would end up together.

Matty shuddered now in the quiet of her truck parked alongside the bank, trying to reconstruct what had happened.

This morning, Taylor had called while Matty was out watering and feeding the four ailing cows in the barn corral, and had left a message saying she’d like to see her this afternoon. Taylor didn’t say what about, but from her rather stilted voice, it wasn’t good news.

Course, Matty couldn’t remember the last time any news had been good.

And that realization brought all the reasons for this temporary marriage rushing back to the front of her mind.

Each time over these past two days that she’d just about decided to call Dave and tell him the whole thing was a joke — another of her impulses — some reminder of what was at stake, of what would happen if she didn’t take this step rushed in. Just like this call from Taylor.

Matty had called back and left a message that she’d be in to see Taylor about three, then she’d finished some chores, showered and changed, gathered her paperwork and headed into town to take care of address changes. The sooner she did, the sooner she could apply for the grant. Maybe she could ask Taylor to start—

“Matty?”

Matty gasped — not sure if the knock on the truck window next to her head or Dave’s voice practically in her ear made her jolt so.

“Good Lord! Don’t sneak up on someone that way!” Her heart felt as if it could beat right through her ribs.

“I didn’t sneak up.” Dave gestured for her to open the window, and his voice lowered along with the window. “You were so busy chewing on your thumbnail you would have been down to your knuckle before you noticed anyone coming.”

Matty hid her ragged nail by balling her hand into a fist. Just like Dave to remind her any time she slipped back into that childhood bad habit. “What do you want?”

“You.”

She blinked, while heat bloomed in her chest like a time-elapse movie of a flower on high speed. Then it sizzled through nerve-endings alive with the memory of what it meant to be wanted by Dave.

“Why?” It came out a croak.

“We have time to get blood tests before your three o’clock with Taylor.”

Her mind sent an immediate cease-and-desist order to all nerve-endings, but it took the heat a while to evaporate. Was he so tight with Taylor that he knew her entire schedule? But that wasn’t the question Matty voiced. “Blood tests?”

“You’re not still afraid of needles are you?”

“Of course not,” she lied. “But you didn’t tell me we had an appointment.”

“It’s not a real appointment. When I mentioned to Doc you were in town this afternoon, he said he could fit us in if we came by before three.”

“How’d you know—”

“Taylor called me, too.”

“That wasn’t what I was going to ask,” she said with a fair assumption of dignity. “I wondered how you knew I’d come into town early.”

“Elementary, my dear.” He opened the truck door and gestured for her to get out. He had on old jeans, worn to a faded blue that she knew would be as soft as their color. The material molded around the muscled length of his thighs, and other lengths she forced her gaze away from. “I tried to call the Flying W, got no answer. I deduced you’d headed into town early.”

“That’s kind of a stretch, Sherlock,” she scoffed as they headed up the block toward the small clinic that served the south end of Lewis County and the north end of Clark County.

“Ah, but it was confirmed about fifteen minutes ago when all three lines on my office phone lit up simultaneously and two friends stopped by my office.”

“How does that confirm I’d come to town?”

“They’d all heard about your public announcement at the bank that we’re getting married. I thought a notice in the paper was how these things are done. Guess the bridegroom’s the last to know.”

She halted before they stepped up to the sidewalk and met his eyes. She’d been avoiding doing too much of that, because Dave’s darkly fringed hazel eyes had always packed quite a wallop where she was concerned. But she owed him a direct look while she said this.

“I’m sorry, Dave. I didn’t mean for it to get out this way, but when I told Joyce my new address and she goggled at me like we’d not only be living in sin but had invented the concept, I blurted it out. But I should have warned you somehow. I’m sorry they blindsided you like that.”

He looked back at her for a long moment. His expression gradually shifted from surprise to disconcerting assessment. Then one side of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. “No problem. I’m getting used to having things sprung on me this week. Compared to an offer of marriage this was pretty minor. Besides, you did tell me that public appearances were part of this package deal.”

“Yeah, I did,” she said, feeling lightened. She started along the sidewalk, but Dave’s hand on her arm stopped her.

“There’s one thing I wondered about, Matty,”

“What?”

“You’re awfully eager to get your address changed aren’t you? Not even waiting until we’re married.”

“Just want to keep things straight,” she mumbled. “C’mon, let’s go get those blood tests. Doc won’t wait all day.”
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“You don’t have to walk me all the way inside,” Matty protested twenty minutes later as Dave ushered her into Taylor Larsen’s reception area. “I’m perfectly all right and you can go about your business now.”

“You still look pale.”

She glared at him. “I am not pale and I wasn’t going to faint. I was fine until you shoved my head down between my knees. Then I was dizzy.”

Dizziness that had nothing at all to do with the sensation of his hand against the back of her neck, slowly stroking into her hair, then down inside the collar of her sweater.

“Uh-huh,” he murmured, falsely soothing. “Hey, Lisa.”

“Dave, Matty.” The tone of voice used by Lisa Currick — Dave’s younger sister and Taylor’s office manager — immediately announced she was miffed. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

Matty’s heart sank under a load of guilt. She hadn’t given a thought to how this might affect Lisa.

Some still clucked about Lisa having moved into her own small house on the edge of town when she’d returned from New York City a few years back instead of living on the ranch. But Matty had figured that had to do with Lisa’s need for independence, not any bad blood between the siblings. The gap of six years between brother and sister had meant they weren’t buddies as kids, not the way she and Dave had been buddies. But the Currick family was close and loyal.

“Or maybe,” Lisa was going on. “I should make that I-told-you-so’s. Half the town’s been telling me they always knew you two would get together if you’d stop squabbling long enough to listen to your pheromones. They all seemed to think that as your sister, I’d already know about this.”

Of course Lisa was hurt that she hadn’t been told first. Especially since she didn’t know this wasn’t going to be a real marriage.

“Oh, Lisa, I’m so sorry — but, honestly, it’s not what you think—”

“Sorry, Lees,” Dave interrupted firmly at the same time he squeezed so tightly around Matty’s waist that she almost yelped. “We’d intended to tell you first. Word kind of leaked out about a half hour ago, and you know how this town is. I’ll explain it all to you over dinner in Jefferson, how’s that? You have time before class tonight?”

“Not tonight. Tomorrow.” She waved toward an interior door, clearly well on her way to being mollified. “Taylor’s waiting for you both, so go in.”

“Both of us? Wait a minute, why would Taylor—”

Dave interrupted again. “Tell Lisa thanks for the congratulations, Matty, and let’s go in.” He gave Taylor’s office door a quick knock before opening it.

“Thanks, Lisa,” she said hurriedly as he guided her into the inner office, “but I don’t see why you—”

“Hello, Matty, David.” With an air of formality, Taylor stood behind her desk. “I’m glad you both could come this afternoon to discuss this.”

Her gesture indicated documents on her desk. They bore Dave’s letterhead.

“Discuss what?”

Taylor sat, looking at the pages as she flipped through them, and they took the twin chairs across the desk from her. “You’re right, Matty, there isn’t much to discuss. Dave did an excellent job drafting it.”

“Drafting what?” Matty asked.

“I took the liberty of sending this to Taylor yesterday, so she could look it over on your behalf beforehand. Thought that would be better than springing it on you, Taylor,” he added, looking across the desk.

“I appreciate that. It—”

Matty had had enough of the lawyerly courtesies. Spacing each word, she demanded, “What is it?”

Dave gave a fair portrayal of surprise that she would have to ask, but when he turned to her she recognized the glint in his eyes. “Our prenuptial agreement, dear.”

“Our prenup—?” Matty glared at him. “You worried I’m going to try to rob you, Currick?”

Taylor looked up quickly.

“No, of course not, dear.” Dave reached across the narrow chasm between their chairs and took her hand. She tried to snatch it back. His hold tightened enough to make her wince.

“You must have jumped right on this. You had it drafted by yesterday afternoon? And it was only two days ago that we—”

“I know it was only two days ago that we set the date for sure,” he interrupted with a warning in his eyes. And he was right — another half sentence and she would have given it away. “But since we’d been talking about marriage for so long, I’d had it on my mind. With land holdings like ours it’s best to set everything out beforehand.”

“That’s true, Matty,” Taylor added earnestly. “And this agreement safeguards the Flying W as thoroughly as the Slash-C. The boundaries would revert to what they are now, and the income generated, plus equipment or stock bought during the period of the marriage would be divided fifty-fifty.”

“Oh.”

Dave gave her an ironic little nod at her deflated tone, which Taylor didn’t see because she was looking at the papers. It was beyond equal, since the Slash-C would no doubt generate more income and buy more equipment than the Flying W would.

“In fact, it’s an extremely fair document. The only thing is…”

“What?” Matty demanded, suspicions aroused again.

“There’s a rather odd clause about if you should divorce, you both agree to breed Brandeis and Juno, with Dave getting first live foal.”

“Oh, that. That’s okay.”

Taylor’s frown deepened. “Then it says that if you initiate divorce proceedings any time after two years of marriage, Dave gets Juno outright.”

“What!”

“Now, Matty,” Dave said in a mockingly soothing rumble. “It’s only fair. I was thinking and thinking about it, and it seems to me that getting a divorce the first two years shows the marriage was just a pure mistake — the kind anybody can make. But after that, it starts to look like carelessness to pull apart a marriage.”

Matty opened her mouth, but Dave kept on talking. “Course, if I initiate divorce proceedings any time after two years, then I don’t get a thing. And it’s not like it’s a life sentence. After all, nobody can expect Juno to live more than another, oh, fifteen years, twenty at the most. After that you could divorce me and walk away free.”

Oh, he was clever, Mr. Attorney Currick. She saw clear as day that the clause was to make sure she didn’t hold him to the marriage longer than the twenty-two months they’d agreed on, with two months thrown in like a sale on donuts.

“It’s all right, Taylor. I’ll accept that clause. After all, we won’t be using it, will we, dear?” She gazed into his face, a small smile pulling at her lips, and had the pleasure of seeing wariness skim across his eyes.

“Of course, we’re all optimistic that none of these clauses will ever be used,” said Taylor, though her reasons for that expectation were probably quite different from Matty’s. Matty intended to end the mock marriage right on schedule, while Taylor was probably romantically thinking the marriage would never end — Hah!

“But just in case…” Matty put a finger to her chin as if suddenly struck by a thought. “It only seems right that we have a clause that if you initiate divorce proceedings after two years, I get Brandeis free and clear. To keep things even.”

Dave gave a strangled cough, which Matty was fairly certain had started as a laugh.

“Well done,” he murmured just loud enough for her to hear. Then he added at regular volume. “Matty’s got a point, Taylor. If you insert the clause, I’ll initial it and we can sign right now.”
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“Well, that’s done,” Matty said, pulling the short tail of straight hair at the end of her braid free from her collar.

Dave knew that it used to drive her nuts in high school that she had straight hair. After he and Matty had shifted from buddies to dating, he’d probably spent a thousand hours in the Flying W’s kitchen talking with Grams, waiting for Matty to do something or other to her hair that would make it curl … until the first lick of Wyoming wind got to it.

She didn’t even seem to notice now.

He’d always liked it straight. Straight and silky, and with a thousand colors streaked into the natural light brown by days in the sun. He could spend the rest of his life cataloguing the different colors there.

“Yup, it’s done.”

“What next?”

“Want some ice cream?”

She frowned at him fiercely. “I meant what other stuff do we have to get out of the way before we get married?”

“Oh. Not much.”

He fought a grin. Wait until she found out that they could have gone and gotten married that first day — no blood test, no waiting period, fill out the form at the county courthouse, find a judge, then back to the courthouse to register the marriage certificate.

Except he’d hadn’t been willing to take that risk. If he’d gone along with Matty’s rush to marry, she’d have either gone running or she’d have clamped down hard on her stubbornness to see this through — whatever the hell this was — and he’d never know what was really behind this move. This way, with time to think things over, she’d eventually back out. But with some luck, they would have mended enough bridges by then to at least keep talking to each other.

That was a lot after more than six years of pretending that their lifetime of friendship, infatuation and love hadn’t existed. An awful lot.

Though he had a feeling it might not be enough.

“Let’s see, this is Friday. Doc said he’d hurry the blood tests for us, and the prenup’s all signed, so … I’d say we could get married Tuesday.”

“Tuesday?” She sounded as if someone had his hands around her throat, cutting off her air.

“Wednesday better for you?”

She’d caught the glint of laughter in his eyes. He knew that when she snapped, “Tuesday will do fine.”

“Tuesday it is then. I’ll come by Monday morning and pick up your things.”

“My things?”

“Clothes and such. If you want to bring some furniture to the Slash-C, we can arrange that later on.”

He could read her face so easily — she hadn’t thought about moving in with him being one of the results of saying she wanted to marry him. But she recovered quickly, his Matty did. Quickly enough to rap out a terse, “Fine.”

“ ’Bout nine o’clock, say?”

“Fine.”

“Fine,” he echoed. “How ’bout getting ice cream before you head back to the ranch?”

“Uh, no. No thanks. I — there’s something else I need to talk to Taylor about.”

She was gone in a second, and he was left contemplating the closed door, wondering if that had been the truth or if the reality of what she’d signed on to do was finally starting to penetrate her stubborn head.
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When you’d had as bad a weekend as Matty had had, Monday ought to be different. No such luck.

First, the ranch pickup’s transmission seized up Saturday morning as Cal was heading out to check stock in the west range. Cal did what he could, but it was going to need to go to the shop. And they were funny about wanting money for the parts and labor the old heap kept sucking up.

Then, a pair of late-calving heifers started having trouble. The first finally gave birth to a sickly calf. They’d done what they could for mother and calf, and were heading in for coffee when the second heifer started calving. As thanks for their troubles, the animal had kicked Matty in the hip. At least her calf survived. The first one died as the moon rose.

Even allowing themselves only a few hours of sleep, they got a late start Sunday when they both finally rode out to the west range in a chilling rain. They found a section of fence down and Flying W head thoroughly intermingled with Bert Watson’s Diamond D brand. Straightening that out and getting up a temporary fix on the fence ate the rest of daylight.

Some day of rest.

But of the whole miserable weekend, last night, when she’d told Cal Ruskoff about what the week ahead held, was the worst.

He’d come into the main house after supper to talk about what he would work on the next day over a cup of coffee, a custom he’d started with Great-Uncle Henry and continued with her.

She’d debated not telling him at all. But that didn’t seem fair — after all, it would affect his job. Besides, even a recluse like Cal would hear the talk from town eventually, and it might not make things look too good if her top hand didn’t know she was married.

She hadn’t told him before that moment because … well, she didn’t know precisely why. Maybe she’d needed to sleep on it. Or maybe she’d needed to give Dave a couple days to back out.

But by last night, she’d known Dave wasn’t going to change his mind. He was not the sort to leave a woman at the altar. No, he was the sort to take her out for a ride and tell her breaking up was for her own good.

But this time, she hadn’t heard from him since leaving him outside Taylor’s office. So he wasn’t backing out. And that meant she had to tell Cal.

She’d taken a deep breath and said, as casually as she could, “Cal, I have something to tell you … I’m getting married. Tuesday. To Dave Currick.”

First he’d gone silent. Then he’d commented that Henry had told him not to let Dave Currick set foot on the Flying W.

“Oh, that. Great-Uncle Henry got it into his head that he hated Dave because Dave broke up with me back when we were kids. You know how Henry was.”

“He broke up with you. You’ve been gone years. Been working too hard to see anybody these weeks you’ve been back. And now you’re getting married. What’s going on, Matty?”

She’d started explaining. Mostly explaining why she couldn’t explain. At least not the whole thing. Not right now. But that when she did explain the whole thing, he’d see that it was really the best thing for the ranch. And how it wasn’t hurting anyone.

It was a little disjointed as explanations went, but it made sense, she knew it did. The more she’d talked, however, the more he’d gotten all stiff-jawed. And when she’d finished, he’d slammed his fist against her kitchen table, told her she was a fool and walked out. She’d been too stunned to do any more than sit there.

She’d spent a restless night, arguing with that word “fool” — without even knowing how he meant it. Jealousy didn’t enter into it, because there wasn’t that kind of feeling between her and Cal.

This morning, she hadn’t seen so much as Cal’s shadow … not until Dave pulled up by the back door in his midnight blue pickup that hummed like a barbershop quartet. Of course, a Slash-C pickup’s transmission wouldn’t even think of seizing up.

Dave stepped out of the truck, wearing the snug, worn jeans and faded shirt that proclaimed that this day he was working as ranch owner and not lawyer. Matty was suddenly deeply grateful for her rotten weekend and for Cal’s strange reaction. They’d kept her too busy to think of Dave as anything other than a means to her end.

Because with him right in front of her, the movement of his thighs as he got out of the truck, the flex of his shoulders as he gave the door a push to close it, the turn of his head as his gaze zeroed in on her, the end she found her thoughts drifting to was the taut one encased in his jeans.

To her relief, Cal came sauntering out of the garage/shed behind the house, as if she hadn’t just been in there calling his name, after a futile stretch looking for him at his cabin and the main outbuildings further up the rough ranch road.

She glared at him — that way she couldn’t stare at Dave.

“Morning, Matty. You got your things ready?” When she didn’t answer right away, Dave turned, looking over his shoulder, probably to see what she was looking at. “Morning, Cal,” he added in a neutral voice. “I suppose you’ve heard that congratulations are in order?”

By this time Cal had come up even with Dave, and she’d advanced so the three of them stood in a loose triangle.

“Yeah? Do you love her?”

“Cal—!” she started.

Dave cut her off. His easy smile was gone, but his voice was nearly as unhurried as ever. “You don’t know me well enough to be asking me that, Ruskoff.” He settled his hat lower, shadowing his eyes. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“All right, I will.” Cal stepped toward her. “Do you, Matty? Do you love him?”

Her eyes flicked to Dave, then away.

Love him? The phrase seemed to reverberate in her head and her heart, picking up an echo of Grams’ voice.

Do you love him, girl? Truly love him? Or are you set on him because that’s what you’ve always expected of yourself. Think about it hard, Matty. Do you love him?

“Well, Matty?” Cal insisted. “Are you marrying Currick because you love him?”

Almost grateful, she looked fully at him. “Cal, I told you last night, there’re other things involved. Besides—” she added strongly as he opened his mouth. “It’s between Dave and me. Whatever we do shouldn’t matter to anyone else.”

“She’s got you there, Ruskoff,” Dave murmured. And even without looking at him, Matty was certain his lips were twitching.

Cal paid him no heed, continuing to stare at her. “You can’t do this, Matty.”

“Cal, don’t go making a tragedy out of something that’s no big deal. Dave and I worked it out. It’ll all be fine. You’ll see. I’ll go get my stuff.”

She turned on her heel and didn’t look back.

It was really kind of sweet of Cal, she thought as she opened the screen door to the back hall. She never would have expected the silent ranch hand to worry about such things as love.

As the door swung closed behind her, she heard Dave’s voice from outside, and stopped.

“You obviously don’t know your employer well, Ruskoff.”

She looked back in time to see Cal spin around and face Dave. “Are you saying you think she should do this — marry you, in some damned fool scheme to help the ranch?”

“She told you that’s why she’s marrying me?”

“Not in so many words,” he snapped.

“But still, you think she’s after my money?” Dave sounded only mildly interested.

“No. Matty wouldn’t — besides, she told me about that prenup.”

“I’d give her money, if that’s what she wanted. And she knows it.”

“That’s not the question. The question is if you’re saying you think she should really go through with this hare-brained scheme.”

“I’m not putting forward an opinion one way or the other on whether she can or she should. But I am saying that the surest way of making damned sure that Matilda Brennan — soon to be Matilda Brennan Currick—” he inserted with emphasis, “will try something is to tell her she can’t do it. The second surest way is to tell her she shouldn’t do it.”

When Matty swung open the screen door, she had a moment’s view of the two men looking at each other hard, nearly nose to nose, before they turned their heads toward her.

This concern stuff was sweet, but it could get out of hand.

“If you two are done acting like a couple of bull moose and talking about me like I’m not here, you could help me bring my things out instead of leaving me to do all the lugging.”

She had the satisfaction of seeing both men meekly turn and head into the house. Dave let Cal precede him. Cal shot her a look from the corner of his eye as she stood in the hallway with her arms crossed under her breasts, then kept moving.

“Currick! Just for the record,” she said as he reached her and stopped, “I don’t want your money, and I wouldn’t take it if you offered.”

Dave leaned one hand on the wall above her shoulder, crowding her in the narrow space. She could feel the warmth of his body, smell the breeze and sun on him. He had dropped his chin to look at her; she stared back with her chin raised. If he simply bent his elbow, his mouth would meet hers and his body would press against hers. Would they fit together as well as they had from the first? Would his taste and feel be the same. Would the sensations—?

No! All that was past. Long gone. Part of her childhood.

She refused to move, but she won herself some mental space by asking, “Are you going to help or are you going to stand here all day, Currick?”

He smiled down at her. “Wanted to point out that we were talking about you like you weren’t there, because you weren’t there.” He straightened away from the wall and headed down the hallway in the direction Cal had disappeared in. “You were in here, listening through the door.”

“I was not! I was…” Well, come to think of it she was…

Just before he turned the corner to the stairs Dave looked back; he was grinning.

“I had every right to listen — you were talking about me and you’re on my property!”

All she heard was his chuckle.
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Dave came out of the courthouse in Jefferson late that afternoon whistling a song from the old movies his mother loved, and headed to where he’d parked his car.

Things were as set for tomorrow as they could be. He couldn’t pin everything down because a lot depended on exactly how and when Matty backed out of this.

He’d had to line up a judge in case they made it that far, but he’d selected a long-time friend of the family. He’d even dropped a couple subtle hints to Judge Halloran, though the older man hadn’t seemed to pick them up. But Dave hadn’t wanted to be any more forthcoming. Judge Halloran had a habit of being forthright, and the last thing Dave wanted was for Halloran to say anything to Matty tomorrow morning along the lines of “Dave thought you’d chicken out.”

No, he wanted her to have no excuses to find fault with him. Because after she backed out, he intended to keep seeing her. At the very least, she’d have to come over to get her clothes and other personal effects back.

A new store’s sign caught his eye and he stopped whistling in the middle of “Pick Yourself Up, Dust Yourself Off and Start All Over Again.”

The flower shop sign advertised that it did weddings.

Well, why not? A bride should have a bouquet, even one who wasn’t going to go through with the ceremony. Besides, maybe giving Matty flowers would soften her up some more about agreeing to keep seeing him afterward.

Five minutes after he’d pushed open the door he was regretting this decision.

“A regular bunch of wedding flowers” hadn’t satisfied the clerk with the t-shirt that read “True Flower Power.” She’d barely contained her shock that he was doing the ordering — “And so late!” — instead of the bride. His not knowing anything about what Matty intended to wear also earned a disapproving stare.

When she reeled off a list of possibilities that had his head swimming, a trickle of sweat worked down the center of his back.

“Look,” he said, breaking into a discourse on pink roses compared to peach roses, “do up something nice. Simple, but nice, okay?”

“Surely, you want something that has special meaning for you and your bride, something that signifies your relationship?”

Prickly pear? He didn’t think this woman would understand that request.

“Regular flowers will — No, wait. I know something. Indian Paintbrush.”

“Indian Paintbrush?”

“It’s a wildflower. Has bright red flowers.” Whose vibrancy had always reminded him of Matty.

“Actually, its flowers are small and greenish.” Her voice broke. “It’s the bracts that are red.”

“If you can’t get any—”

“I can. It’s not something I would usually have from suppliers, but some is growing in my yard. It’s … I’m so moved.” She had a hand to her heart and was blinking back tears. “So touched. It’s perfect, just perfect. No one ever thinks of it for a wedding bouquet, but nothing could be more perfect. How did you know that Indian Paintbrush’s essence makes dreams come true?”

“Is that a fact? Uh, look, I really got to go now, so if you’ll bill me like we talked about, and have the flowers delivered to the courthouse in the morning, I’m sure you’ll make them look fine.”

“Oh, I will, I will,” she vowed. “With Indian Paintbrush as the base flower and then complemented by other elements that will enhance its ability to balance polarities. It’s really all about yin and yang. Of course, this mountain-grown plant is more subtle, has a stronger element of yin than the desert’s yang—”

Dave closed the door on yin and yang, and sighed in relief.
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The bride looked thunderous.

Knowing Matty as he did, Dave preferred that to the pinched, white expression she’d worn on the drive to the county courthouse this morning. When he’d picked her up at the Flying W an hour and a half ago, she’d looked like a bull-rider who’d taken a fall and broken a few vital bones. Now she looked like the bull — about to charge.

When he’d stepped into the empty kitchen at the appointed time, he’d fought off a wave of missing Grams, then called out to Matty that he was there. He’d been fully prepared to wait like he used to, but she’d come downstairs almost immediately.

He’d like to think the tightness in his chest and throat was at the surprise, but it seemed doubtful.

She wore a suit, but not like any of the suits he’d seen women wear in the courthouse. And not like anything he’d ever seen Matty in before.

It had just enough color to not be off white. Not pink, not peach, either, but something in between. The skirt was straight and stopped above her knees, leaving a nice length of curve before reaching some strappy black shoes with a heel a little bigger than on her cowboy boots. He could tell that because her eyes were about two inches below his instead of their usual three. The jacket was molded to her curves like a caress. As far as he could tell, from the faint curve and hint of shadow that showed at the point of the V opening, she wore no blouse under it.

He could imagine his hand stroking down into that shadow, to the smooth heat and curves he remembered so well.

Slip a couple buttons loose, and—

Jerking his mind away from that, he looked up. Her hair was pulled back from her face in a sleek line that twisted somehow at the back of her head, leaving a few tendrils at her nape. She wore drop pearl earrings he remembered his parents giving her for her eighteenth birthday.

She moistened her lips with her tongue and his mind started down another familiar, hot path. This time, when he looked up, he met her eyes.

Defiant vulnerability.

“Now I know how the cattle feel when they’re being auctioned off,” she muttered. Her voice sounded strained, and she cleared her throat.

Odd, he had to clear his throat, too.

He’d pushed aside a temptation to ease his own reaction by teasing her, and said simply, “You look beautiful, Matty.”

She’d flushed, fast and bright, and then she’d gone pale. And she’d stayed pale and silent throughout the trip to Jefferson.

He was tempted to touch her. Hell, he was tempted to draw her into his arms and explore the soft lips she’d wetted until she opened them and let him inside to the warmth and sweetness of her mouth. To explore that shadow where her jacket buttoned until she opened even more to him.

Clamping down on his thoughts, he turned the truck’s heater on instead.

The change in her from nervous to furious had occurred at the courthouse. They’d filled in all the blanks of the license form and handed it over to the motherly looking clerk with the permanent smile lines etched at her eyes.

“What about the blood tests?” Matty had suddenly asked.

Dave had been surprised she’d been paying that much attention to the process of form-filling-out and such.

“What about them?”

“Don’t you have to show her the results?”

He opened his mouth, but before he could answer, the clerk announced, “Don’t need blood tests here, honey. Not to get a license.”

Matty spun on him. “You said we needed blood tests!”

“I never said that.” He was glad to again be on this familiar — and safe — footing with Matty. “I simply got us in to see Doc and you assumed it was because the blood tests were a requirement.”

“Why you—”

“Now, honey…” He got out the traditional phrase of the placating male without laughing, but barely. “Doc said you hadn’t been in for a checkup in ages and you looked a little rundown, but knowing how you felt about needles, he didn’t think you’d come in on your own, so…”

“Are you saying you tricked me into having a blood test under false pretenses for my health, you lying, no-good—?”

“I think it’s a good idea,” interrupted the woman behind the desk, apparently unperturbed by Matty’s flaring anger at her intended groom. Chances were she’d seen it before. “No matter what the state says. You can’t be too sure these days. And it lets a couple start married life without one more worry hanging over their heads. They have enough things to fret about. Money and a place to live and in-laws and then when the little ones start coming … Well, I say it’s one less thing to worry about, knowing you’re neither of you bringing in something to the marriage that nobody should have to deal with.”

“We don’t need to be tested for that,” Matty said curtly. “We’re not—”

He jogged her elbow hard to remind her not to say too much.

“Oh, I know every young couple thinks that, but if they were all right, there wouldn’t be this terrible disease around the way it is, now would there? So, I say, better safe than sorry. Yes, sir, you get that test and then you know for sure. And that way—” She finished off the form with a flourish and handed it to Dave. “—you start your marriage with a clean slate. Now, you bring that back to me with the signatures after you’ve seen the preacher and we’ll see that you’re officially married in the eyes of Clark County and the state of Wyoming.”

Matty blinked at her. “Just like that?”

The woman beamed back. “Just like that.”

“No waiting period?”

“No, not here in Clark County. Fill out the form, pay your fee, get your license and find a judge or a preacher and you can be married in half an hour.”

“Thank you.” From the way those words came out, Matty was grinding her teeth. She glared at him. “Let’s go.”

“Congratulations, you two! Hope the wedding’s beautiful.”

Out in the hallway, Dave simply nodded toward the stairs and said, “Judge Halloran’s office is upstairs.”

But she must have heard something in his voice, because she hissed at him, “If you laugh, David Edward Currick, I will string you up to a tree where nobody’ll ever find you, smear you with honey and leave you for the buzzards.”

He wasn’t sure he would have laughed — he was expecting the reference to the judge’s office to be the final straw that prompted Matty to end this. It had already progressed a lot farther than he’d expected. But at her response a chuckle escaped. “Well, the honey part sounds fine, but I’m not partial to the rest of it.”

She spun on him a third of the way up the stairs, unmindful of the two men forced to detour around them.

“You knew I wanted to get married right away — the sooner the better — and you delayed it for a week. A whole week! If you didn’t want to do this, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wanted to give you time to change your mind.”

Her wrath faded abruptly, and the look she gave him was searching.

“I’m not going to change my mind, Dave. But I can see why you might think that. If you want to back out, I’d understand. It’s…” She swallowed, clearly not able or not willing to say more.

It had to be something pretty damned big pushing her toward wanting to — needing to — marry him so suddenly.

There was nothing sudden about his wanting to marry Matty. But he’d given up on the dream a long time ago. He’d even tried his damnedest to find someone else who gave him that until-death-do-us-part feeling. It hadn’t worked. He’d pretty much figured on being alone.

And now Matty was standing in front of him saying she wasn’t going to call off this crazy plan of hers to get married — for reasons unspecified, and with no pretense that she was in love with him.

He felt like a man awaking from a dream to find himself standing in front of an open airplane door, and facing the decision of whether to jump or not.

A wise man would be sure he wore a parachute before he faced that choice.

A wise man would know there had to be safer ways to test a hope that there might still be something between old lovers than by getting married.

A wise man would turn tail and run.

Who’d ever said he was wise when it came to Matilda Jeanette Brennan?

“I’m not backing out.” He took her elbow and started her up the stairs again. “Judge Halloran’s waiting for us.”

So were Taylor Anne Larsen and Cal Ruskoff.

Matty balked at the sight of them. “What—?”

“We need witnesses, I thought you’d rather have friends than a couple strangers from the clerk’s office.” He didn’t say that he’d also thought it would be a good idea to have witnesses that she’d been the one to back out. And that he’d chosen the two people available who he’d thought would be most protective of her. That’s why he’d passed up Lisa — if worse came to worse, and an outsider was looking over the situation, his sister might be considered biased.

Matty made no other protest, even docilely took the bright bouquet Taylor handed her with only a quick glance at him. He returned a faint shrug. Someday he’d have to tell Matty the story of his ordering the Indian Paintbrush for her wedding bouquet, she’d get a kick out of it, especially the part where he’d fled the store. He almost laughed aloud when he remembered what had prompted him to order the flowers in the first place — marrying her was a darn sight more likely to ensure he got to see her again than a few flowers!

After being introduced to Matty and Cal, and saying hello to the two lawyers, whom he already knew, Judge Halloran got right to business.

The ceremony went fast. At least it felt that way to Dave. The whole thing seemed to take place in a sort of fog, where sounds irrationally shifted from louder to fainter than normal, and faces slipped in and out of focus.

A couple of ominous moments stood out clear and stark. The first came when Judge Halloran asked if anyone knew a reason these two should not be married.

There’d been a creak of boot leather, like Ruskoff had shifted his weight. Dave turned to the other man. Cal wore an expression that promised retribution if harm came to Matty. Dave simply looked back. Cal remained silent and in another second, the judge was rolling along with the familiar words that somehow sounded so odd.

The second worrisome moment came in the silence of waiting for Matty’s “I do.” She cleared her throat, and Dave didn’t breathe. She could still back out. Now, right this second. Did he want her to?

“I do.” Her voice came clear and strong and determined.

After that, it was still misty, but fairly easy. He’d even gotten a kick out of Matty’s look of panic when the rings were mentioned, and her flicker of relief when he held up the ring for her hand, then surprise when Taylor handed over the ring Matty was to put on his hand.

He’d bought them as a kind of insurance against her saying he hadn’t taken her seriously.

Then it came to, “You may kiss the bride.”

Dave gave her — or himself — no time to think, but placed a hand to each side of her face to draw her toward him and kissed her. Hard. She grabbed his arms, apparently to steady herself, and gasped. Their mouths opened to one another, and his tongue found hers.

The heat and rhythm were instant and powerful.

He stroked his tongue inside her mouth, and hers twined against it. He took in the taste of her like a starving man. He shifted the angle to take it deeper, and she met him. It was what he’d imagined. It was much more.

The kiss ended only because they had to breathe. And that let in just enough common sense to remind him where they were and what was happening.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Judge Halloran gave a laugh. “And from the looks of it, just in time.”


CHAPTER THREE


“I’ve got one more stop to make before we head to the ranch,” Dave announced as he pulled into the Methodist Church parking lot where the exterior lights were starting to show against the shadows of dusk. “Promised Ervin I’d drop something by.”

Matty moaned, but it seemed churlish to object too strenuously to someone doing a favor for a man of the cloth.

“Hurry up, then. I can’t wait to get out of these clothes.” She thought she caught a flicker across Dave’s face, and wanted to kick herself for mentioning taking off her clothes. Ever since that kiss, she’d been trying her damnedest to keep the mood light and casual, and to pretend as best she could that there had been nothing unusual at all in the most bizarre morning of her life. “Why’d you insist we have lunch at Trents? You know I can’t resist their prime rib.”

“McDonald’s didn’t seem the place to take our witnesses for a wedding lunch.”

“That wouldn’t have helped anyway. I can’t resist Big Macs, either,” she said with a sigh. Though, if truth be told, the reason she’d eaten so much and so fast at lunch was nerves, not taste buds.

Why had he kissed her that way? Why had she kissed him back?

Habit? Instinct? Desire?

Not that any of that truly mattered. The only thing that mattered was the fear that Dave would think she’d asked him to marry her because she still wanted him. That he would think she’d set all this up as an elaborate ruse to get him to marry her. She’d have to make sure he understood that she still saw their marriage as strictly a business deal.

And that no strings in this deal led to the bedroom door.

As Dave closed the driver’s door, she leaned back and closed her eyes, considering undoing the skirt button at her waist.

“I should have taken a doggy bag instead of finishing that whole meal,” she muttered to herself.

“You’re not the doggy bag sort, Matty.”

Her eyes flew open to find Dave opening the passenger door, his grin faintly lopsided. “You’re the I-can’t-believe-I-ate-the-whole-thing type.”

“I thought you had something for Ervin.”

“I do. Come with me.”

“You’re kidding. I can hardly move. I just want to get—” She stopped herself from saying undressed.

“I’ll carry you.”

The offer, mixed with the thoughts sparked by her unspoken words, brought alive images that she dearly wished had stayed in deep hibernation. Dave’s arms around her, lifting her from the water of the swimming hole, carrying her to the blanket in the shade. His hands peeling down her wet suit—

“What? Why would — hey! Stop that!” Matty pushed at Dave’s shoulders, trying to shut out the heat that came from inside her as well as from his chest and arms surrounding her. But he already had one arm under her knees and the other circling her back. “Put me down!”

Who could have known the material of his jacket sleeve rubbing against the nylon-covered underside of her knees would be as disturbingly erotic a friction as bare skin … maybe more so. Any motion she made to avoid that friction brought the rest of her into firmer contact with his chest and moved their faces so close that in another second…

“Quit squirming or I’ll drop you. Hang on, Matty, I’ve got to open the door.”

He fumbled with the latch of the main church door. The movement of his hand and arm had her bobbling up and down against his chest. And apparently lunch had not only left her stuffed but a little woozy, because her stomach was doing flips. She’d never before had this reaction to prime rib.

“It would be a whole lot easier if you put me down.”

Her own voice sounded oddly breathy and low.

“You know what they say — ah!—” He swung the door open triumphantly and quickly carried her inside. “—about thresholds and newly married couples.”

“Not the threshold of a church, for heaven’s sake, Currick. That’s — Oh, no, no way, you’re not carrying me down those stairs.”

“Scared, Matty?”

“Smart. If you fall, I go down first and you land on top of me. I’d be a pancake.” He set her on her feet, and she started down the stairs that led off the main vestibule. “This is ridiculous — it’s dark down here and deserted. Ervin’s not even here. And I was perfectly comfortable in the truck, so why you insisted—”

“I thought you could use some exercise. Work off that prime rib,” he said from directly behind.

“By carrying me? Currick, you are—”

“Surprise!”

Shouts and light jumped out at her, and Matty instinctively stepped back, directly into Dave. His arms came around her, crossing under her breasts, his chin resting against her hair. She made no effort to move.

“Surprise, Matty,” he said softly as people started swarming toward them. Taylor and Lisa, Reverend Ervin Foley, Doc Johnson, Ruth and Hugh Moski, Joyce from the bank, Brandy from the post office, among a score of other familiar faces, and off to one side, standing by himself, Cal.

“What is this?”

“Your wedding reception,” announced Joyce, with a satisfied smile. “We know you’d decided against a big wedding, but we had to do a little something to let you and Dave know how happy we are for you two!”

A quick glance showed that the “little something” included decorating the Methodist Church’s basement meeting room with streamers and balloons, covering the folding tables with wedding-themed paper, opening a space for dancing, importing Hugh Moski’s portable sound system and a white-frosted, rosette-studded, four-tiered wedding cake on a round table all its own, next to another table stacked with packages wrapped in pastel papers and bows.

“Oh, no. You shouldn’t have.” Matty was certain the guilt in her anguished whisper would give the whole charade away.

But judging from Taylor’s wide smile, she took it for another emotion. “We wanted to.”

Matty twisted to look up at Dave. “You shouldn’t have let them, when…”

He gave her a squeeze to halt her words, accompanied by a philosophical shrug. “There’s no stopping some folks when it comes to doing something they want to do. Not without making more of a fuss than I thought you’d want.”

“But, you thought—”

He gave his head a slight warning shake, then shrugged. “I’d have handled it.”

As their eyes held, she read what he didn’t put into words. If she’d backed out at the courthouse as he’d expected her to, he would have come here and taken the brunt of the questions and confusion and gossip.

“Oh, look at that,” cooed Joyce. “Just like an old married couple, telling each other secrets without saying a word. But, c’mon, now, you two, we’ve got some celebrating to do. First off, we’ll have you cut the cake and get some pictures of you feeding each other a slice. Then we’ll have the dancing.”

“Cake? Oh, I couldn’t eat a bite after our lunch.”

“Sure you can. What you need is a little champagne to settle your stomach. Hugh! Open the champagne so we can toast the happy couple.”

Matty was kissed on the cheek, shook by the hand, instructed to smile, handed champagne glasses, ordered to look at Dave and smile, given a knife, posed behind the cake, offered congratulations, told to open her mouth for cake, prompted yet again to smile and called on to kiss Dave for “just one more picture” — until her head spun.

“Okay, Dave, give Matty another bite of cake, I was out of film last time,” instructed a voice from the audience.

“Oh, God,” she murmured.

“Like bringing coals to Newcastle, isn’t it, Matty.”

Feeling a glare would not be the best expression to have captured by the cameras clicking with unnerving frequency, Matty satisfied herself with a low-voiced, “Very funny, Currick. But I swear, if you try to feed me one more thing—”

He popped not only a morsel of white cake with a fragment of icing on it, but the tip of his index finger into her mouth. She captured it, fully intending to bite down. But somehow, as he stepped closer, with his other hand at the small of her back, and looked directly into her eyes, she couldn’t make her teeth clamp down. At least she had the satisfaction of seeing the amusement in his eyes evaporate as she drew in more of the sweetness on his finger with her tongue and lips before she released it.

“Great! Great!” came the voice of their latest director. “Now another kiss, and not a peck like last time, you two, we want a real kiss.”

“Glad to oblige.” Dave’s voice seemed to rumble through her nerve endings.

Surely he wouldn’t kiss her the way he had in the judge’s chambers. He’d been trying to make a point then. Something to do with male pride. That was the admittedly vague conclusion she’d reached during the uneasy drive to the restaurant for lunch.

As for her response to and — admit it, Matty — participation in that kiss, that had happened because she hadn’t expected it, hadn’t prepared for it. Besides, she was tired. Not much sleep the past few nights, and a lot of worry. And on top of all that, there were those lingering responses from when she’d been a girl and Dave had been the only male in the universe to kiss her romantically.

This time would be different.

It was.

And just as unexpected.

His face lowered to hers. She closed her eyes and braced herself, but he didn’t claim her, he didn’t set a rhythm that reminded her of long-ago passions. Instead, he kissed her softly. Sliding his lips over hers gently, kissing the corner of her mouth, then her top lip, then the bottom. She tasted the sweetness of cake and the tartness of champagne on him, and wanted more. He found an opening — or she gave him one — and he explored her mouth as if he hadn’t been the first one to ever kiss her this way. With a slow, soft tenderness that brought an ache to her throat, as well as parts of her body well below her throat.

And when he ended the kiss before anyone could consider it an unseemly demonstration in the church basement, he touched his lips to her nose, then her forehead, and tucked her head under his chin, so she didn’t have to look at the friends and neighbors making approving sounds around them.

“Glad to oblige,” he repeated, though this time in such a low voice that only she could hear it.

For an instant, Matty panicked.

She pulled back enough to get a clear look at his face.

“Everything okay, Matty?”

He winked as he asked it, and she felt a wave of weakness rush over her. Relief. Had to be.

She straightened and found a smile. “Fine. Just fine.”

And after all that, they made her dance.

At least it was fairly quiet in the middle of the floor, with only Dave for company. The fact that he had his arms around her meant she didn’t have to do all the work of standing up straight.

“I think this is some form of torture society’s come up with,” she muttered. “It’s a rite of passage to see if you really have the endurance to be married.”

Dave interrupted his humming along with the song emanating from Hugh’s sound system. “Quit your complaining. Look at all the presents you’re getting.”

“That’s another thing. Dave—” She took a hold of both his shoulders to look up at him earnestly. “—We can’t take those things. It’s not right.”

“We don’t have much choice.”

“But—”

“Not if you want to make this look real. But that doesn’t mean we have to keep them. We’ll keep a list of who gave what and after … well, later, we can donate the things to charity in the names of the givers. How’s that?”

“I guess that’s fair.”

She settled back into the usual dancing position and he resumed humming as they moved around the floor.

“Dave? This song is familiar. What is it?”

“It should be familiar, I told Hugh it’s our song.”

“Our song? We never had a song, even when there was a we to have a song.”

“We do now. It’s called A Fine Romance. Mom used to sing it.”

“Oh, one of your mother’s songs — must be something Fred Astaire sang.”

“Most likely.”

“Remember on rainy days how she used to play us that music over and over, and act out the whole movie and make us and Lisa dance around with her?”

“Um-hmm.”

Letting herself relax more fully into Dave’s hold, Matty smiled. She used to enjoy those rainy days, fired by Donna Currick’s enthusiasm for old-fashioned musicals. Whenever any had appeared on television, it had been an event in the Currick household, with popcorn made well ahead of time and no interruptions allowed. When a particularly romantic dance ended, she could remember Mrs. Currick’s soft, satisfied sigh, then the look she invariably turned toward her husband.

When Matty had gotten a little older she had wondered if Donna Currick ever regretted giving up her dreams of starring in Broadway musicals to settle down with her rancher husband in Clark County, Wyoming. When Matty had gotten older still, she’d remembered those looks, recognized what they meant and decided the answer was no.

“I don’t remember the words to this one. Do you?”

Rather than answer, Dave picked up the lyrics, as if he’d been silently singing the gently sarcastic phrases about what a fine romance this was that had no kisses and no embraces, Matty didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. It certainly fit the bill as “their song.”

The music ended and she stepped out of his arms.

His eyes glinted with mischief and something else, not so easily identified. “Appropriate for us, don’t you think?”

“You want to know what I think?” Ignoring that unidentified element, she played strictly to the mischief. “I think there is one thing absolutely certain after hearing this song. You did not inherit your mother’s singing voice.”

Dave’s laughter drew smiles from all around the room.

“Sure am glad I got that dance on the camcorder,” gloated Joyce. “This will be something you can look back on ten years from now and remember exactly how you felt today.”

Matty met Dave’s look for an instant, and she wondered if he was thinking the same thing she was — that bit of video could be around five, ten, even twenty times longer than their marriage lasted.

“Hey, Dave,” came the voice of a neighboring rancher. “I wanted to ask you about that bull Terry Gatchell’s selling. I don’t mean to be taking you away from your bride for more than a second, whatever Betty says, but you saw it last spring, didn’t you? I’m thinking of buying it and I wanted to know…”

As Fred Montress droned on, Dave quirked a fatalistic look at Matty. They both knew once Fred got into a discussion of breeding stock, it would be a spell before he’d let Dave get free.

“Sorry, Matty,” he murmured as Fred wrapped a beefy arm around his shoulders and led him away.

“It’s okay, I’ll just … I’ll…” Feeling oddly bereft alone in the middle of the dance floor, she scanned the gathering, passing over Joyce’s beaming face and the beckoning finger of Mrs. Van Hopft, her second-grade teacher, before spotting Lisa in the far corner, and making a beeline for her.

“Lisa, I swear, if anyone gives me one more bite of cake,” she started as she plopped down in the empty chair beside Dave’s younger sister, “or one more sip of champagne, I am going to positively—” A drop of moisture splatted a spreading blot on Lisa’s navy skirt. A tear? Lisa had been so completely self-contained since her return to Knighton that Matty almost didn’t believe her own eyes. “—explode. Lisa, are you all right?”

“Haven’t you ever seen anyone cry at a wedding before?” she responded blinking hard.

Matty refrained from pointing out that, first, she hadn’t heard of this anyone crying under any circumstances for several years. And, second, that this was the reception, not the wedding.

Lisa wiped at the moisture in the corner of her eyes. “I was watching you two dance and thinking about when we were kids.”

She launched into a series of reminisces about how inseparable Matty and Dave had been growing up.

“It’s like you knew even then that Dave was the right man for you. A good man.”

Lisa’s quiet words were like hammer blows. Because he hadn’t turned out to be the right man at all, and all this was a pose, a masquerade, a ruse.

Oh, God, what have I done?

Matty felt as if her head were inside one of those containers that whirled around to dry lettuce. She knew how the lettuce felt after a few too many rotations.

“And here he comes.” Lisa nodded to behind Matty. She turned and saw Dave walking toward them. “I’ll say one thing,” Lisa added with deep affection, “he is a good man, that husband of yours.”

That husband of yours.

My husband. Husband! The word slapped her, then swamped her, like storm-whipped waves. Dave was her husband.

David Edward Currick, do you take this woman … I do.

Omigod! Omigod! Omigod! I’m married. I married Dave. Dave Currick. Married!

Dave stood before her with his hand extended. His mouth quirked into a grin.

“C’mon, Mrs. Currick.” There was something about the line from the corner of his jaw, down his neck and disappearing under the collar of his shirt that made her catch her breath. Something of power that she was certain hadn’t been there before. Something that said he was no longer a boy.

She’d married this … this man. Not the boy she’d once known better even than her own heart, but a man who was a mystery to her. Six years had made him a stranger.

What have I done? Oh, Lord, what have I done?

His grin faded and something else came into his eyes. “Let’s go home.”
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Maybe it was natural for the bride to turn so pale that her eyes looked huge and terrified when she first heard herself addressed as Mrs.

And maybe not, Dave thought grimly as he drove through the darkness toward the ranch. Maybe Matty hadn’t thought about the Slash-C being her home now. For someone as attached to her land, as wrapped up with the Flying W as she was, that might come as a shock.

She’d made it through the wedding ceremony and the wedding lunch and even the hours of the reception, so what was left to be afraid of?

Surely she wasn’t afraid of him. Wasn’t afraid of their … wedding night.

It wasn’t even going to be a true wedding night. She had to know he would live up to his bargain. But even if it were going to be a true wedding night…

Matty, this might hurt you.

You’d never hurt me, Dave.

It’s not that I’d want to, sweetheart, but what I read says a girl’s first time—

I know. I read those books, too. But I know something no book does. I know you could never hurt me.

I’ll try not to, but … I’ll go slow. Matty, don’t! If you do that—

It’s all right, Dave. I want this. I want you … You won’t hurt me.

But he had. That first time for both of them, when she’d smiled through her tears, and he’d thought his heart might explode with what he felt for her.

And he’d hurt her again later, when he’d said they should part and there’d been no smile and hardly any tears. Just a shocked, void look of despair.

That was the last he’d seen of her for more than six years except a couple glimpses during her flying visits to her grandmother, followed by standing across Grams’ grave from the moving statue that had hardly resembled his Matty at all. And then not even glimpses of her. He’d heard about a couple more visits she’d made to the Flying W, but apparently she’d become better at avoiding him.

Until Henry Brennan died suddenly, and Matty had returned to Wyoming.

He glanced at his passenger, sitting so still beside him as they turned into Slash-C land.

You’d never hurt me, Dave.

She wasn’t saying that this time, not with words and not with attitude. She no longer had that faith in him.

Still, when she’d run into trouble, she’d turned to him. He was still unclear on what the trouble was. But no matter what, he’d get her out of it.

I’ll do my best not to hurt you, Matty, but we both know now that nobody can live up to that kind of faith all the time.


CHAPTER FOUR


By the time she stood on the lit porch of the Slash-C home ranch while Dave unlocked the door, Matty had quelled the panic she’d experienced at the moment of understanding that to the world, Dave Currick was, indeed, her husband.

At least she’d pushed it to a back room of her mind.

All she wanted now was to take this darned skirt off, wash her face, brush her teeth and sleep for about a thousand hours.

The lock clicked open, and Dave turned to her with a small smile. “Suppose we should play it safe and follow all the traditions.”

She hadn’t sorted out what that meant when he reached toward her with both arms. She stepped back so fast she only saved herself from falling off the porch by grabbing the railing.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“For God’s sake, Matty, I wasn’t going to attack you. I was going to carry you over the threshold.”

Her stomach flipped the way it had when he’d picked her up at the church, and panic broke down the door of its back room with one mighty thud. No way was she going to let Dave put his arms around her again. No way was she going to let him hold her against his chest, so her arms naturally went around his neck and his face was so close that his mouth…

“Don’t be an idiot!” she snapped. To him or herself? “We’ve done enough play-acting already today. There’s no sense pretending when it’s the two of us.”

He pushed open the door, and gestured, wide and mocking, for her to precede him into the house.

“No pretending then. Don’t worry, Matty, I’m real clear this isn’t supposed to be a real marriage. And that it’s no love match.”

The sting to his voice made her face hot as she marched purposefully past him.

“I’m glad you do. It’s strictly a business proposition.”

“Ah, yes, a business proposition,” he said in that cool, amused way that could make her see red faster than a regiment of Santa Clauses. He followed her in and closed the door behind him with enough force that she flinched. “Would you like to tell me now what exactly that business is? And what the real reason is behind this abrupt urge to marry me?”

Her legs demonstrated a sudden tendency to tremble, as if she’d been on horseback for too many hours. In defiance of their weakness, she marched down the front hall of the rambling house to the archway that led to the family room.

But when she got there, she had to prop herself up against the back of the couch that faced the stone fireplace to keep from crumbling to the hardwood floor.

Dave didn’t seem to notice. He stopped in the archway and crossed his arms over his chest. Maybe it was the pose, but she didn’t think she’d ever seen him look more intimidating. The soft glow from the lamp on the hall table backlit his large frame. A light left on in the kitchen cut across his features in stark relief and black shadows.

“Well?”

For an instant, she glimpsed in his eyes what looked to be pain and something a voice in the back of her head called longing. When the expression disappeared, she almost reached out to try to grab it back. How stupid was that? Sure as hell, she was wrong. And, even surer, she didn’t want those emotions to exist.

She just wanted to save her ranch.

She drew in a breath, and pushed out words.

“I needed a Clark County address. Legally, and fast. It’s the only way I can get an Irrigation Commission grant. With most of the Flying W in Lewis County, my percentage of Clark County acreage isn’t enough to qualify — two percentage points short, but they said no exceptions. And without that money for new irrigation equipment, the Flying W…” she couldn’t say the words. “We need that money. The way it is now, I couldn’t even sell it for enough to cover the debts.”

He stared at her with no expression, and she kept explaining, telling him about the difference it made being in Clark County over being in Lewis County, because Lewis didn’t qualify for the grants. About Taylor’s efforts to get an exception, about thinking her last chance was gone, about coming across a phrase about “official residency” and thinking maybe, just maybe, she didn’t have to give up hope. Of running into him like fate had put him outside Taylor’s office door on that day at that time, with her having that very specific need to keep her ranch going. A need he could fill. Layer after layer of words.

He cut through them with one sentence.

“You married me for my damned address.”

He sounded absolutely calm, though his voice might have been a bit harsher than usual. But she didn’t like the way he said that. Still, she was surprised into a flinch when he let loose with a string of uncharacteristic curses.

“I knew you’d think it was impulsive, but—”

“Impulsive? Matty Brennan you don’t satisfy yourself with rushing in where angels fear to tread, you pass up even the fools who are hanging back because they can see this is a damned bad idea!”

He took a step toward her, then seemed to think that might be a bad idea, and swung away to face out the dark window.

“You don’t have to be insulting, Currick. If it hadn’t been the only hope I could see of saving the Flying W, I never would have…”

“Your only hope?” He had that mocking note back in his voice, which made her glad she’d stopped herself before saying that she never would have thrown herself on his mercy this way.

Despite that note, though, she believed his next words. That’s why they bothered her. “I would have given you the money, Matty—”

“I told you, I don’t want your money.”

“Hell, I would have given you enough acres so you’d qualify for the grant. Why go through—” Two strides brought him back to her, he pulled her left hand away from the top of the couch and held it up in front of her face along with his left hand, so the pair of gold rings winked at her. “—all this?”

“I didn’t want your charity, Currick. All I needed was a Clark County address, but I couldn’t afford to wait, and the only way to avoid that was marrying a Clark County resident. It should have been simple.”

“Simple,” he repeated, flat, yet as sharp as a knife.

She defended herself against the cut of it. “You’re the one who made it all this fancy stuff. I thought it could be quiet, between the two of us. I thought—”

“No you didn’t. You didn’t think at all.”

“I did, too! And you said you supposed it was a good thing you didn’t know what I was planning, and I thought that was a good idea, because then you couldn’t be accused of having any part of it. Deniability — that’s what Taylor said it was called when I asked her about a hypothetical situation sort of simi—”

He was not listening, and he was not cool or emotionless any more. “You saw what you wanted and you took the most direct path to it, and it didn’t matter who you ran over on your way. The way you always have.”

There was no protecting herself from the cut of that. But with an effort of will, Matty gathered her dignity. “I’m sorry, Dave. I regret involving you in this. I presumed on our old friendship. If you’ll drive me to the Flying W … or I’ll take a truck and return it in the morning.”

“The hell you will. This is our wedding night—” He gave the words a twist that tightened the knot in her stomach. “And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you rush back home to the Flying W and raise all sorts of questions.” He cursed again in the same deadly tone. “I’m in it now. We’re committed to this farce, because if we don’t make it look good, everyone will know it’s a fraud.”

“Fraud?” People went to jail for fraud. But she’d checked those papers Taylor had given her and all they mentioned was a fine. She’d never have exposed Dave to something that could get him put in jail.

Or maybe it wasn’t the word fraud that cut so deep. Maybe it was farce.

“Take the west room for tonight. I’ll figure out the details in the morning.”

“You’ll figure out—”

He whirled around to face her. Automatically, she straightened, bringing them almost nose to nose.

“Yes, dammit, I’ll figure it out. In — The — Morning.”

“I’m not staying here. I’m—”

He grabbed her wrist and jerked her toward the hallway that led to the bedrooms. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re dead on your feet. You’re going to the west room. And you’re going to bed. I’m going to bed, too — in my own bed.”

He released her wrist at the open door to the guest room where she’d spent a good number of nights in her girlhood. Without looking back, he strode down the hall and closed the door to the master bedroom.

Only he didn’t go to bed. As she lay in the wide bed in the guest room, she could hear him pacing, the faint sounds reaching her until she finally dozed off as the sky started to lighten from pitch to smoke.
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The worst moment for Dave, even worse than the fighting or the long hours of mentally beating himself up for being fool enough to hope, was waking up to full sun late the next morning and finding her gone.

For long enough for it to hurt he held his breath and thought maybe he’d dreamt the whole thing. But his dreams were never quite as weird or wonderful as real life with Matty Brennan.

Or as painful.

He knew immediately that she was gone. Probably the quiet, he told himself.

Still, he rolled out of bed and methodically checked first the guest room, then the hall bathroom, then the kitchen.

She’d slept in the bed, and he saw signs she’d used the other two rooms, though she’d tidied up after herself. So, he hadn’t dreamt this, and she surely was gone. But he wasn’t going to do any wider searching in his all-together. He headed for a shower in the master bathroom, where, twenty-four hours earlier, he’d prepared for his wedding to Matty.

Considering the kick in the teeth his ego had taken last night, he supposed he should be glad he still had some teeth to brush, he told his reflection in the mirror.

He’d known from the start that she’d come to him only because she was in a bind of some kind. And it hadn’t taken a genius to guess it had to do with the Flying W. Still, he’d been fool enough to let himself think her coming to him had something to do with him as a person. He’d never figured on it being what address his mail came to.

Or maybe he hadn’t wanted to see. He’d known the Flying W was in trouble. He’d even wondered about her quick action in changing her address.

We need that money.

And the Flying W was her birthright. For damn sure it was her only inheritance.

The way it is now, I couldn’t even sell it for enough to cover the debts.

Sell it. Sell it and leave.

To go back to the life she’d created away from Wyoming, away from him. But in order to do that, first she had to get the place into order and retire some of the debts. To do that, she needed this grant. And to get the grant, she needed a Clark County address.

Enter one David Edward Currick.

Not as the companion of her childhood. Not as the boy who’d courted her. Not as the young man she’d first loved and had been ready to marry. Not as the man who’d been more than ready to step back into her life.

But as a convenience with the necessary address, who was a big enough fool to agree to marry her. And as the tool she would use to open the door so she could walk out of his life for good.

The hell of it was, he couldn’t deny her even that.

He’d help her get the Flying W back to where it was, with this marriage or with anything else that needed doing. Because he’d always looked out for Matty, and he always would.

Maybe he could argue she’d used him. But he’d more than cooperated.

That should teach him for having a big head about himself. Or for hoping there might be something between him and Matty again.

And none of that, not even all of it taken together, changed that he was still certifiable about her.

Just a lot more cautious.
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“Rider coming in.”

Cal made the laconic announcement from where he stood propped against the doorframe of the lean-to where they kept shoeing supplies and salves, ointments, vaccines and medicines that didn’t need special handling.

“Who?” She stopped packing the items she’d need for the afternoon’s planned checkup on the head in the south section, and raised her head.

“Too far to tell.”

She went to the doorway beside him, shading her eyes. Distance, sun glaring down, it made no difference. She instantly recognized the way Dave Currick sat a horse.

Cal, apparently divining the identity of the rider from her expression, said, “You don’t have to see him. I’ll get rid of him.”

Without answering, she retreated into the shed. She could go from here, through the barn, out the corral, behind the string of buildings at its other side. In two minutes she could be as lost as she needed to be. She remained in the deep shadow, looking out.

Cal had moved beyond the doorway by the time Dave rode in on Brandeis.

“Currick,” Cal said with little welcome in his voice.

“Ruskoff. Where’s Matty?”

“Matty? You expecting her to be here?”

“You could say that,” Dave drawled, dismounting.

Most men of her acquaintance would have stayed astride, preserving the body-language advantage of greater height. And she wouldn’t be at all surprised if that show of “sportsmanship” was what prompted Cal to drop any pose of not knowing something was seriously wrong. Not that he’d asked her anything when she rode in. He’d looked at her and shook his head.

“What the hell’s going on with you two, Currick?”

“The fact that you have to ask me means either you didn’t want to ask Matty or you asked her and she told you it was none of your damned business. Either way, it’s none of your damned business.”

Dave said the words without heat, but Matty half expected Cal to fire up. Instead, when he responded, he sounded solemn.

“It’s my business as far as caring about Matty goes. And it’s my business as far as putting my name on that piece of paper as witness to you two getting married yesterday. I had my doubts, but in that judge’s chambers, when he said the new couple could kiss—”

She stepped to the doorway. “I wish you two would break this habit of talking about me behind my back.”

Dave turned toward her, unhurried and unsurprised. “My first choice, Matty, would be to talk to you, not about you.”

Cal gave her a long, searching stare before grunting something and walking away.

She gestured toward a bench outside the lean-to. She and Dave took seats in heavy silence, leaving two feet of empty bench between them. Without turning her head, she cut a look at Dave, hoping for a clue to how to begin saying all the contradictory things whipping through her brain.

Trying to sort through them had been her reason for leaving at first light. She sure hadn’t made any progress tossing and turning in that bed last night.

I’ll figure out the details in the morning.

That’s what he’d said last night, and that’s probably what he intended now. Dave had always been the one who figured things out for the both of them. It had never bothered her when they were growing up; that’s just the way things were. But when she’d fled Wyoming and heartbreak six years ago there’d been no one but her to figure things out. She’d been too determined at first to show Dave a thing or two to be scared. And then she discovered she wasn’t half bad at this figuring out. She’d been out on her own, running her own life for six years now. She didn’t think she could go back to how she used to be. She didn’t want to.

On the other hand, she couldn’t argue with his right to make this particular decision. She’d had her chance to back out of it before. It was only fair, now that he had all the information, that he should have a chance to back out.

He was working a piece of straw between the pads of his thumb and first finger. A fidgety sort of action for the most unfidgety person she’d ever known.

Odd. She’d forgotten this about Dave. He seldom got angry — long fuse on that one, Grams used to say — but when he did reach his boiling point, he didn’t come down from it fast. And when he was done being angry he didn’t know what to do with himself and the head of steam he’d built up.

“I’m sorry, Matty. I’m sorry I lit into you like that last night.”

She hadn’t expected that. Hadn’t considered he’d apologize. Her first words came out strained and awkward. “Okay. You had reason. And…”

“And what?” he prodded.

She slanted a look at him. Her stumbling words had carried her toward one facet of honesty, she might as well go all the way. “It’s kind of, uh, interesting to see that famed Dave Currick cool slip.”

His mouth twisted. “That’s how you saw it, huh?”

“Yeah, that’s how I saw it.”

Her smile at his wry discomfort over his reaction last night faded as she remembered its cause. She drew a deep breath.

“I shouldn’t have taken off this morning without letting you know. But I needed to think, and I do my best thinking working.” She thought he tensed, but looking at him she saw no sign of added tension. “Dave, I truly didn’t mean for this to cause you harm. If there’s really fraud to be dealt with, I’ll be sure it comes on me and not you. But I swear I looked over those papers, and it said nothing about that. I know I’m not a lawyer, but … Well, I’d understand if you back out — I hope you won’t, but I’d understand. And if there’s trouble—”

“Our deal on trouble still holds, Matty.”

“Deal?” She didn’t remember negotiating about trouble when they concocted this agreement. But he sounded so solemn, there must have been something…

“If one of us is going to get in trouble, we both get in trouble. I’d hold you to that bargain, so my honor requires I live up to it now.”

A spurt of laughter escaped her, and she spotted the answering twinkle in his eyes. “That was when we were kids — six years old. That’s fine for having to answer to Grams or your mom and dad for mischief. This is a lot more serious, even though I’m sure fraud’s not involved.”

He looked at her then, searching, serious.

“It’s that bad, Matty?”

She met his gaze long enough for him to see the truth, but had to look away before admitting, “It’s that bad.”

He slowly surveyed the area around them. He would see where Cal had used old timber to repair a break in the corral. He’d see the rutted road that cried out for grading and gravel. He’d see the flaking paint on the barn. If he got up and walked a few feet, he’d see they’d used up all their back stock of hay this past winter.

He’d see it, and draw the right conclusions.

Oh, he’d no doubt heard rumors of hard times at the Flying W, but, being Dave, he wouldn’t have relied on rumors to make a judgment. And he hadn’t been on Flying W land to see for himself before now, except for Monday when he’d come to get her stuff and yesterday when he’d picked her up for the trip to Jefferson. But if he’d been half as nervous as she’d been, he’d been in no state to notice things like peeling paint.

“You could let the creditors take it over, Matty. You could walk away. You wouldn’t have anything out of the ranch, but it would save you a lot of work.”

It was like a kick to her gut. Dave thought she would walk away from the Flying W? She’d figured he was the one person who’d understand, and now to hear him suggest she sell like it was worth seriously considering felt like someone had yanked a good hunk of the earth out from under her feet.

“Have you ever known me to be afraid of hard work?”

“A lot can change in six years.”

“Not that. Besides, I owe the Flying W more than that. I owe Grams and Gramps more than that.” Her voice sounded as if she’d swallowed something that now blocked her throat — maybe the same something that had suddenly stuck a pole down her backbone. “I’m going to get it back to where it was if it’s the last thing I do.”

He stuck the twist of straw in his mouth and chewed on it before saying, “If you’re planning to stick around to do that, that’s all the more reason to stick to our tried and true deal.”

The pole down her back collapsed abruptly. He might not understand her, but he was willing to stick by her. She twisted to stare at his profile, to be certain she hadn’t misunderstood him. “You’d still go through with this?”

“If you think this grant will make the difference.”

“It can make all the difference, Dave. That money will let us drill a well and keep it operating in the Dry Creek section, and that will mean I can increase the herd by six percent, maybe do more selective breeding — when I have the capital, of course. And, with better irrigation I can plant hay on the flat behind the Three Widows hills, which would cut my winter feed bills by up to twenty percent. Twenty percent!”

She’d started cautiously, but as she went on her enthusiasm took over. She even loosened up enough to tell him her opinion of the boneheaded eligibility restrictions the grant carried.

“I truly did try every other way Taylor and I combined could think of,” she continued. “And don’t think I’m taking it away from anyone else. They’ve got enough money to give away four more grants than they’ve got applications for. So, it would go to waste otherwise. And marrying you was the only way I could see to get that grant. If there’d been any other way, believe me, I never would have married you or—”

“You wouldn’t have let the villain tie you to the railroad track.”

“What? What are you laughing at?”

“Trying to see you in the role of Sweet Young Thing in this melodrama, willing to sacrifice herself in marriage to save the old homestead.”

The echo of her own words came back to her: If there’d been any other way, believe me, I never would have married you—

If he’d said those words, she doubted she’d be laughing. But Dave had always had the ability to laugh at himself. Of course, it was easy to laugh if the words held no sting for him.

“I never meant to imply—” she started stiffly. But, with Dave laughing beside her, stiffness gave way to a chuckle. “I wouldn’t exactly call it getting tied to the railroad track.”

“Worse, much worse. You’re going to be living with me. What do they say about a fate worse than death?”

“You know, I was thinking about that — that living together stuff.”

“Oh?”

“I don’t have to move to the Slash-C. I could stay here and go over to the Slash-C now and then. It would be a lot less disruptive for you.”

“Don’t you think people would wonder why my bride was always driving up to the front door of her supposed new home?”

“I wouldn’t drive, I’d ride — the back way like I always used to. Just like this morning. Nobody’d ever see me, especially if I did it at night.”

“That can be a dangerous ride at night.”

She snorted. “I can do that ride in my sleep.”

“Setting that issue aside for a moment, and even setting aside the blow to my ego when it got out that my bride preferred to ride back to her old bed each night instead of staying under my roof—”

“How would it get out?”

“Your hands, my—”

“Most are just here now and then, and Cal wouldn’t say anything.”

“Such loyalty. That’s rare in a mere employee.” His good humor had developed a dent. “But, even if Ruskoff kept his mouth shut, I doubt all my hands would be so noble. Starting with Jack at foreman, and right on down to Bryan, who comes in after high school. Not to mention Pamela Dobson, who cleans the house twice a week. If you don’t think she’ll be able to tell whether you’re living there or not, you sadly underestimate her.”

She hadn’t considered Pamela. She wasn’t a gossip per se, but she treasured her reputation for knowing the best dirt in two counties. And if others got wind that Pamela thought something was strange in this marriage, those with no scruples about gossip and nosiness would dig like starving dogs after a bone.

“If we’re going to make this work, appearances are going to count a lot, Matty.” Dave sounded every bit the respected lawyer now. “We don’t want to give anyone cause to start doubting or they might see things we can’t afford to have them see.”

We. Such a small word, but so warming. Even in such a business-like tone. For so many years, she and Dave had always been we. When that had ended, there’d been a gap in her heart. There’d been other we’s — some of a romantic nature and some not — but it wasn’t the same.

“Maybe so,” she said reluctantly. “And you’ve got a point that some nights I should be at the Slash-C. But there’s no reason—”

“Every night.”

Every night. The clutch at the pit of her stomach forced her to admit to herself that Dave’s convenience had not been her only consideration in proposing that she be a commuter rather than a resident at the Slash-C. She had her own efficiency to consider, after all. And if, maybe, there was still a touch, a lingering reminder of what had once been between them … well, some old habits were hard to break, even if they were bad for your morale.

“I’ll need to be here at the Flying W every day, and some mornings so early that it would make better sense for me to start off here.”

“As you said, it’s not a long ride—”

“If I see the need to spend the night at the Flying W, I’m going to do it, Currick. I’m not promising to spend every night at the Slash-C.”

“Most nights,” he proposed.

He’d made valid points. “Okay, most nights.”

“And you’ll move into the master bedroom.”

“Hey!”

He raised his hands in a gesture of innocence. “Your things, I meant. Remember Pamela.”

“Then you have to make room for me.”

“Some closet space, sure—”

She narrowed her eyes. Okay, Currick, you mean to dicker? Then I mean to get the best deal possible. “Closet, dresser and bathroom drawers — and if you have that ratty bear rug in your bedroom, you have to get rid of it.”

“Ratty? Hey, I bagged that bear when I was eleven years old and—”

“I still think that bear was already dead when you shot it.” She held up her hand to stop his protest in that old argument. “But either way, no one would believe I’d moved into that room if that thing was still on the wall.”

“All right, all right. I’ll put it in the ranch office. Jack likes it.”

“Fine. And, another thing, you have to clear out when I’m getting dressed or in the shower and such.”

“You’re a hard woman, Matty, but all right.”

“And I’ll sleep in the guest room when I’m there.”

“That’s up to you.”

“I’ll sleep in the guest room,” she repeated.

“You’ll have to make real sure to make the bed like Pamela does or she’ll spot it in a split second.”

“Fine, so that’s it, now—”

“And we should find Juno a stall in the Slash-C stable for when you don’t want to leave her out.”

She eyed him; the bland look he returned didn’t calm her suspicions. “Don’t go counting your foals before they’re conceived, Currick.”

He repeated his hands-up gesture of innocence. “Purely being practical, that’s all.”

“I get to pick which stall.”

“Not Brandeis’.”

How did he know she’d considered that disruptive move? “Okay, any stall except Brandeis’. Deal.”

She put out her hand but he didn’t meet it.

“Isn’t binding with a glove on,” he said, as if giving a legal opinion. But she suspected it was a dare.

Without a word, she stripped the work glove from her right hand. He wrapped his hand around hers, the warmth and friction both comforting and unsettling as they shook three times. For another few beats she stared down at her hand enclosed in his. With her first move to end the clasp, he released her hand.

“So, is tonight a good night for you to move into my room?” A flicker of his grin appeared. “Your things in, I mean.”

“I’ve got a long day ahead—”

“I’ve got a pretty full day myself. Got to ride sections with Jack when I get back, then I’ve got appointments in town till seven. Thought I’d pick up supper at Chicken Little. I could pick up a double order. That way I don’t have to cook, you don’t have to cook.”

“Only Chicken Little has to cook,” she filled in from the slogan with a smile.

“Right. So?”

“Okay. Sounds good. See you tonight, then.”

He nodded and stood. “See you tonight.”

He was about four yards away when she called after him, “Hey, Currick.”

He turned part way back toward her. “Yeah?”

“If I’m sacrificing myself to save the old homestead by marrying you, you know what that makes your role in this melodrama?”

“Dudley Do-Right?” he suggested hopefully.

She shook her head. “Dastardly ol’ Snidely Whiplash.”

A couple times during the rest of that long workday, she caught herself smiling at the memory of his answering laughter.


CHAPTER FIVE


Matty dropped her pencil as she grabbed a fistful of hair over each ear and let loose with a primal scream. The pencil hit the wood surface of the table, bounced on its abused eraser end, flipped and broke off its point, then dribbled off the end of the table to the family room floor.

“That’s the sound I always imagined Charlie Brown made when Lucy pulled away the football right before he was going to kick it, and he fell to the turf.”

Dave’s calm voice from the couch did not soothe her in the least.

And you’d think after two weeks she’d be accustomed to being around him. Not that things hadn’t gotten more comfortable between the two of them. It had really gone much smoother than she would have thought. Or than she’d expected after those first two nights.

Oh, he was all cooperation the night she moved her things into his room. That was the problem. It had been unnerving, somehow, to have Dave handling her clothes.

He’d asked if he could help. She couldn’t think of a good reason to turn him down. But at least she’d had the sense to make sure he didn’t put away her things in the dresser. Sure, there were innocent items like T-shirts and sweaters and shorts. But there were also underwear and nightgowns.

When she’d left Wyoming, she’d been strictly a white cotton girl. But her first roommate at Tulane had introduced her to the wonders of lingerie. Now she had both utilitarian and indulgent. And she didn’t want to have to think about Dave’s hands the next time she wore either kind. So she’d asked him to put her hanging clothes into the closet in the cleared-out space beside his. She wouldn’t be wearing her city clothes much anyhow.
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