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            Chapter One

         
 
          

         You’ve got to be kidding me.”
         
 
         Annelise Montjoy motored her Harley along what appeared to be the town’s main street. This was Maverick Junction?
 
         A blue Cadillac, surely old enough to be in a museum, was parked nose-in to the curb. An incredibly ugly dog sat in the front seat.
 
         Thank God, this, the final destination of her cross-country trip from Boston, was temporary. It looked like the kind of place you ran away from, not toward. If luck was on her side, she’d be out of here in a couple of weeks at the most.
         
 
         And then a store door opened and her breath caught. Go, Texas! Look at that cowboy. So different from any of the men in her life. So…intriguing. She slowed to nearly a standstill and watched as he swiped an arm across his forehead, then dumped a grocery bag in the backseat of the old Caddy.
         
 
         Cracking open a bottle of water, he turned his head in her direction. Her breath hitched as his gaze ran lazily over her, her bike. Then he snagged a Styrofoam cup from inside his car and filled it before setting it on the blistering pavement for the dog waiting patiently beside him.
 
         Leaning against the faded fender, he thumbed back his battered Stetson and chugged the rest of the water. Twisting the cap back on, he tossed the bottle into the recycling bin beside the grocer’s door.
 
         Annelise pulled her bike into a parking space across the street, deliberately turning her back on the stranger. While his clothes might have been stereotypical cowboy—worn jeans, a faded T-shirt, cowboy boots, and hat—he took everything from simmer to boiling point. The jeans hugged long legs, while the shirt stretched taut across his muscled chest. There was something very alluring about him and that surprised her. He wasn’t the kind of man she was usually drawn to.
 
         He shouldn’t appeal to her.
 
         He did.
 
         Not so much as a breeze stirred. The flag on the post office hung limp, and the cheerful red, white, and blue balloons someone had hung outside a beauty salon drooped listlessly.
 
         Unable to stop herself, she peeked in the bike’s rearview mirror. Cowboy was bent over, talking to the dog. Quite a view, but she wasn’t here to admire a fine jean-clad butt. She needed something cold to drink and something light to eat. Then she’d go in search of Dottie Willis and the apartment she’d rented over the Internet. Maverick Junction, Texas. Annelise wished she was driving through, wished she could view it as simply a spot on the map where she’d stopped for lunch one summer day.
 
         Well, she’d just have to work fast.
 
         But before she’d even taken two steps, her cell rang. She checked caller ID, blew out a huge sigh, and dutifully answered.
 
         “Annelise, where are you? When are you coming home?” Her mother’s voice sounded strained.
 
         “Don’t worry, Mom. Are you and Dad okay?”
 
         “We’re fine.”
 
         “Grandpa?”
 
         “He’s had a good day. A good week, actually.” Her mother hesitated. “He misses you.”
 
         “I miss him, too.”
 
         “Then come home.”
 
         “I can’t.”
 
         “You’re being selfish.”
 
         “No, I’m not. I’m trying to help while the rest of you stand by and do nothing.”
 
         “We’re respecting Vincent’s wishes.”
 
         Her grandfather, her strong, always in control grandfather, had been diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia. After aggressive treatment by the country’s best doctors, Vincent Montjoy was in remission. But the prognosis wasn’t good. Her grandfather needed a bone marrow transplant, and none of the family matched.
 
         And then, Annelise’s whole world had flipped upside down—again. There was hope. It turned out he might have a half sister. One who could carry the life-saving marrow match. One he’d adamantly forbidden anyone to track down.
 
         Well, she would.
 
         And that’s why she was in Maverick Junction, Texas. Why she’d ridden her Harley here from Boston.
 
         Her first stop had been at a sorority sister’s whose husband was a whiz with both computers and genealogy. If anyone could ferret out the information she needed, it would be him. By the time she’d left the next morning, Ron had already been knee-deep in research for her.
 
         But she hadn’t taken into account the physical toll of riding the heavy motorcycle a couple thousand miles. By the time she’d been on the bike for an eight-hour stretch, her butt and legs ached. Sharing the highway with semis, hour after hour, alone, was no picnic.
 
         “Annelise Elizabeth Katherine Montjoy, you will get on a plane today and come home. We’ll arrange transport for that motorcycle of yours.”
         
 
         “Mom—”
 
         “Not another word, honey. Tell me where you are, and I’ll phone you back once your travel arrangements are made. Silas will pick you up at the airport.”
 
         “No.”
 
         Her mother sighed. “You’re sure you’re safe? Nobody—”
 
         “I’m fine, Mother. Believe me. I’m right where I need to be.” With that, she hung up.
 
         Guilt nagged at her. When you had as much money as her family, the threat of kidnapping always hung over you. For as long as she could remember, she’d had her own bodyguards. Which equaled no privacy. Two muscle-bound men tagging along had turned more than one date into a fiasco.
 
         But she couldn’t let her parents or her grandfather worry. She’d call her cousin. Later. Right now, she was thirsty. She headed for the café.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Seated toward the back of Sally’s Place, Annelise heard the door open and close. The bell overhead jingled as outside heat rushed in. Without even looking, she knew who’d blown in with it. Well, he was no concern of hers. In all fairness, she doubted there was anywhere else to eat lunch in this one-pony town.
 
         Annelise went back to studying the menu. Chili, country-fried steak, burritos, enchiladas, and just about anything that could be deep-fried.
 
         A pair of dusty boots stopped at her table. She lifted her head and looked straight into the greenest eyes she’d ever seen. For an instant, all sense left her; speech deserted her.
 
         “Seems there’re no tables left,” Cowboy said. “Mind if I sit with you?” Without waiting for an answer, he pulled out a chair.
 
         She blinked, sanity returning. Her gaze swept the wealth of unoccupied tables. “No empty tables?”
 
         “Well—” He held out his hands, palms up.
 
         Up close, Cowboy was wicked handsome. If she wasn’t dead set on settling in today so she could head over to Lone Tree tomorrow— “Actually, I’m afraid I do mind.”
 
         He cocked his head, tipped back his cowboy hat. “Not very neighborly.”
 
         “Good thing I’m not your neighbor, then.”
 
         “Ouch.” He grimaced. “I don’t bite, and I’ve had all my shots.”
 
         Sadly, she shook her head. “I suppose someone told you that line was cute.”
 
         “Nope.” He looked at the chair, then back at her.
 
         “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a lot on my mind, and I really don’t want company.”
 
         “Okay, let’s head at it from a different direction. I do. Need company, that is. I’ve been out on the ranch with nothing but surly bulls and even meaner cowhands for way too long. Sure would be a pleasure to sit across from you for a few minutes. I won’t hold you up. Honest. When you’re ready to go, you go.”
 
         Her mouth dropped open. “Are all Texans this persistent?”
 
         He narrowed his eyes in consideration. “We might be. Guess that’s why we lost so many good men at the Alamo. Texans hate to throw in the towel. Never can tell when things might start going your way.”
 
         Despite herself, Annelise laughed. She hadn’t expected such a rough-and-tumble-looking cowboy to be so optimistic.
 
         The owner chose that moment to wander over. “Hey, Cash, ain’t seen you in a while.”
 
         “Been busy breaking in a couple new horses and doing some branding. So, how’s my favorite gal, Sally?”
 
         “My feet hurt, and my cook’s throwin’ a tantrum. Other than that, all’s good.” Sally pushed at frizzy blond hair and snapped her gum. “How ’bout you?”
 
         “Can’t complain. Tell you what I’d love right now, though. A tall glass of your sweet tea. Lots of ice.” He dropped into the chair beside her.
 
         Annelise gaped at him. Cowboy was one smooth operator.
 
         “Comin’ right up. How ’bout you, sweetheart? You want some tea?”
 
         “Yes. That would be wonderful. Unsweetened, please. And I’d prefer to drink it without company.” She shot Cash a get-lost look. He simply smiled back.
 
         Sally’s gaze shifted between the two of them. When Cash made no move to change tables, she asked, “Need a minute to look at the menu?”
 
         “No. I’d like your house salad with vinaigrette dressing on the side.”
 
         “That’s gonna be your lunch?” Cash scowled. “That’s all you’re getting?”
 
         Annelise sat up straighter. “I hate to be rude, but I have a lot to do today. I came in for lunch. Not company.”
 
         “Understood.”
 
         Still, he didn’t move.
 
         What was with him? So much for Texans being gentlemen. Anger, an emotion she rarely allowed herself, lapped at her. Mentally counting to ten, she turned her attention to Sally. “Just the salad, please.”
 
         “That’s not enough,” Cash said.
 
         “Who are you? The lunch patrol?”
 
         “You’d dang well be eating better if I was. I’d order a nice steak, some hand-cut fries, and a big old piece of Ms. Sally’s apple pie à la mode for you.”
 
         “For lunch?”
 
         “Darn tootin’.”
 
         “I’ll stick with my salad, thanks.”
 
         When their waitress headed off, Cash said, “You’re sure more hospitable with her than you are with me.”
 
         She shrugged. “Like I said, you can move to another table if you’d like.”
 
         His gaze traveled past her, and he stood suddenly. “Excuse me.”
 
         More than a little disappointed, she turned in her chair and watched him cross the room, his stride easy. Despite what she’d said, a traitorous part of her had actually hoped he’d stay.
 
         He walked over to where an older woman struggled to slide her chair from the table. Giving her a quick kiss on the cheek, he reached out to her. “Can I help?”
 
         With a sigh, the woman laid a shaky hand in his. “This getting old isn’t for sissies.” Standing, she said, “You’re a good boy, Cash Hardeman. But that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten about the snake you and Brawley Odell put in my desk.”
 
         He picked up her purse and carried it with him as he walked her slowly toward the door. “You’ve got a memory like an elephant, Mrs. Sandburg.”
 
         “And don’t you forget it.” At the door, she called out, “Sally, I left the check on the table. That pie of yours was as good as ever.”
 
         “See you next week,” Sally answered.
 
         “You bet.” She patted Cash’s cheek. “I can manage from here. Tell your mother hello for me when she and your dad get home.”
 
         “Will do.” He waited till she started down the walk and then returned to Annelise’s table.
 
         Something about the easy candidness of this Texas cowboy tugged at her. His kindness touched her heart. But she needed to stay focused on the reason she’d come.
 
         “So.” He reached for the tea Sally slid him and took a long drink of the cool, soothing liquid. Setting it down, he asked, “Where were we?”
 
         She raised her chin a notch. “I’d just told you that you could move if you didn’t like my company.”
 
         “Right.” He grinned. “I like it fine, thanks. You have a name?”
 
         “Yes. I do.”
 
         “Ah.” He nodded. “But you’re not willing to share.” He shot out a hand toward her. “I’m Cash. Cash Hardeman.”
 
         “I heard.” She hesitated, then sighed and extended her own hand. “Hello, Cash. I’m Annelise.”
 
         “Nice to meet you, Annelise. You just get that bike?” He nodded toward the street. “Must’ve paid through the teeth for it.”
 
         “My guilty pleasure.” She smiled. The bike represented her first rebellion—her first step toward independence. “I’ve had it for almost a year now. Some friends wanted to do the fall leaf tour on motorcycles. One of them took me to a Hanniford grocery store parking lot after hours and taught me how to ride. Then he helped me pick out a bike. My father about had a conniption.”
 
         Cash laughed. “I can imagine.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         “Big bike for a wom—anybody to handle.”
 
         “Oh, good save.” She laughed and shook her head. “You’re fast.”
 
         “You’d better believe it.” He studied her a minute. “The fall leaf tour? So you’re from New England, Annelise?”
 
         Her eyes shuttered. She’d screwed up. “No. I was there visiting.” She almost choked on the lie, but she had no choice. His expression said he wasn’t buying it. Well, too bad. Once she left this café, she’d never see Cash Hardeman again. A chance meeting. That’s all this was. It made no difference whether or not he believed her.
 
         “You ride a lot?” he asked.
 
         “Unfortunately, no. I took the bike out for two weekends last fall and it’s been parked ever since. Till this trip.”
 
         “Too bad.” He swiped at the water ring on the table.
 
         Her eyes widened. Through the front window, she watched the cowboy’s mud-brown dog sail through the air and scramble into the old car.
 
         “Cash?”
 
         “Hmmm?”
 
         She pointed toward the window. “That big, hairy dog of yours just executed the best impersonation of Superman I’ve ever witnessed.”
 
         “Huh?”
 
         “The animal may or may not be able to leap tall buildings, but he sure managed to clear the door of that big old monstrosity you’re driving. Right now, he’s working his way through the groceries in the backseat.”
 
         “Oh, brother!” Cash jumped up and ran outside to salvage what he could.
 
         She watched him go and stabbed a forkful of lettuce, wishing the salad would morph into that juicy steak he’d suggested. Oh, well, she sighed. Some things weren’t meant to be.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Two steps out the door, the heat sucker-punched Cash. And instead of sitting inside drinking iced tea with Ms. Ride-into-town-on-a-Harley, he was heading out to deal with his scoundrel of a dog.
 
         “Staubach! What in the hell am I supposed to tell Rosie about her groceries, huh? Shame on you!” he scolded.
 
         And shame on me, he thought, for leaving the dog alone. Still…Annelise was some looker. All that black hair and those intense, ice-blue eyes. And the body. Whoa, boy!
         
 
         Okay, she was about as friendly as a mama bear with week-old cubs. But if they’d been able to finish their lunch together, he might have been able to change that.
 
         She hadn’t given him a last name. What was that beautiful thing hiding? Or, maybe, she really, truly hadn’t wanted to sit with him. Didn’t want to exchange names.
 
         Her voice held a hint of an accent. New England definitely, despite what she’d said. Maybe Boston? Well, whatever. The voice was hot. Silk. And though she had started off sounding totally teed off, he’d heard amusement and a sense of humor creep in.
 
         He tossed the now nearly empty sack of groceries into the trunk. When he looked up, he saw Annelise at the counter, paying for her lunch. Might as well run the ad over to Mel in time for tomorrow’s edition. Looked like he’d struck out with the tempting Ms. Cool Eyes. Time to pack up his bat and ball. Game over.
 
         No doubt she planned to hop on that hog and ride out of Maverick Junction without a backward glance. Too bad. He’d have liked more time with her. Time to dig a little deeper. Unless he was mistaken, and he rarely was, there was more to Annelise than met the eye. She might ride a Harley and wear leather, but everything else about her screamed class and money, pampering and top-notch schooling.
 
         Her hands were manicured to within an inch of their lives. The diamonds that winked at her ears could feed a small third-world country. Yeah, the lady had been indulged.
 
         Maybe he had been, too, but to a far lesser degree.
 
         His gaze landed on the Caddy, and he ran a hand over the hood. God, he loved this thing. He had a lot to thank the old man for. And one very good reason—no, make that two—for being royally irritated with his grandpa. But he wasn’t about to travel that road right now.
 
         Reaching under the front seat, he found the folder with the newspaper ad he’d put together last night. Time to hire some help. As much as the old guy would fight him about it, Hank, whom he’d more or less inherited from Gramps along with the Caddy, couldn’t handle the responsibility of the barn area alone anymore.
 
         “Come on, Staubach.” The dog’s ears perked up, and he came to heel. Cash took another look at the dusty black-and-chrome Harley, and his stomach knotted in lust. Both the bike and its rider were double-take worthy.
 
         Black bike, black helmet, black shades, black leathers and shirt. One cool lady. One heck of an attitude.
 
         And that mouth. Oh, yeah. He’d give up a Monday-night football game or two for a taste of that.
 
      


    

  
    
      
      
         
        
            Chapter Two

      
         

      
          

      
         Standing at the chipped and cracked counter, Annelise took her time paying Sally before carefully tucking her change in her wallet. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Cash deal with his dog. She felt bad—for the dog. The poor creature looked crestfallen. The cowboy? He deserved what he got.
         

      
         She chastised herself. That was uncalled for. She didn’t know him, didn’t have a clue what might be going on in his life. Her own was a disaster. Maybe his was, too. After all, why would anyone drive a vehicle like that unless he was really down and out? The thing was as old as Methuselah and practically as long as one of those semis she’d passed on the highway.

      
         For all she knew, those groceries the dog had wolfed down were all the food Cash would have for the week. Maybe he’d go hungry.

      
         No. She squinted through the tinted window. His boots, though battered and well-worn, had cost a pretty penny. His teeth, straight and white, had been well cared for, his haircut expensive.

      
         He might pretend to be all down-home and simple, but she had a feeling this cowboy did all right for himself.

      
         Pretense. She shook her head. She could certainly relate to that. How often did she hide her own emotions, her true feelings, behind a mask of sociability? For her, the question really boiled down to which Annelise was real—and which was a façade?

      
         She swung open the restaurant’s door and ran headlong into the wall of heat. The sun, almost directly overhead, beat down mercilessly. The wind whipped up and drove a small dust devil down the middle of the street.

      
         She was a long way from home.

      
         “’Bye now,” Sally called out. “You come back.”

      
         Annelise stopped. If she planned on staying, she’d need to eat—and she certainly was no cook. Besides, Sally might turn out to be useful. She could be a good source of information. “I believe I will. Thank you.”

      
         As she stepped out onto the sidewalk, she took a minute to study the street and the shops that lined up shoulder-to-shoulder along its length. Mirage-like, the air shimmered in the heat.

      
         Someone had made an effort to pretty up the town. Every ten feet or so, a pot of geraniums struggled to bloom in the oppressive Texas summer. Small American flags sprouted from each pot, no doubt in honor of the fast-approaching Fourth of July holiday.

      
         A bakery three doors down had hung an awning of pastel pink and green stripes. Wind chimes hung from it and tinkled as a light breeze kicked up. A secondhand store with a huge banner in its window boasting twenty percent off everything sat across the street.

      
         The town wasn’t much to look at. Maverick Junction would never make a list of tourist destinations or be considered fashionable, but glancing up and down the street again, she decided the place had heart. The people who lived here, who called this town home, had tried to make it pretty. They cared.

      
         And Sally had asked her to come back. Maybe it was something she said to all her customers, an off-hand comment. But to Annelise, it meant something. Sally didn’t know who Annelise’s father was or who her grandfather and great-grandfather were. Used to being fawned over because of her name, because of her family, Sally’s casually given invitation felt genuine.

      
         She hurried over to her Harley and pulled a map out of her saddlebag. An old wooden bench rested beneath the bakery’s awning, and she sat down on it. Opening the map to Texas, she found Maverick Junction, traced her finger along the thin yellow line till she touched the tiny speck that marked her destination. She’d traced this path before, but needed to reassure herself.

      
         Yes, this would work. She was about forty, fifty miles away. Not too far, not too close. If she simply showed up in Lone Tree, she risked someone recognizing her, realizing who she was, and putting two and two together before she had everything worked out. Her plan would blow up in her face.

      
         It was one thing to sit at her desk in Boston making up an itinerary, plotting the course she’d take to uncover family secrets that would save Grandpa’s life. Quite another now that she was actually here.

      
         She’d wait to hear from Ron and do a little undercover work of her own before announcing herself. A week or two, maybe less, and she should know if her great-aunt still lived in the area. If she, indeed, had a great-aunt.
         

      
         Once she tracked her down…Well, she’d play that part by ear.

      
         The trip had been far more grueling than she’d imagined. Staying in Maverick Junction would let her get her feet under her and decide how to proceed. She assured herself that the decision, made in Boston, had nothing whatsoever to do with the green-eyed cowboy and his day-old stubble shadowing that strong, square jaw. Nothing to do with the deep dimples that winked when he smiled and made her fingers itch to touch them.

      
         But this was a small town and strangers created curiosity. Since she seriously doubted she’d be met with open arms by her long-missing relative, she wanted to keep her mission quiet as long as possible.

      
         If she intended to stay here, she’d need a reason. A reason the townsfolk would buy. She needed to think about that. Thank God, she had a place to stay. During her time on the road, she’d learned a few things about herself. And one of those truths was that she needed a nest, a place to come home to at the end of each day. If Maverick Junction was going to be home for a bit, she’d be glad to have a decent place. She’d checked the Internet on the off-chance Maverick Junction boasted a motel. They didn’t. But she’d found an apartment listed that would do fine. Nothing fancy, but totally livable—if the ad could be trusted.

      
         Problem was, she didn’t have a clue how to find the place she’d rented. In a town this small, how hard could it be? Still…Her eyes came to rest on the storefront on the other side of the street. The Maverick Junction Daily. The local newspaper. Surely someone in there could give her directions.
         

      
         Delighted excitement raced along her spine. Twenty-six years old, and she’d never had her own home. Even her bedroom had been decorated by her mother’s designer without her input while she’d been away on a business trip, for heaven’s sake. Very school-girlish, nothing about it said grown woman. Wouldn’t it be fun to have a place of her own, if only for a short time?

      
         And maybe, just maybe, she could pick up a temporary job to serve as a cover. A reason to stay put here in town for a bit. Wouldn’t the paper have classifieds? A jobs wanted section?

      
         As she passed her Harley, she ran a hand over it, caressed it. Buying the big machine had been the wildest thing she’d ever done. And this trip, despite the reason for it, was giving her no end of pleasure. The freedom of heading her motorcycle down the highway, the sun on her face. A few times she’d really thrown caution to the wind and left her helmet buckled to the sissy bar, had gloried in the sheer joy of the wind blowing through her hair.

      
         Riding the Harley topped her list of sinful pleasures. She doubted even the best sex could trump it. And how long had it been since she’d even had a shot at that? She grimaced. The question didn’t deserve an answer. It would only depress her.

      
         Now, she planned to take an even bigger step.

      
         She pushed open the door to the newspaper, and an overhead bell tinkled cheerfully. Cash Hardeman stood at the counter. The man sure did fill out a pair of jeans. She sucked in her breath and fought the impulse to head back out the door.

      
         Cash looked over his shoulder and grinned. “Well, hello, darlin’. Miss me already?”

      
         She rolled her eyes. “In your dreams…darlin’.”

      
         He laughed, and the sound swept over her, caused her stomach to do an erratic loop-de-loop. Her hand slid over it, rubbed.

      
         Cash’s eyes followed her movement. “You okay?”

      
         “Yes.” She licked suddenly dry lips. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      
         Behind the counter a seriously handsome blond about the same age as Cash said, “I’ll be with you in a minute.”

      
         “I’m in no hurry,” she assured him.

      
         “Melvin, this here’s Annelise,” Cash drawled. “Rode into town on a hog so pretty it’d make you cry.”

      
         Mel’s interest piqued. “Really?”

      
         When she simply nodded, he turned his attention back to Cash. “This’ll run tomorrow through the end of the week.”

      
         “Great. Hopefully, I’ll find somebody to take the load off Hank. His seventieth birthday’s coming up in a couple months, and the barn and horses are too much for him.”

      
         “He know you’re hiring somebody to help?”

      
         Cash shook his head. “Nope. I figure once it’s a done deal, he’ll have to suck it up and go with it.”

      
         “The old ‘It’s better to ask forgiveness than permission’?”

      
         “Yeah, guess so. Damn it, the ranch is mine.”

      
         “For now,” Mel muttered.

      
         “Don’t even go there,” Cash warned. “Bottom line, I should be able to do whatever I want. I sure shouldn’t have to ask the old codger if it’s okay to hire a new ranch hand.”

      
         Annelise didn’t even stop to think. “Don’t bother with the ad. I’ll take the job.”

      
         The instant the words left her mouth, she wondered who had taken over her body. Me? A ranch hand? She’d never, ever done any physical labor. She’d never worked anywhere but the family business. This was so far outside her comfort zone she couldn’t even see the shadows of a boundary.
         

      
         At the same time she berated herself, another part of her brain patted her on the back, saying, ‘Way to go.’ Wasn’t this part of why she’d made the trip? Hadn’t she hoped to find herself along with Grandfather’s sister? Unhappy with her life, she wanted something more. Something with meaning. And to find that, she had to fight against the life she’d always known.

      
         Both men looked at her as though she’d suddenly sprouted wings.

      
         “You want to come work for me?” Cash asked.

      
         “Yes.” Her breath caught in her lungs. “Yes, I do.”

      
         “You have a résumé?”

      
         She bit her lip. Oh, boy. She had no résumé. No experience—none that she could share with him. And she would not, absolutely would not give Cowboy her last name. But, shoot, now that she’d opened her mouth, she realized she really, really wanted to do this.
         

      
         She had to do this. Maybe she could work around it.
         

      
         “I know I don’t look like your typical ranch hand applicant.”

      
         His lips turned up in a grin. “I’m so glad you pointed that out to me.”

      
         “No need to get all snotty about it.”

      
         He glanced from her to Mel, who gave him a you’re-on-your-own-here look.

      
         “I know horses. I’ve been around them all my life. I can and will do whatever the job requires.” She almost added please, but stopped herself. She refused to beg.

      
         “I didn’t know you were planning to stay here in town.”

      
         She shrugged. “You didn’t ask.”

      
         “Do you have a place to stay?”

      
         It took all of her finishing-school lessons to keep from squirming. “Yes. That’s why I stopped in here. I rented an apartment over the Internet and hoped Melvin could tell me how to get there.”

      
         Mel flushed. “I think I can help you with that.”

      
         “Forget it.” Cash held up his hand. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to stay with a stranger?”

      
         “I won’t be. I’ll have my own apartment.”

      
         “In a stranger’s house.”

      
         “You’re a stranger,” she reminded him.

      
         “Nah. We broke bread together.”

      
         She opened her mouth, but he stopped her. “I know where you can bunk.”

      
         “I won’t stay with you.”

      
         “Sugar, you make that sound like a challenge.”

      
         “I didn’t mean—”

      
         “We’ll put that on the back burner for now. Actually, what I have in mind is Mrs. Willis’s upstairs apartment. It’s empty.” He turned back to Mel. “We done here?”

      
         “Yep.”

      
         “Okay. Come on then, Annelise, and I’ll take you over to meet her. Mel, why don’t you give Dottie a quick buzz and tell her we’re coming?”

      
         “Dorothy Willis?” Annelise asked.

      
         “Yeah.” Cash hesitated. “You know her?”

      
         “I rented her apartment.”

      
         “Well, what do you know. Guess you won’t be with a stranger after all. Dottie’s a good woman.” He took her arm and started for the door. “I’ll run you over to her place. Mel, give her a call. Let her know we’re on our way.”

      
         “Sure. Should I cancel your ad?” Mel asked.

      
         Cash ran his gaze up and down Annelise. “Yeah. Position’s filled.”

      
         Annelise resisted the urge to give in to a happy dance.

      
         She insisted on following Cash on her bike. When he pulled his boat of a car into a long drive and parked behind a ten-year-old white Oldsmobile, she eased the Harley beside him. From this angle, the house looked presentable. Certainly not what she was used to, but if she was anxious to get back to what she already had, she should hit the road again and head back East. She wasn’t. Trying out something different, living differently, and proving she could accomplish something on her own—that was all part of this whole odyssey.

      
         A simple white two-story, its outside stairs led to a second-floor apartment. Cash’s mutt jumped out of the car and whizzed past her, clipping the back of her leg and nearly taking her down.

      
         Cash stuck two fingers in his mouth and emitted one shrill whistle. The cowboy pointed to a spot by his side, and the dog screeched to a stop, then sulked his way over to drop beside his master. Head on his front paws, he sent a pitiful look Cash’s way.

      
         “Ignore him,” Cash told her. “He practices this. Give him an inch, you’ll never, ever have any peace. He’ll own you.”

      
         Still, Annelise’s heart cracked, and she leaned down to rub the dog’s head. In a flash he flipped to his back, legs in the air, belly exposed, whimpering to be fussed over.

      
         Laughing, she dropped to her knees and made him one happy pooch.

      
         Cash leaned in, whispered in her ear. “If I fall onto the ground, will you rub my belly?”

      
         His breath brushed along her neck, sent tiny shivers over her skin. She turned her head, met his deep-green eyes, and arched a brow.

      
         She could have sworn a bolt of lightning flashed between them.

      
         Clearing her throat, she asked, “What’s his name?”

      
         “Staubach.”

      
         She frowned.

      
         “You know. Like Roger Staubach, the Dallas quarterback.”

      
         She shook her head.

      
         “You gotta be kidding. Heisman Trophy winner? He took us to two Super Bowls.”

      
         “Nope, sorry.”

      
         “Roger could get out of any jam on the field. Served in ’Nam, too. A real stand-up guy. He had guts. He was loyal. Like my pal here.” He reached down and scratched the dog’s ears.

      
         Dottie Willis pushed herself out of the porch swing and started down the walk toward them.

      
         Cash removed his Stetson and held it at his side. “Mrs. Willis, this is Annie.”

      
         Annie? Annie? She grimaced. Nobody called her Annie—not even when she’d been in diapers. She’d been born Annelise.
         

      
         “Glad to meet you, honey. Like I said in the ad, my place isn’t much, but it’s clean.”

      
         “That’s all I’m looking for.” Annelise realized she was actually nervous and wiped her palms on her pant legs. She really wanted this place. Wanted her first home.

      
         “Should suit you well then.”

      
         “We sure do appreciate this, Dottie.”

      
         “No problem at all, sweetheart.” She pinched his cheek, and Annelise watched the blush creep up Cash’s neck to his face. Priceless.

      
         Mrs. Willis nodded toward the Harley. “That’s a mighty big bike.”

      
         Annelise grinned. “I like it. Lots of power, and I’m in control.”

      
         She caught Cash studying her and could have kicked herself. Far too much insight flashed in his eyes, almost as if he knew her secret.

      
         Mrs. Willis, who’d moved ahead of them, was nearly at the top of the stairs.

      
         He bumped her shoulder. “What are you running away from?”

      
         She fought for cocky. “What makes you think I’m running away? The question might be what am I running to.”

      
         He considered that. “Well, if that’s the case, I’m glad you came running in my direction.”

      
         “And my name is Annelise,” she muttered.

      
         Waiting for them on the landing, Mrs. Willis asked, “How are your mama and daddy doing, Cash?”

      
         “They’re great, Mrs. Willis. They decided to fly in from Paris tomorrow so they can be home in plenty of time for the big barbecue on the Fourth. You’ll be there, won’t you?”

      
         “Couldn’t beat me off with a stick.” She dug a key from the pocket of her pink-flowered housedress.

      
         The dress suited her perfectly, Annelise thought. This woman, the stereotypical grandma, could have played the role for any movie, any ad. Around five-three, she carried a few extra pounds and had the softest looking blue-gray curls. Pink-framed glasses dangled from a chain around Dottie’s neck, and no-nonsense tie-up shoes along with bright pink ankle socks covered her feet.

      
         She chatted a mile a minute as she showed them around the small one-bedroom rental. It looked even drearier in person than it had in the ad photos and was as homely as they came. But it had potential, and that was enough for Annelise.

      
         “You still want it now that you’ve had a look around?” Dottie asked.

      
         She nodded.

      
         “Well, then, welcome to Maverick Junction and your new home.” Mrs. Willis gave her a quick hug, then headed downstairs to bake chocolate chip cookies for the church bazaar, leaving her alone with her new boss.

      
         A new home. A new boss. Oh, boy. She was really doing this. Annelise felt almost dizzy.

      
         Cash ripped a paper towel from a roll he found in the kitchen and sketched a rough map to his ranch. He scrawled his phone number on the bottom. “See you in the morning—if you’re still sure you want to give this a shot.”

      
         “I do.”

      
         Her stomach fluttering with nerves and excitement, Annelise walked him to the door, then stood at the window to watch as Cash and his ugly dog drove away.

      
         Biting her bottom lip, she tabbed through her phone contacts. Time to call her cousin.

      
         She answered on the first ring. “Annelise? Where in the world are you? Your mom and dad have been hounding me. They’re sure I’m hiding you out here in Chicago. What’s going on?”

      
         Annelise sighed. “Long story, Sophie. One I really don’t want to get into right now. Can I ask a huge favor?”

      
         “Anything.”

      
         “Would you call my dad? Tell him not to worry. I’m safe, I left on my own, and I’ll be back soon. No need to send the cavalry. I talked to Mom, but by the time she tells him what we said, it’s going to be all screwed up. Ask Dad to pass the message on to Grandpa.” She hesitated. “I’m sorry they’ve been giving you a hard time.”

      
         “I can deal with them.”

      
         “I know you can. I really don’t want them worrying, any of them, though, or siccing the police or FBI on me, either.”

      
         “You know, cuz, to them, you’re still their little girl. It doesn’t matter that you’re twenty-six.”

      
         “I know.”

      
         “So, really,” her cousin persisted. “Where are you?”

      
         “I can’t tell you, Sophie. That way, when my parents’ goons torture you, you won’t be able to rat me out.”

      
         Sophie laughed. “Or save myself with the information.”

      
         “Wouldn’t matter.” Annelise chuckled. “You know they always kill the informant even if she talks.”

      
         “There’s a cheerful thought,” Sophie said. “Be careful.”

      
         “I will,” Annelise agreed. “Love you.” With that, she snapped her phone shut, removed its battery, and walked downstairs to drop both in the battered trash can on the curb ready for pickup. Then, resolute, she walked up the outside stairs to her new home. Drab and ugly.

      
         Almost as ugly as Cash’s dog. No pure breed there. Staubach had long, mud-brown hair, one white ear, one brown, a long muzzle, and slightly crossed eyes. She loved him.

      
         And she loved this town.

      
         Shocked, she dropped onto the top step and leaned against the railing. A couple of houses down, she heard the excited laugh of a young child mixed with the exuberant yapping of a small dog.

      
         Who’d have guessed she’d fall in love with either Cash’s clumsy mutt or this quirky town?

      
         Not her.

      
         The thing was, nobody recognized her. She was free to be herself, to be judged on who she was deep down inside. Money would have nothing to do with her relationships with the people of Maverick Junction. She was simply another person, not someone to make-nice to because of what she might be able to do for them. They’d either like her or they wouldn’t. But there’d be no phony pretenses.

      
         Traveling cross-country incognito in her motorcycle helmet, sunglasses, and leathers, no one had given her a second look. She grinned. Well, maybe a few guys, but not because she was a billionaire tycoon’s granddaughter. Their looks had read ‘hot chick’ rather than ‘dollar signs.’

      
         She’d sat at an outside table and drank a McDonald’s milk shake in Pennsylvania, rode a Ferris wheel at some little county fair in Tennessee, and the paparazzi hadn’t captured a single moment of it. By taking this trip, she’d stumbled on a chance to find herself without a telephoto lens recording her, and she meant to make the most of it.

      
         She walked into her new eight-by-ten living room and flopped onto the butt-ugly couch to stare up at the dingy, used-to-be-white ceiling. Cripes. Ugly dog, ugly apartment, ugly couch. Was everything in Maverick Junction ugly?

      
         Cash popped into her head. Cash, with those emerald green eyes fringed with the longest, blackest lashes, that sun-kissed brown hair, a body honed by hard work, and she had her answer.

      
         No.

      
         That simple.

      
         Some things in this blip on the map were flat-out gorgeous.

      
         And wouldn’t the macho Texas cowboy hate to have that adjective applied to him? She grinned.

      
         Oh, yeah. But…if the proverbial shoe fit…

    
      


    

  
    
      
      
         
        
            Chapter Three

      
         

      
         Both the shoe and the horse were giving Cash fits. Sweating like a sinner in church under the heavy, protective leather apron, horseshoe nails clamped between his teeth, he bent at the waist. The misty-gray stallion’s front leg braced between his own, he rested the gray’s hoof on his knee. The two-year-old had been sorely neglected by a rancher north of Dallas, and Cash had rescued the rascal.
         

      
         This was Shadow’s first shoeing…and might very well be his last, damn it, at least here on Whispering Pines Ranch. He could go barefoot.

      
         As bad-tempered as Shadow was, though, Cash doubted he’d ever seen a finer piece of horseflesh. He ran a calming hand over the horse’s gleaming flank, then snarled and jerked back as the gray swiveled his head, teeth bared, intent on taking a chunk out of him.

      
         “You’re gonna be dog food, you do that again,” he mumbled around the nails.

      
         “Trouble?”

      
         His stomach did a free fall clear to his toes. That voice, sexy as all get-out, made promises, conjured up thoughts of all sorts of naughty nighttime pastimes. He spit the nails into his hand and forced himself to take a steadying breath before he turned to face his new ranch hand.

      
         Then he took another as he drank her in. Her dark cloud of hair had been pulled back and braided, highlighting that incredible face, those winter-blue eyes, and those X-rated lips. She wore faded blue jeans and a siren-red T-shirt that hugged the most incredible—

      
         
        Whoa. Shut it down. Whispering Pines is her workplace, and you’re her boss.
      
         

      
         The thoughts ricocheting inside his brain had to be illegal—on so many levels. He needed to back off. Keep it professional.

      
         She wore sneakers. Pristine white ones right out of the box. Not a speck of horse poo on them. Yet. A corner of his mouth tipped up. That was about to change in a hurry.

      
         Didn’t matter. She’d have to lose them after today, anyway. They wouldn’t work here in the barn around the horses.

      
         “You need boots.” He nodded toward her feet.

      
         “Excuse me?”

      
         “Boots. And not those fancy little black ones with the stiletto heels you rode into town in.” He raised his own foot and pointed. “Real boots. They’ll protect you a little better if a horse accidentally steps on you.” Then he shot a baleful glance at Shadow. “Or on purpose.”

      
         Annelise laughed. “I’ll get a pair. Mrs. Willis gave me these this morning.” She raised a sneakered foot. “Had them on a closet shelf. My size and all, so I figured what the heck. Otherwise, I would have shown up in those black ones.”

      
         Nodding toward the stallion, she said, “This one’s giving you fits, huh?”

      
         He sighed. “Yes, ma’am. Shadow can be a bit cantankerous. Once he’s cut, that’ll change. Maybe.”

      
         “Gelded?”

      
         When he nodded, she winced. “If you say so.”

      
         “Believe me, once a male’s—” He cleared his throat. “It’ll help.” Then he met her eyes, those beautiful, cool eyes. “Look, if you’re gonna have to run out and buy boots…I mean, if you need it, I can give you an advance on your pay.”

      
         The expressions that crossed her face fascinated him. Pride, hurt, determination, anger, embarrassment, and, surprisingly, arrogance. She snuffed each out in rapid succession.

      
         “No, but thanks. I can handle it.” Her voice was tight.

      
         “Fine. That’s good.” He turned his back. “Hank,” he called, “the new ranch hand I hired is here.”

      
         From inside the tack room, a smoke-raspy voice said, “Told you. I don’t need no help. I might be old, but I can still do my work. Can still take care of my barn and my horses. Don’t need, don’t want—”

      
         Wispy gray hair stuck up in every direction on the head that peeked out around the doorway. The face was every bit as disordered. A bulbous red nose, watery blue eyes, and wrinkled, leathery skin.

      
         “What’s this?”

      
         “Hank, meet Annie, our new hand.”

      
         “She’s a girl.”

      
         “I noticed that.” Cash ran his tongue over his teeth to keep from laughing.

      
         “I’m a woman, actually.”

      
         “Same thing,” Hank growled. “Ain’t got no time to be hand-holdin’.”

      
         Cash opened his mouth, closed it again when Annelise’s chin shot up.

      
         “I don’t want, nor do I need, my hand held.”

      
         “Sure you will. First time you need to lift a load that’s too heavy or come up against a mouse in the hay, you’re gonna come runnin’ to me, pullin’ me away from my work.”

      
         “Hank, I promise you I can and will pull my weight. I will not expect you to rescue me. I will not scream at the sight of a mouse.” She held up a finger. “Give me one day. If I come running, screaming for help, or needing to be rescued, I’m history. If I do a satisfactory job and can stand on my own two feet”—she glanced at Cash—“my soon-to-be-cowboy-booted feet, I come back tomorrow. Fair enough?”

      
         “I guess,” the wizened ranch hand groused. “But I ain’t gonna cut you any slack just ’cause you’re female.”

      
         “I certainly hope not,” Annelise answered. “It would really…” She hesitated. “It would really piss me off if you did.”

      
         Cash chewed a piece of straw. Well, what do you know? The lady was not only cover-model beautiful, but she had spunk. Be interesting to see how this played out. Taking off the leather apron, he hung it on a peg on the barn wall.

      
         “Hank, Paco’s out in the paddock. Call him in here. Have him shoe this damn horse.” He threw the straw to the ground. “Then tell Annie what you want her to do.”

      
         “Already told you what I want her to do. I want her to go home.”

      
         “That’s not going to happen, Hank.” Annelise’s face was set.

      
         “Hmmph.”

      
         Cash left the two of them to their sparring match.

      
         
        
            *  *  *

      
         

      
         Eight long, grueling hours later, Annelise debated whether she should attempt the twenty-two steps to her apartment or simply lie down in the grass for the night. She’d mingled for hours with stuffed-shirts and prancing divas at receptions, smiled through hours of tedious conversation during business lunches, studied through the night at Harvard , but never, ever in her life had she been this bone-tired.

      
         And she stank. Lifting her arm, she smelled her shirt. Horse, sweat, dung, and God only knew what else! Maybe she should build a fire and burn everything she had on, including the sneakers that needed to be replaced with boots. She couldn’t imagine ever wanting to put any of it back on. And her hair. She didn’t even want to think how it looked or smelled.

      
         Unfortunately, a fire would take too much effort. She’d have to find wood, a match, something to strike the darn thing on. Her head dropped to her chest. She couldn’t face all that.

      
         So, she’d opt for a shower. About an hour-long one. Maybe she could leave her clothes on and wash everything all at once. But before she could do any of that, she had to tackle the stairs.

      
         Hank had been mad at Cash, so he’d worked her extra hard. It didn’t matter to him that it wasn’t her fault she was there. Well, yeah, okay, maybe it had been her choice that put her there, but if it hadn’t been her, it would have been someone else. The ad would have run in today’s paper, and Cash fully intended to hire somebody. That somebody just happened to be her.

      
         But the old man had taken it very personally and wreaked his revenge against Cash on her. She’d actually mucked out stalls! Annelise Elizabeth blah blah Montjoy scooping up horse manure! Oh, if her mother could see her now.

      
         Strangely enough, even while she’d been bent over in the smelly stall with a pitchfork, she’d realized it beat sitting around with a bunch of elitist snobs discussing whose horse would run in the Derby, what a day’s rain might mean for Wimbledon this year, or when Princess Kate would make her first serious faux pas. And it sure as heck beat a board meeting.

      
         Annelise’s stomach rumbled, and she sighed. She supposed she’d have to do something about feeding herself, too. Right now, she could be in Boston sitting down to champagne and fresh lobster. She shook her head. She’d take a pass. A nice perk, but one that came with a high price tag.

      
         She’d survive. She’d learned to make a mean PB&J while at Harvard. As long as there was that and take-out, she wouldn’t starve.

      
         Only three steps into the climb, she stopped. Was there take-out in Maverick Junction? There had to be, didn’t there? After all, this was the twenty-first century!

      
         
        
            *  *  *

      
         

      
         Inside her apartment, she headed for the bath, dropping clothes as she went. The lure of the shower called her. In the bathroom doorway, she came to an abrupt halt and drooped against the jamb.

      
         How could she have forgotten? No shower. The plumbing on the second floor of the old house had not been updated.

      
         Well, what the heck? Forlorn, she sat on the side of the old claw-foot tub and turned on the taps. When it filled, she submerged herself and scrubbed vigorously with a cheap, generic bar of soap she’d found still in its wrapper in the medicine chest. After she’d removed the worst of the day’s grime, she pulled the plug and gave the tub a cleaning swish before refilling it, thankful there was still hot water.

      
         Digging through her few belongings, she found the bottle of expensive French perfume she’d squirreled away. Adding a couple of drops to the water, she sank into the fragrant warmth. She rested her head against the slanted back, closed her eyes, and sighed as the day floated away.

      
         A bath might take more time than a shower, but it certainly wasn’t half-bad, she decided.

      
         When her chin hit the water, she startled out of her reverie. The bath had turned tepid. Climbing out, she enveloped herself in an old towel she’d dug out of the linen closet and headed toward the bedroom in search of something to put on.

      
         
        
            *  *  *

      
         

      
         A clean body, clean hair, and clean clothes gave Annelise a new outlook on life. She stood at the kitchen sink, admiring Mrs. Willis’s small garden. Sipping an ice-cold Coke, she studied, with no little amazement, the tidy rows of lettuce and tomatoes, the rows of brown-eyed Susans and gladioluses. Pink and red roses bloomed in profusion along a short rock wall.

      
         And then there was this. She spun to face the inside of the apartment. Could there be a more jarring aesthetic juxtaposition? Outside, a harmonious blend of color and form. Picture-postcard pretty. Inside, a hodgepodge of drab neglect. It had gone beyond mundane to offensive, with no saving graces that she could see.

      
         Except, it did provide shelter, had given her a place to stay in Maverick Junction while she literally worked her fingers to the bone. She turned her hands palm-up, rubbed a finger lightly over the tender blisters. Hank had offered gloves, gloves she’d been too stubborn to accept. Tomorrow she’d eat that hardheadedness right along with her pride.

      
         She set down the empty Coke can and settled her hands on her hips. If she truly intended to live here, even if only short-term, she had to do something, and what better than to work with horses. Problem was, she wasn’t working with the right end of the horse.

      
         Her laptop sat in the center of the wobbly table. She’d called Ron today on the barn phone. He hadn’t found anything yet. Hating the need for a lie, she’d told him to e-mail her when he had something, that she had spotty reception on her cell. She couldn’t bring herself to confess that was because she’d tossed her battery-less phone in the dump.

      
         She had no doubt he’d find what she needed. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to spend a couple of hours tonight doing a little digging of her own.

      
         Dottie, who continued to surprise her, actually had wireless. Said it made it easier to keep in touch with her grandkids in Pennsylvania. What a bonus. Annelise could have kissed her!

      
         As her stomach complained loudly, she acknowledged she needed to do something about food first. Last night, Dottie had taken mercy on her and fed her dinner. On top of that, she’d put together a care package of soft drinks, Pop-Tarts for breakfast, and some crackers for a snack. The woman was a veritable saint.

      
         But it was time for her to pick up the reins.

      
         “Okay, okay.” She patted her belly and immediately thought about Cash asking her to rub his yesterday. Heat raced through her. No doubt his skin would be smooth, his body hard. Was he tan all over? Did he work without a shirt some days, exposing that long, lean body to the sun?

      
         Her mother’s scandalized face popped into her head. Had Georgia ever experienced this kind of sexual heat? Had the oh-so-proper Edmund and Georgia ever been in a mad rush to tear off each other’s clothes, expose themselves body and soul to each other?

      
         Not that she wanted to do that with Cash Hardeman. Heck, no! She hardly knew the man.

      
         Food. Concentrate on food, something you can control. Yes, someone else had always taken care of the mundane, day-to-day concerns for her, but she could do this. She was an intelligent adult and certainly competent enough to make a trip to the grocers.
         

      
         First, she needed to pay a quick visit to her new landlady. Hustling down the outside stairs, she winced when, without thought, she raised one abused hand to lightly skim the rail.

      
         Her landlady’s windows stood open, and Annelise could smell the right-out-of-the-oven cookies. Great. As hungry as she was, the scent of freshly baked cookies was the last thing she needed.

      
         Before she could even raise a hand to knock, Dottie Willis called, “Come on in. My door’s never locked.”

      
         A jolt of surprise ran through Annelise. Because of the constant threat of kidnappers and the like, she’d always been under lock and key. It seemed unfathomable that anyone would leave her house wide open. And all the time?

      
         She poked her head inside. Pink. Everywhere. The kitchen walls, countertops, curtains. It was like being dropped inside a vat of cotton candy.

      
         “Getting settled, sweetie?”

      
         “Yes, ma’am. I had a couple of questions, though.”

      
         “Imagine you do.” Dottie grinned. “Wouldn’t involve a long-legged cowboy, would they?”

      
         She fought the nervous twitch in her stomach and smiled back. “No, actually they don’t.”

      
         “Want a cookie and a glass of milk?”

      
         Cookies and milk. The memory brought a smile. Frannie, their cook, offered her that for a treat after school. At least, on the days her mother hadn’t scheduled French lessons or horseback riding lessons or ballet lessons. Whatever the class du jour, her mom had seen she took it.

      
         “I’d love that, Mrs. Willis.”

      
         “Dottie, please. Have a seat.” She bustled about the small room, pouring two glasses of cold milk and fussing with a delicate porcelain salver of cookies, the chips melted and gooey still.

      
         When Annelise reached for one, Dottie stopped her by grasping her hand. She turned it over and studied the blisters. “You poor dear. What was Cash thinking? I’m gonna have to turn that boy over my knee. Give me a minute.”

      
         She left the room.

      
         Annelise mourned the few seconds Dottie was gone because it meant postponing the cookie tasting. She couldn’t ever remember a banquet as appealing as this simple snack. But then, she couldn’t remember ever being quite this hungry. Manual labor certainly improved the appetite.

      
         Down the hall, she heard something drop to the floor, followed by a muffled oath. Then Dottie hustled back into the room, scattering her first-aid paraphernalia over the center island.

      
         “Okay, dear, let’s see those palms again.” She snagged her dangling glasses, set them on her nose, and went to work on Annelise’s ill-used hands. She cleaned each one, then covered them with Neosporin.

      
         The sting instantly disappeared. Annelise could have kissed her.

      
         “There,” she said. “That’ll keep the blisters from getting infected and make them feel a bit better.”

      
         Annelise found herself fighting back unexpected—and unwanted—tears. This woman, a virtual stranger, tended her without expecting anything in return.

      
         “Thank you.”

      
         “You’re more than welcome. Now eat your cookies and ask what you came to ask.”

      
         She blew out a breath, just like that having been put back on an even keel by Dottie. True, she’d found this place on the Internet, but, without being aware of that, Cash had known instinctively this was exactly where she needed to be right now when he’d thought of this as the place for her to stay.

      
         Fighting to organize her thoughts, she chewed her lower lip, a habit her mother detested. Never show nerves or weakness. In the world according to Georgia, lip-chewing did both.
         

      
         “Okay, Dottie, first things first, I guess. I didn’t bring much with me.”

      
         “On that Harley of yours? I’d guess not,” her landlady replied.

      
         “Right. Anyway, the clothes I wore to the ranch today stink to high heaven. Where do I get them done?”

      
         “Done?” She tipped her head. “You mean where do you do your laundry?”

      
         Annelise swallowed. “Yes. I guess that’s what I mean.”

      
         Oh, brother. Nobody in town did laundry? Another new experience coming up.

      
         “’Fraid there’s no washer or dryer upstairs. No room for them. Mabel’s Suds and Dry is on the north corner of Main Street, though, and she runs a nice clean place.” Her eyes narrowed on Annelise, who’d reached for a second cookie. “For tonight, why don’t you bring them on down? I’ll toss them in for you. You look plumb tuckered out.”

      
         Oh, she wanted to. It would be nice to let this grandmotherly soul pick up the slack for her. But, Annelise couldn’t. “That’s okay. I appreciate it, but I have to get groceries anyway, so I’ll do it all at the same time.”

      
         “Nonsense. It’ll take you twice as long. You run upstairs now and get them.”

      
         “They’re filthy.”

      
         “Imagine they are. From the looks of those hands of yours, you worked the business end of a pitchfork most of the day. Tossing manure tends to make your clothes want to get up and walk away. But believe me, my machine’s seen worse.”

      
         “I seriously doubt that. Put those clothes of mine in your machine, and you may never be able to use it again.”

      
         She flicked a hand at Annelise. “Do as I say. Then you can ask the rest of your questions while I get them started.”

      
         Annelise gave in. Heading upstairs, she walked straight to the bedroom and scooped the offending articles off the floor. Not wanting to get too near them, she stuffed them in a plastic bag from a convenience store she’d stopped at for lunch the other day.

      
         She shook her head, wondering when a cellophane-wrapped sandwich, a bag of chips, and a soda had come to constitute a meal. But when in Rome—

      
         Back downstairs, Dottie opened the louvered doors to her antiquated laundry. She held the bag over the washer and dumped in the whole mess. Then her hand dipped into the tub and came back out with a lacey bra and thong.

      
         “Whew! Pretty expensive looking little thingamabobs. Don’t know I’ve ever seen anything prettier. Can they be machine-washed?”

      
         “I don’t see why not,” Annelise said.

      
         “Okay.” Dottie sounded skeptical, but she added detergent and softener, then closed the lid and turned the dial to start the machine.

      
         Annelise watched carefully, tucking the procedure away for when she made her first trip to Mabel’s. As much as it pained her to admit it, she’d never done a load of laundry. A silent, invisible army of household help ensured she had clean undies, pressed clothes, fresh linens on her bed, and on and on.

      
         Even on the road, she hadn’t needed to worry about it. Her sorority sister’s housekeeper had washed some things for her before she’d left, and one of the hotels she’d stayed at had laundry service.

      
         Embarrassed heat flushed her face. She’d taken so much for granted. Well, no more. She could and would take care of herself.

      
         “Finish your milk and ask away, sweetie.” Dottie sat back down at the table, snagging a cookie for herself.

      
         “I think you’ve managed to answer all but one question already.” She fidgeted in her chair. “I wondered if it would be all right if I painted the rooms upstairs.”

      
         “Honey, I flat out love you.” Dottie grinned. “That place needs a fresh coat of paint worse than an orphaned puppy needs a home. If you don’t mind doing the work, I’ll be more than happy to buy the paint.”

      
         Annelise laughed. “That’s okay. I can afford it.” She caught the dubious look on her landlady’s face. “Honest.”

      
         “If you’re sure.”

      
         “I’m positive. Despite the fact that I went off to work today, money isn’t a problem. I must be really looking down on my luck, though, because Cash tried to give me an advance this morning.”

      
         “You’re a puzzle is what you are, dear. I know enough to realize that motorcycle you’re riding cost some major money. I’m also honest enough to admit the place upstairs isn’t the Ritz.”

      
         “No.” One corner of Annelise’s mouth turned up in a half smile. “I’ve stayed there, and you’re right. My new home isn’t the Ritz. That said, there are things here in Maverick Junction I can’t find at the Ritz.”

      
         “Such as?”

      
         It irritated her no end that Cash Hardeman and his dancing green eyes were the first things to pop into her head.

      
         The irritation must have shown on her face. Dottie laughed and winked, too perceptive by half.

      
         Annelise bit the inside of her cheek and answered, “The most important? Freedom to be me. When you’re at a place like the Ritz, there are expectations. Here, no one expects anything from me, except maybe a hard day’s work for my pay. And I like that. The people here are friendly and unassuming. And, the Ritz doesn’t come with your cookies.”

      
         Dottie patted her hand. “Are you running from someone, dear, or from yourself?”

      
         Annelise pulled her hand away. Cash had asked basically the same question. She had to be careful because, despite the fact she’d initially started this trip for her grandfather, she’d soon realized she was on a quest for herself, too. To discover if people liked her, Annelise Montjoy, for herself, or if it was simply her money and what she could do for them that attracted them to her. And wasn’t that sad?

      
         She couldn’t screw it up by revealing her true identity—not even to Dottie. If she did, she’d never have a chance at an untainted relationship with the townspeople—their view of her would be colored by preconceived notions about her, about her life, and about her family. Her money.

      
         Despite her sweet grandmotherly appearance, Dottie was one very intuitive lady, and Annelise didn’t want her anywhere near the truth.

      
         “I…I’m not running from anyone, Dottie. I just…I wanted to get away from—” She broke off a piece of her cookie and crumbled it. “I was in a dead-end job.”

      
         That was true enough, she supposed. She was stuck in the family business. Like it or not, at some point in the future, she’d be expected to pick up the reins. No options. She felt almost claustrophobic at times.

      
         She met Dottie’s eyes. “I have something I need to do. And a nice bonus has been finding a place where I can try something totally different while I’m doing it.”

      
         Her landlady studied her a moment. “Well, if I’m not missing my mark, I’d say you succeeded.”

      
         “And then some,” she said. Time to move this discussion away from her. “About the paint.” She ran a hand up and down her milk glass. “I don’t want white.”

      
         “Okay.”

      
         “I mean, I love color.”

      
         “Good for you.” Dottie reached behind her for a small plate on the counter. “Try one of these.”

      
         The pale pink dish held more cookies, but they weren’t the chocolate chip variety.

      
         “Oh, but I already had—”

      
         “One more won’t hurt you. You’re skinny as a rail. Besides, you’re my guinea pig. This is a new recipe, and before I run them over to Vonda for the bazaar, I need a second opinion. Go ahead.” She nudged the plate closer to her. “See if they taste okay.”

      
         Annelise reached for one, bit into it, and sighed. “Dottie, any time you need a guinea pig, I’m your girl.” Cinnamon mixed with coconut and vanilla all wrapped up in a shortbread texture. Pure ambrosia.

      
         She waved the half-eaten cookie. “If you don’t like my color choices or if they’ll make the apartment hard to rent when I leave, I can always redo them.”

      
         Dottie looked up from the sink where she’d started drawing dishwater. “Leave? Land sakes, I hope that won’t be for a long time to come.”

      
         “Me, too.” And Annelise realized how much she meant that. Right now, she was feeling slightly, okay, a lot, off-center, but she’d get her feet under her. She’d secretly check on the leads Ron found, then find a way to talk her great-aunt into being tested—if she was still alive or ever existed. Maybe after that, she could enjoy some time simply being Annelise. Steal a little time to live life her way, by her rules where money wasn’t the be-all, end-all. And she’d do it privately, rather than under a microscope.

      
         Dottie nodded. “If you look around, you’ll see I don’t cotton much for white.”

      
         Annelise smiled. “I noticed. But, ah, pink’s not really my thing, either.”

      
         “That’s okay. It’d be a pretty boring world if everybody wanted exactly the same, wouldn’t it?”

      
         “Yes, ma’am. It sure would be.” She cleared her throat. “I’d like to pick up some different furniture, too.”

      
         Dottie chuckled. “What’s up there’s not your style, huh?”

      
         Annelise pictured the broken-down couch, the lawn chair, the rickety kitchen table, and winced. “Not exactly.”

      
         “Can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that. Roger Barry lived there before you. He filled the place with whatever he could find. His daughter came and got him ’bout two months ago. Took him to live with her and her husband. They left all that stuff behind, not that I blame them.”

      
         She put the leftover cookies on one platter and covered them with plastic wrap. “I had Stella come in and give the place a good cleaning, but that’s about all. Hadn’t really made up my mind what I was gonna do up there. Figured I’d advertise it, see if I had any takers before I decided. Anything you don’t want, we’ll have my neighbor Curtis and his son take care of. I reckon most of it probably needs to go to the dump. Anything worth keeping can be stored in the shed out back.”

      
         Dottie wiped a few stray crumbs off the counter. “Not that I want to get rid of you, but you’d better get going. Night’s not getting any younger. I’ll slip in and put your clothes on the table when they’re done if that’s okay.”

      
         “Absolutely. And thank you, Dottie.”

      
         “Don’t mention it.” She patted her arm.

      
         Purse in hand, Annelise stepped outside just as Cash’s big blue Caddy slid into the driveway. Country music pierced the nighttime quiet.

      
         “Hey, Annie!”

      
         She winced. Annie?
         

      
         “For the umpteenth time, my name is Annelise.” She hesitated. Didn’t she want to escape her rigid, straitlaced, Annelise world behind for a bit?

      
         Annie could be anybody she wanted. Annie could live in a second-story apartment with secondhand furniture and work on a ranch scooping poop. Annie could ride a Harley.

      
         Annie. A good name. One that spoke of independence.

      
         “What’s going on in that head, Annie? You left me for a minute there.”

      
         She swallowed the quick laugh. Like she had anything to say about the name. Cash Hardeman would call her whatever he wanted. What the heck? She threw him a smile, one meant to dazzle. “Not a thing. What can I do for you?”

      
         “Didn’t get a chance to see you before you left the ranch today, so I thought I’d stop by to make sure you’re okay. Hank said he pushed you pretty hard.”

      
         “He did, but I’m fine.” She wavered a few seconds, then decided there was no sense beating around the bush. “Do you pay house calls to all your new hires?”

      
         He paused just long enough that she knew he was considering a lie.

      
         “No. No, I don’t.”

      
         Ah, an honest man.

      
         “I only visit new ones who are female—”

      
         She knew he saw the flash in her eyes because his hand shot up.

      
         “Let me finish before you light into me. Only new hires who are female and new to town. I was worried about how you fared.”

      
         She wanted to hold on to a thread of anger but couldn’t. Instead, she asked, “And how many of us are there in that club?”

      
         “You’d be the first and founding member.”

      
         Then, as Mrs. Willis had done earlier, he turned her hands over, palms up, and studied them. “I’m sorry.” His voice was gruff. “Hank shouldn’t have—”

      
         “Treated me differently from any of your other workers? I’m hired help, Cash.” Her stomach dropped as she spoke the words, but she went on. “I don’t expect any special treatment.”

      
         These blisters were, in a very real way, her badge of honor.

      
         “Still,” Cash argued. “He could have broken you in a little slower.”

      
         “Well, he didn’t, and I survived. Besides, Hank did offer me a pair of gloves which I stupidly declined.”

      
         He grinned and chucked her on the chin. “Coming back for round two?”

      
         “You bet. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      
         “Good. I figured you might be too tired to cook tonight. Thought maybe we could grab a pizza, a couple beers.”

      
         Pizza and beer. So normal. Even when she’d been attending Harvard, she’d had few invitations for casual dates. Of course, that might have had something to do with the ever-present bodyguards and the fact that, after her classes every day, she traveled back to the brick fortress her family called a home—in a chauffeured limousine.

      
         “Is your interest personal or professional, Cash?”

      
         “Truthfully? A little of both.” He flashed his dimples. “So what do you say, Annie?”

      
         “I say, why not.” She moved with him to the car. As he opened the door for her, she saw the twitch of curtains at the kitchen window.

      
         It seemed that Mrs. Willis, that gray-haired, cookie-baking dynamo, had taken on the role of her new bodyguard. Oddly enough, Annelise didn’t mind at all.
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