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         And to the memory of my brother Brian Duffy, who, sadly, lost his battle with leukemia.


      




    


  











    

      

         

            Acknowledgments


         
 

         Books don’t write themselves, and this one has certainly been no exception. So many provided help, encouragement, and expertise, and I’d be remiss not to acknowledge them.
 

         Thanks to my incredible agent Nicole Resciniti of the Seymour Agency who believed in both me and the Maverick Junction series. To say I’m blessed to have her in my life—and in my corner—would be an understatement.
 

         Lauren Plude, editor extraordinaire, has gone above and beyond in helping me take this book to new heights. Thanks for letting me bounce ideas off you and for not considering any question or concern too small or unimportant.
 

         My critique partners, Diane O’Key and Joyce Henderson, the other two-thirds of the Three Musketeers, have my eternal gratitude. We’ve shared laughter and tears, celebrated success, and persevered through frustration.
 

         Most of all, I want to thank my husband. Dave has provided love, encouragement, and confidence throughout the entire trip. He’s listened to me rejoice when the story was soaring and put up with my whining when it wasn’t, assuring me that everything would be fine. And Dave, thanks, too, for the endless supply of coffee and Peppermint Patties.


      




    


  











    

      

         

            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.


    

      




    


  











    

      

         

            Chapter Four


         
 

         Even with the top down, Annie’s scent wrapped around him. Warm, sexy, and expensive. The woman was an enigma.

         
 

         Cash shot a sidelong glance at her. He didn’t get it. Why was she in Maverick Junction? What was going on in her life that she’d chosen this detour over the status quo? Hank told him she’d worked her ass off today. She’d only gotten half as much done as an experienced hand, but it hadn’t been for lack of trying. Her hands bore testament to that.
 

         Hank had apologized half a dozen times. Said he’d only noticed them when he’d made her break for lunch with the guys, so he’d put her to cleaning out the tack room for the rest of the day.
 

         Cash sighed. Nothing to do about it now except make sure it didn’t happen again. But he knew in his bones she’d fight light duty if she caught on to what they were doing. And if they kept it too light, his reason for hiring her, to take some of the load off Hank, would be defeated. Talk about a rock and a hard spot.
 

         Well, he’d find a way to deal with it. For tonight, he’d simply enjoy her company.
 

         The lady cleaned up nicely. A subtle hint of color on her lids made those iceberg eyes as deep and inviting as his favorite swimming hole. When she was pissed, he swore they shot fire. What would they look like when she was turned on? What would desire and need do to them?
 

         He bit down on that thought, tucked it away. Best not to go there, cowboy.

         
 

         “Food first?” he asked.
 

         “Oh, yes.”
 

         “You’re not one of those vegetarians or vegans, are you?”
 

         When she laughed, he felt it to the toes of his silver-tipped boots.
 

         “No. I’m a carnivore.”
 

         “Good.”
 

         As they headed west, he said, “Lean your head back, Annie. Look up.”
 

         When she did, a soft sound escaped her, an almost-purr that arrowed straight to his gut. “Endless Texas sky over dry prairie as far as your eye can see.”
 

         “It’s beautiful.”
 

         “Yeah.” His voice came out gruff. “Yeah, it is.”
 

         A couple of miles later, he swerved into the dusty parking lot of Bubba’s Roadhouse and hid a smile when she gripped the hand rest. The lady needed to learn to relax.
 

         Annelise shook her head. Cash drove the same way he moved through life. He decided where he was headed and didn’t stop till he got there, and yet the journey seemed unhurried. Relaxed. She envied him that.
 

         Her eyes rounded as she took in the restaurant. Unpainted wood siding gave the place a rustic, slightly neglected aura. Neon lights in the windows advertised beer and good food. Rough-hewn rockers and thirsty-looking potted plants littered the long porch.
 

         “Best pizza in town,” Cash said. “Course, they’ve also got steaks and prime-rib sandwiches that’ll make you swoon if that’s what you’re hungry for.”
 

         “This is beef country, isn’t it? I’d expect nothing less from Bubba’s.” She grinned. “Think I’ll stick with the pizza, though. You put the thought in my head, and now that’s what I want.”
 

         “Then that’s what you’ll have.” He walked around and opened her door. Even though she was used to the small courtesy, it touched her. Cash Hardeman wasn’t someone paid to fawn over her. No. He opened the door for her because his mother had taught him to do that when he was with a lady. It meant something.
 

         She kept coming back to that. Gestures should mean something, not be performed by rote or because convention demanded them. She didn’t want someone to take care of her because it was his job. She wanted someone to want to take care of her. To take care of Annelise, the person, not Annelise, the heiress.

         
 

         And she wanted to earn that.
 

         A thin rivulet of sweat trickled down her back. Part Texas heat, but also part nerves. And why was that? For Pete’s sake, she’d eaten at some of the world’s most prestigious restaurants, had dined with movie stars and heads of state.
 

         Yet here she was, nervous about heading into a saloon with cow horns over the door. Shake it off, Annelise. Breathe. In, out. In, out.

         
 

         Hand on her back, Cash showed her inside. Distracted by his heat and the quick stab of awareness at his touch, it took her a few seconds to appreciate her surroundings.
 

         Bubba’s Roadhouse could have been a Hollywood set, the stereotypical Texas hangout. A huge Lone Star flag had been tacked on the left wall. White and brown cowhide stools crowded up to a huge slab of a bar. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all rough-hewn wood. Tables were scattered haphazardly throughout the small space, and the smell of barbecue blended with that of stale beer. Country music played on the chrome Wurlitzer jukebox in the corner.
 

         Her stomach rumbled.
 

         “Hungry, aren’t you?” Cash leaned close and spoke directly into her ear. “’Cordin’ to Hank, you did get some lunch today.”
 

         She tried to ignore the silly little dance her stomach did as his breath whispered across her cheek. “I did. But that, I swear, was another lifetime ago.”
 

         Cash nodded to a lone guy behind the bar. “Hey, Bubba, how’s it going?”
 

         “Roof’s not leakin’, and I’ve got food in my belly, so it’s a good day.” Bubba dried a glass with a bar towel, holding it up to the dim light to inspect it. “You two sit anywhere you want. Mitzy’ll be right with ya.”
 

         “Thanks.” Passing one of the blue and white oilcloth-covered tables, Cash tipped his hat to an elderly couple. “Evening Harlan, Isabel.”
 

         “Howdy, Cash. D’ya get that parcel of land you were hankerin’ for? The one that backs up to your place?”
 

         “Yep, I sure did. Took some hard dickering, but old Nash finally gave in. Cost a few dollars more than I’d planned to wrestle it away from him, but”—he shrugged—“it was worth it.”
 

         Harlan’s wife, dressed in jeans and a Western-style shirt, studied Annelise. “Aren’t you going to introduce us, Cash?”
 

         “Oh, sorry.” He half-turned to Annelise. “Isabel, this beautiful lady is Annie.”
 

         “Well, welcome to Maverick Junction, honey. You staying long?”
 

         Interesting, Annelise thought. No last names, and no one seemed to notice or care. “I’m not sure, but I’m hoping so. I rented an apartment yesterday and started work for Cash this morning.”
 

         “Oh?” Harlan looked at Cash. “You adding more hands?”
 

         “Only the one right now. Thought Hank could use a little help in the stable.”
 

         Harlan nodded in approval. “Good for you, son. Good for you. Your grandpa would have been proud of you.”
 

         Grandpa. Her mind drifted to hers. What if Isabel was his long-lost sister? She could be. The age was about right. Her gaze drifted around the room. Was her great-aunt here tonight?
 

         “You have a good evening, Harlan. Isabel,” Cash said, drawing her out of her musings.
 

         With a couple more head nods, they moved on toward a table tucked under one of the windows. Not many people were out tonight. Of course, Annelise thought, it was a weeknight. And if the rest of the people in Maverick Junction worked even a fraction as hard as she had today, they were probably already home in bed.
 

         When Cash took her hand, she instinctively snatched it away. No public displays of affection. Her mother had pounded that into her head before she even realized what PDA meant. All it took was one hand held, one innocent kiss to make tabloid headlines.

         
 

         His forehead creased in question. But instead of answering, she raised her hand to her mouth, hid a yawn behind it.
 

         “Tired?” Cash bumped her shoulder with his, the casual gesture somehow more intimate than handholding.
 

         “A little. I’m not used to doing a lot of physical work.”
 

         Several people’s stares lingered on her, making her uneasy. Surely they wouldn’t recognize her. She decided the best strategy was to smile and otherwise ignore them. After all, who’d expect to see the granddaughter of one of the country’s wealthiest men dressed in jeans here at Bubba’s Roadhouse? Very unlikely anybody would put two and two together. Still, jitters played tag in her stomach.
 

         Once they sat down, though, she relaxed.
 

         The waitress, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt like most of the customers, plopped two menus in front of them. “Hey, Cash.” The redhead sent him a blinding smile. “Haven’t seen you for a bit. Where ya been keeping yourself?”
 

         “Busy at the ranch, Mitzy. How’ve you been?”
 

         “Doin’ okay. Same thing every day, you know?”
 

         “Yeah, well, keep those big blue eyes of yours open.” His gaze moved to Annelise. “You never know when something’s gonna drop in that’ll shake your world.”
 

         Annelise fought the heat rising in her face again. Had he meant her? Had she shaken his world? No. Maybe. A silly smile threatened.
 

         “What d’ya want to drink?”
 

         “I’ll have a Lone Star. Ice-cold. How about you, Annie?”
 

         “You know, I think I’ll have one, too.” Something inside her quivered in delight. Here she was, sitting in a small Texas barbecue, having a beer. And she intended to drink it right out of the bottle. Not a camera or paparazzo in sight.
 

         She grinned.
 

         Cash’s brow rose, and he grinned back at her. “Something’s rattling around in that pretty head of yours, ’cause the look on your face is pure mischief.”
 

         She laughed. “No. I’m just…just feeling good.”
 

         Now, both his brows shot up. “After the day you put in?”
 

         “Yes, even after today, manure shoveling and all.”
 

         Mitzy returned with their beers and pulled an order pad from her blue apron’s deep pocket. Annelise couldn’t help herself. She checked for a wedding band. None there. Was their oh, so friendly waitress this free and easy with all the customers? Or did she pour it on a little thicker when Cash came in?
 

         None of her business.
 

         “So, what’s it gonna be tonight?”
 

         After some haggling, they decided to share a pizza—loaded.
 

         “Cook’s got a couple before you, so it’ll be a few minutes.”
 

         “That’s okay. We’re in no hurry,” Cash said. “We’ll sit here and relax.”
 

         “Speak for yourself.” Annelise patted her stomach. “I’m starving.”
 

         “How about I bring you a basket of rolls? That hold ya?”
 

         “That would be great,” she said. “Thanks.”
 

         When the bread basket arrived, Annelise all but pounced on it. The rolls were soft and warm and yeasty-smelling. Enjoying half of one, Cash stood and walked over to the jukebox. Her brows furrowed when he dropped in some quarters, then crooked a finger at her.
 

         She pointed at herself and mouthed, “Me?”
 

         He nodded.
 

         “Cash.”
 

         “C’mon. Dance with me. It won’t hurt. Promise. And it’ll give us something to do while we wait for dinner. Take your mind off that empty belly.”
 

         The music started and she smiled, recognizing the George Strait song. It had played on the Caddy’s radio on the way here. Not something she’d dance to at one of her parents’ galas. Nicer. Better. Earthy and down-home.
 

         Despite herself, she stood and strolled over to him. When he took her hand, electricity tingled clear to her toes. She pulled back.
 

         “What is it?” His brow creased. “Your hands. I’m sorry.” His own dropped to his sides.
 

         “No! No, my hands are fine. Honest.” She reached for his, prepared this time for the jolt. “I’ve never danced in Texas, so you’re going to have to show me how to do this.”
 

         “It’s a waltz.”
 

         “I don’t think so.”
 

         “A Western waltz.” He drew her into him, spun her around the floor. “Look. Everybody in here is trying to figure out exactly who you are. How we met. How deeply we’re involved. And how a cowboy like me managed to get a looker like you out here on the dance floor.”
 

         She struggled to put distance between them, but he shook his head and tugged her closer still. “Huh-uh. Let’s give them something to talk about.”
 

         “You’re bad, Cash.”
 

         Annelise swore his eyes twinkled. “I’m gonna take that as a compliment.”
 

         She threw her head back and laughed. This was fun. And it melted her insides. He was remarkably light on his feet. One dance stretched into two, then three. As he held her close, she smiled. It was nice to be able to be herself. To not have to impress or pretend. To put away her worries.
 

         In the next day or two, she’d have to see about getting to Lone Tree to start making inquiries. But for tonight, she could simply enjoy. Simply be Annie. For this little while, all her mother’s rules faded away. No expectations, no bodyguards, no formalities. Just her and this beautiful cowboy.
 

         The music stopped, and they walked back to the table, hand in hand. When she sat down, he leaned in close. She held her breath, sighed when he simply tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Such a simple gesture, yet so intimate.
 

         Before she could catch her breath to say anything, Mitzy showed up with their pizza. Too hungry to wait, Annelise took her first bite too soon, scalding the roof of her mouth.
 

         “Youch.” She fanned at her open mouth. “Hot.”
 

         Then, she let go and gave in to the moment, luxuriating in the meal, in the man beside her. Cash was right. Bubba’s was home to the best pizza she’d ever eaten. But halfway through her second piece, a camera flash went off. She jerked upright, her gaze bouncing around the room.
 

         Cash reached out to her. “Whoa, darlin’. You look like a skittish mare that’s stumbled on a rattler.” He tipped his head, indicating a table across the room. “Suzie, Farley Jamison’s daughter over there, is celebrating her fifteenth birthday. Somebody took a picture for the family album. That’s all.”
 

         Annelise smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. Don’t know what got into me.”
 

         Mentally, she chastised herself. She needed to get a grip and quit acting like some spooked ninny. If she went around jumping at shadows, expecting the paparazzi to be hiding around every corner, it wouldn’t take Cash long to get suspicious. The man might wear cowboy boots and jeans, but that mind of his was every bit as sharp as any Ivy Leaguer she’d ever debated.
 

         And then that man reached across the table and snagged a piece of pepperoni from her pizza.

         
 

         “Hey!” She slapped his fingers. “Hands off. This is mine, boss man.”
 

         He laughed and ordered another Lone Star.
 

         A few minutes later, the birthday girl showed up at their table, holding out two plates. “I brought you a piece of my cake, Cash.” She looked toward Annelise. “I brought one for you, too. It’s really good. My grandma Bessie made it. Red velvet with cream-cheese frosting.”
 

         “Well, thank you, Suzie. Your grandma bakes the best cakes this side of the Mississippi.” He winked. “Don’t tell my mama I said that.”
 

         Cash took the plates from her, handing one to Annelise. As he made his way through the dessert, he talked amicably with the teenager, teasing her about her newest beau till her cheeks blushed. Annelise listened, envying him his casual, easy rapport. Cash Hardeman knew everyone in the restaurant, and they knew him. All laid-back and comfortable.
 

         The young girl turned to Annelise. “You know, y’all really look familiar.”
 

         A nervous little prickle raced down Annelise’s spine, but she simply smiled and shrugged. “You know what they say about all of us having a twin.”
 

         “I’m sorry, Suzie. This here’s Annie,” Cash introduced, pointing his cake fork at her.
 

         Annie. Not Annelise. And she blessed the gods she’d not stuck to her guns about the nickname earlier.
 

         “Happy birthday, Suzie,” she said.
 

         “Thanks.” The teen twirled a dark brown curl around her finger. “Well, I’d better get back.” With a wave, she was gone.
 

         Lounging in his chair, long legs stretched out in front of him, Cash took a pull of his beer. “You know, if I’m gonna pay you, sugar, you need to fill out some forms for me.”
 

         “There’s no hurry with that, is there?” she asked.
 

         “Not if you’re in no hurry for a payday.”
 

         She thought about her cash reserves, now stashed in the apartment’s old refrigerator. She could use her mother’s maiden name in a pinch, but it would still be risky. “Actually, I’m okay. For now.”
 

         He said nothing for a few seconds, then, “You want a coffee?”
 

         “I’d love one.”
 

         “Mitzy’s pretty busy. I’ll mosey on up to the bar and get them. Save her a trip.”
 

         The second his back was turned, she snagged the paper from the table next to her. She’d spied the article on the lower left half of the front page when Suzie had brought their cake. It had been driving her nuts, and she’d prayed like never before that Cash wouldn’t spot it.
 

         Oil Baron in Remission. She skimmed the words, assuring herself that all was well with her grandfather, that his condition hadn’t changed in the few days she’d been gone. Her mother had told her he was okay, but she sometimes sugarcoated things.

         
 

         And then, there it was. At the very end of the article.
 

         
  


            The entire Montjoy family attended the reopening of their newly renovated office branch in New York City. Montjoy’s granddaughter Annelise, second in line to inherit the company, was conspicuously absent. When asked about her nonattendance, the family had no comment as to her whereabouts or the reason for her no-show. This is the second event Annelise has missed this week. What is the Montjoy heiress up to?

            


           


 

         Shoot! She rubbed weary eyes, opening them in time to see a sexy blonde, dressed in a white, frilly see-through top, a red, barely-there skirt, and matching stilettos move up behind Cash at the bar and snake an arm around him, her hand caressing his shoulder.
 

         Somebody obviously thought of Cash as her private property. Annelise wondered if maybe she should slip out unobserved. She didn’t want his offer of dinner to cause trouble.
 

         But she hesitated. That dance they’d shared. He hadn’t felt committed to anyone else while they’d been on the dance floor. Had held her way too close for that. And she’d held him right back. And that was trouble enough for anyone—and a good enough reason to hit the road, to move on to Lone Tree.
 

         She couldn’t start anything with him. It would be totally unfair to both of them.
 

         As she slid her chair away from the table, Cash turned. Met her eyes.
 

         He gave a slight shake of his head, and she stilled.
 

         Too far away to hear what he said, she saw his lips move, the tightening of the blonde’s jaw. With a pat to her hand, he picked up the coffees and walked back to the table.
 

         The blonde’s gaze followed him, flicked to Annelise.
 

         “Here you go, sugar. Should be strong enough to stand your hair on end.”
 

         She nodded toward the woman. “Who is she?”
 

         “My grandma,” he answered, deadpan.
 

         She laughed, almost spurting her first sip of the ungodly strong coffee.
 

         His eyes held steady. “I’m serious.”
 

         “Oh, God. You are, aren’t you?”
 

         “Yep.”
 

         She shook her head. “Your family might be more screwed up than mine.”
 

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Five


      

         


      

         Annelise and Cash drank their coffee in silence. The fans whirled overhead, but they’d long since waved the white flag, admitting defeat. The room grew hotter, closer. A quick glance at the Howdy Doody bar clock showed a quarter till nine.

         


      

         The only other time Annelise had been in Texas, she’d come with her grandfather. They’d flown in, been picked up at the Dallas airport by one of his friends, and had stayed in his sprawling condo, cocooned in air-conditioned comfort. When they’d ventured back outside, the interior of the limo waiting to deliver them to the fund-raiser was cool enough she’d needed a wrap around her shoulders. After the obligatory smiles, handshakes, and rubber chicken, they’d jetted home. Nary a drop of sweat had been shed.


      

         Cash’s world was far different and dominated by unfettered heat. Heat he seemed unaffected by.


      

         She studied him. Whatever had gone on between him and his grandmother had sure put him in a sour mood. Gone was the laughing man who’d swung her around the dance floor. He played with his spoon, twirling it on the wooden table, his eyes avoiding hers, while his grandmother, legs crossed, skirt riding high, perched on a stool at the bar—watching them.

         


      

         Grandma appeared to be very interested in her grandson and his dining companion and didn’t try in the least to hide it.


      

         Had to be a story here, and Annelise sure as heck wished she knew what it was.


      

         “You ready?”


      

         His deep voice jolted her, and she nearly spilled the coffee she’d only picked up.


      

         “Yes, I am.” She set down her cup. “Anything I should know?”


      

         “Nope.”


      

         “Okay then.” She placed her napkin on the table and started to rise.


      

         He grabbed her wrist, stopping her. “Here’s the deal.” His voice sounded unlike him. Harsh. “My grandfather met and married Vivi on a weekend trip to Vegas. Eight months later, he died. I sure as hell wish he hadn’t done either. But he did.”


      

         Cash shrugged. “Nothing for you to worry about, though. It won’t impact your work on the ranch. Believe me, Vivi gives the barn a wide berth.”


      

         “Do you live with her?”


      

         Instantly, she wished she could withdraw the question. Whatever was between Cash and his grandmother wasn’t any of her business. After all, didn’t she hate people prying into her private life? Cash deserved the same respect.

         


      

         His laugh spilled out before she could tell him it didn’t matter. “No, ma’am. She lives in the big house. The white one at the end of the drive. I’ve got my own place down by the lake.”


      

         “I see.”


      

         “I don’t think you do, Annie. It’s a mess. But it’s my mess.”

         


      

         She frowned. Back off, Annelise. You’re out of line.

         


      

         “It’s not important,” he said. “Let’s get out of here. Morning alarm’s gonna be going off before we know it.”


      

         Annelise bit back a groan. So true. She’d been up before the sun this morning and would be again tomorrow. Ranchers kept grueling hours. Who’d have guessed? When she wanted milk, she went to the refrigerator. If she wanted a steak, she asked Cook for one or ordered it at her favorite restaurant. There’d been no thought about the men and women who raised that beef or crawled out of bed before dawn to milk those cows. It had never crossed her mind.


      

         She smiled. “You’re so right.” When she stood, he put a hand under her elbow. A gentleman through and through, she thought. Good old-fashioned manners. Refreshing.

         


      

         Despite the heat, the venomous look Vivi sent her as they passed could have induced hypothermia. Cash didn’t seem to notice. He tipped his hat at the bartender. “Night, Bubba. Food was good as always.”


      

         The bartender swiped at the counter with his rag. “Night, Cash.” He dipped his chin. “Ma’am.”


      

         They stepped outside. Crickets chirped, and some scary sounding animal howled off in the distance. It reminded her of a movie set.


      

         Annelise raised her eyes, and the breath caught in her throat. The Texas sky was huge and strewn with twinkling stars, so big and bright she fancied she could almost touch them. A sliver of a moon hung overhead as if it had been waiting for them to come admire it.


      

         “Cash, it’s…breathtaking.”


      

         He thumbed back his cowboy hat and stared up into the glitter-strewn night sky. “Yeah, it is.”


      

         They stood, shoulder to shoulder, in the middle of the parking lot. The night wrapped itself around them as intimately as a lover might.


      

         Sighing, Annelise asked, “Are any stores still open?”


      

         He checked his watch. “Sadler’s stays open for about another hour.”


      

         “As much as I’d like to call it a night, I really need to shop for food. And I’d sure like to get some paint samples.”


      

         “Then let’s do it.”


      

         They left the top down as they drove the couple of miles back into town. After parking the boat-of-a-car, he herded her into a large barnlike structure. Two steps inside the store’s door, Annelise stopped. Cash bumped into her.


      

         “Whoa, Annie. What are you doing?”


      

         “I’ve never seen anything like this place.”


      

         “Not quite what you’re used to?”


      

         She shook her head.


      

         Milk, vegetables, saddles, clothing, camping gear. Everything tossed haphazardly together inside four walls. Deer and antelope heads mounted on the walls stared at her from glassy eyes. Snake skins, tacked between them, slithered down the walls. A huge stuffed buffalo stood inside the door to her right. She almost laughed, thinking of the doorman at Tiffany’s. Stuffed shirts, both of them.


      

         The scent of overripe bananas and leather mixed. Somewhere toward the back, a baby cried. An old-fashioned cash register rang, and a country tune blared from wall-mounted speakers.


      

         She didn’t doubt for an instant the place had just about everything. From the worn, gray linoleum tiles to the wagon-wheel chandeliers overhead, the place spoke of age. Sadler’s had been here a long time and was, no doubt, a Maverick Junction institution.


      

         And here she was. By choice. Doing exactly what she wanted. A heady, foreign sensation rushed through her. I’m free. Finally and truly free. Judged by what I do, not who I am.

         


      

         Cash ruffled her hair, then grabbed a cart and headed for the grocery section. Annelise tossed in a quart of milk, a loaf of bread, and some apples. Unsure what she needed, she walked up and down the aisles, adding random items: coffee, soap, and a couple of frozen meals.


      

         “I want to look at the paint.”


      

         “Yes, ma’am. You’re the CEO. You call the shots and run the show.” He turned the cart and headed to the paint display.


      

         She didn’t follow.


      

         He looked over his shoulder. “What?”


      

         “What did you say?”


      

         “I said…” His brow creased. “For Christ’s sake, Annie, what’s wrong? You look like somebody sucked out every drop of your blood. You’re white as a sack of flour.”


      

         He left the cart and started toward her.


      

         She put up a hand and started walking. “I’m okay. I just—I thought—” Get a grip. It was a figure of speech. She was the CEO in charge of the shopping trip. Period. Cash didn’t have a clue who she was. But he would. Her heart skipped a beat. Would he hate her for deceiving him? What a mess. And this one was hers to clean up.

         


      

         “I’m fine. Honest.” Forcing a smile, she said, “Lead on.”


      

         Two aisles over, they found the paint. So many colors and brands. She put her hands on her hips and gawked at them all, trying to take them in. How many shades of red and blue could there be? Sheepishly, she faced Cash.


      

         “I know this is going to sound, well, ungrateful, maybe even unfriendly, but I really want to pick the colors by myself—without anyone else’s input.” She shook her head. “Don’t tell me which ones you like or make comments about any of the samples I pick up. Okay?”


      

         “I’m good with that.” He grinned. “This is important to you, isn’t it?”


      

         “Yes.” She nodded. “Yes, it is.”


      

         He pushed his hat back, giving her a better view of those fabulous eyes. “Is this your first home, Annie? Your first time on your own?”


      

         “And how.”


      

         His smile disappeared, his eyes darkened. “Now don’t go getting your back all up in the air, but it’s pretty obvious something’s going on with you. Something you think Maverick Junction can fix.”


      

         “I—”


      

         He held up his hand. “None of my business. Unless I’m harboring a fugitive—or took a married woman out to dinner. Danced with her.”


      

         Fugitive? The word echoed in her mind. God, was she a fugitive? No. She was twenty-six years old. Nothing illegal about her leaving home without checking in with her parents first. Most women her age had moved out on their own years ago, were married with children or career women.

         


      

         But her parents might have the police searching for her, despite her assurances she was fine. Despite Sophie’s call.


      

         Her forehead creased as her anxiety grew.


      

         “You are married.”

         


      

         She almost laughed. How typically male to head there first.


      

         “No. I’m not married nor have I ever been married.” She raised her hand in pledge. “So help me God.”


      

         Douglas DeWitt’s face flashed across her mind, but she stomped on it and squashed it as quickly as she had that huge black spider that scuttled across the stable floor today. She shivered. Douglas was her parents’ choice for her, never hers.


      

         Determined to put away those thoughts, she concentrated on the rainbow of colors. She pulled one sample, then another, replacing some, adding others to her stack.


      

         “Hate to spoil your fun, darlin’, but the store’s gonna close in about fifteen minutes.”


      

         “Oh, no!” She thrust the samples at him. “Why don’t you take these out to the car, and I’ll finish up here?” She still needed undies and a few other things, and she’d rather he wasn’t hanging over her shoulder while she made her choices. What she’d brought with her really wasn’t appropriate for ranch work.


      

         He chuckled. “You want to get rid of me.”


      

         Her cheeks warmed. “For a bit, yes.”


      

         “I’ll take these and go on over to talk to Vern while you finish up.” He tucked the paint chips into his shirt pocket. “I’ll keep an eye open, and once you’re checked out, I’ll drive you home.”


      

         “I didn’t mean—”


      

         “Hey.” He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Sugar, you need to stop worrying so much about what other people think. You’re stocking up. You’d like a little privacy. Want to sneak in some Twinkies or some Ben and Jerry’s. Got that. No skin off my nose, Annie.”


      

         She nodded.


      

         “I offered to bring you.” He leaned a little closer. “And I enjoyed dinner. Enjoyed dancing. Enjoyed watching you shop.” He turned her loose. “Now finish up. You don’t have much time left.”


      

         Whistling some silly song, one thumb hooked in his jeans pocket, he strolled toward the butcher.


      

         Hurrying up and down the aisles, she tossed a package of Hanes Her Way panties into the cart. Added an ugly, utilitarian cotton bra. Some socks. A muumuu-style cover-up that could serve as a robe. And all the while, her mind was in disbelief mode. What would her mother think? Buying her unmentionables in a store with dead animals on the wall and bins of potatoes and fragrant onions.


      

         Oh, boy. Best not to go there.


      

         Thing was, she hadn’t come prepared to work. Hadn’t really thought this whole thing out very well. She’d brought along the essentials, but her Harley’s saddlebags weren’t stocked for this new life. Having never done anything like this before, she’d seriously misjudged.


      

         And now, she’d rectify that.


      

         One thing for sure, though. If she intended to spend her days in the barn, she needed boots. No doubt they were lurking around here somewhere. Scanning the aisles, she figured if they made it, Sadler’s carried it.


      

         Sure enough, she found a display of beautiful leather cowboy boots. Or, in her case, cowgirl boots. Not at all what she’d worn on her feet at the fancy equestrian school her mother had insisted she attend.


      

         Now, she needed to thank her for that. She loved horses, loved riding—and she was good at it.


      

         Annelise ran her fingers over the tooled leather, marveling at the intricacy. Then she remembered what she’d be doing when they were on her feet and decided the boots really didn’t need to be pretty. They needed to fit well and protect her feet.


      

         As she tried on several pairs, guilt again seeped into her head. Strangely enough, she didn’t feel guilty for hightailing it halfway across the country without telling her family. In this case, the end did justify the means. She’d come to Texas to try to save her grandfather’s life. Let everyone else sit on their butts. She didn’t intend to. She didn’t worry, either, about any of the obligations she’d walked away from. None of them had been of her choosing.


      

         But deceiving Cash? That gnawed at her. Being dishonest with him didn’t sit well. So open and honest himself, when he found out who she was, how would he react?


      

         Badly. Without a doubt. He’d feel duped, taken advantage of. And she couldn’t blame him.


      

         She thought of the paint chips in his pocket. Lovely jewel colors. But would she be here long enough to get them up on her walls?


      

         Hard to tell.


      

         First and foremost, she had to track down her grandfather’s half sister, a woman who would probably hate her on sight—if the rumors she existed were true. Then would come the persuading, convincing this stranger whom the family had turned its back on that she should help them.


      

         This trip, though, had provided an unexpected bonus, something Annelise hadn’t even considered. She realized, now, how important this undertaking was for her. How vital to have an identity divorced of her family name and money, even if only for a short while.


      

         Picking up another boot, she sighed. She wanted to stay here for a while. She had such wonderful plans for Dottie’s upstairs apartment.


      

         Tomorrow, she’d stop at LeRoy’s Used Furniture and buy the comfortable, stretch-out-on-me couch she’d spotted in the display window. Maybe she’d even check out the Sew and Save for some splashy fun fabric for cushions. Of course, then, she’d have to find someone who could sew. Maybe Dottie knew someone who could help her.


      

         Yes, she was being hypocritical. She accepted that. While she cursed the responsibility of her money, she admitted to being shallow enough to enjoy the comfort it could provide. But it had been a long time since she’d been so excited about anything. Her chest tightened, and her fingers crushed the boots she held. She couldn’t give up on this chance for a little freedom. This was her opportunity to find herself. It was her life. Why shouldn’t she decide how she’d live it?

         


      

         Maybe she could do both herself and her grandfather a favor here in the Lone Star State.


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Half an hour later, Cash pulled up in front of her new home. Grabbing bags, he headed up the steps, taking them two at a time. The man had energy to burn, Annelise thought.


      

         She scooped up the last two bags from the backseat and trudged behind him. Her muscles ached, reminding her she’d shoveled barn stalls all day. She didn’t know what Cash had done today, but he hadn’t mucked stalls.


      

         As the cashier’d rung up her purchases, she’d been appalled at the total. She hadn’t bought that much. Hadn’t bought anything that was really fun. Again, the reality of how sheltered her life had been hit home. She’d never grocery-shopped. Never had to be concerned with the basics. Someone—one of the staff—simply made certain those things were always there, always available.


      

         And these basics had taken a healthy nip out of her piggy bank tonight. Well, she was a working girl now. Eventually, she’d recoup her expenses.


      

         Except she really wouldn’t be here that long, would she?


      

         At the top of the outside steps, Cash moved to one side while she unlocked her door, then moved into the small kitchen area and dumped everything on the counter. Her laundry, neatly folded, lay on her table beside a small plate of Dottie’s wonderful homemade cookies. Smack on top of the pile were her bra and panties.


      

         Cash’s gaze traveled over her lingerie, and he grinned. With one finger, he hooked her bra strap, dangled it. “Very nice.”


      

         She snatched it from him and picked up the pile of clothes, hugging it to her chest. Heat radiated from her face, and she gave him her boardroom stare. “I like it.”


      

         “Bet you do.” Unfazed, he snitched a cookie and took a huge bite. “Mmmmm, mmmm. Can’t beat these, can you?” Then, scanning the cramped space, he asked, “You good to go now?”


      

         “Yes. I think I have everything I need. Thank you.”


      

         “Lock up behind me.”


      

         Her brows rose. “Is there much crime here?”


      

         “In Maverick Junction?” He laughed. “Nah. But just the same, when you’re here alone, it wouldn’t hurt to throw the lock.”


      

         She nodded. Throw the lock. If he only knew. Her everyday life revolved around elaborate security systems, video cams, and ever-present bodyguards.

         


      

         Not anymore. She was on her own now. For the short-term. But she would take his advice. No sense being stupid.


      

         “Dottie doesn’t.”


      

         “I know. She should. I’ve told her that.”


      

         After setting her laundry back onto the table, lingerie-side down, she followed him to the door. He opened it and paused to give her a quick, friendly peck on the cheek.


      

         She turned her head at that instant, and his lips missed their mark, landing squarely on her mouth.


      

         Both pulled away as if burned, and she stepped back. Their eyes met and locked. Heat swept through Annelise; her breasts felt heavy. The man was potent!


      

         His voice gravelly, Cash said, “Night, Annie.” Without another word or a second’s hesitation, he hurried down the stairs and into the night.


      

         Annelise laid her fingers over her lips. Her tingling lips. Innocent. Accidental. The kiss had meant nothing. So why was her heart racing?


      

         His car door opened, closed. The Caddy’s big engine roared to life, drowning out the cicadas’ incessant chirping.


      

         Leaning against the stair railing, she watched his red taillights disappear into the darkness. He’d given her a job, helped her find a place to live, then spent his entire evening taking her to dinner and grocery shopping. Who was this man?


      

         Used to people doing for her, she understood this was innately different. This was personal—and Cash Hardeman was very good at it. Good at making her feel welcome. Special.


      

         With those skills, he’d do well in the boardroom—far better than she. He’d have everyone eating out of his hand. And at stuffy, formal dinner parties? Closing her eyes, Annelise breathed in the heavy night air. Oh, yeah. She could see him. A tailor-made tux that fit his muscular build to perfection, his black Stetson, and his cowboy boots. And a smile with dimples sure to dazzle every woman within a sixty-mile radius. Her most of all.


      

         The killer Texas heat spiked another twenty degrees.


    

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Six


      

         


      

         Hot enough under the collar to ignite a brush fire, Cash stalked toward the big house. Damn Vivi all to hell. This latest fiasco was her way of getting back at him for last night. He knew it as surely as he knew his own name.

         


      

         So now he had to take time out of the middle of the workday to smooth things out with Rosie. The Fourth of July was coming up fast, and the little league ball team he coached, along with their families and half the rest of the county, would be here expecting to eat and celebrate their country’s independence. It took a lot of planning and organization to pull off the annual event. If Rosie, his housekeeper and cook, wasn’t happy, that wasn’t gonna happen.


      

         One thing about Vivi, her timing was spot-on. She knew exactly when to throw her little snit fits to cause the most damage.


      

         His boots thudded loudly on the wooden porch steps. Without stopping to knock, he barged through the door, the screen banging shut behind him.


      

         “Vivi!”


      

         “What?” His grandfather’s widow poked her head out of the living room. Every hair in place, her makeup applied perfectly, she’d no doubt expected him. The short white shorts showed off miles of tanned legs, and the neon-pink tank top hugged a perfect pair of breasts.


      

         Cash guessed he could see what had tempted his grandfather. But at seventy-two, the old codger should have had the sense not to buy the cow—especially with a forty-four-year age difference between himself and that cow. Unfortunately, Gramps hadn’t been using the head on his shoulders and had rushed headlong into matrimony, creating one hell of a mess.


      

         If he’d waited, even a little while, he’d have seen through the façade to the wicked witch inside that showgirl’s body.


      

         Maybe. He hadn’t really been himself the last year or so. He got confused easily, forgot things. They’d never have let him go to Vegas alone if they’d known that’s what he’d planned to do.


      

         They’d been frantic when he disappeared, then reassured when he’d called to tell them he was fine. Too damn bad one of them hadn’t hopped in the plane and flown to Vegas after his call because, while he’d claimed he simply needed to get away for a couple of days, he hadn’t run nearly fast enough. Vivi, damn her hide, caught him.


      

         Gramps had been an easy target. Lonely and disoriented.


      

         They’d buried him three months ago. A fist of pain squeezed Cash’s heart. God, he missed the old man.


      

         “I see your girlfriend’s here again.”


      

         “Annie’s not my girlfriend.”


      

         Vivi rolled her eyes. “Um-hmm. Could’ve fooled me.”


      

         “Don’t start, Vivi.”


      

         “Where’d you find her?”


      

         “She’s new to town.”


      

         His grandmother curled a strand of highlighted blond hair around a finger. “She looks awfully familiar. I could swear I know her from somewhere.”

         


      

         “I seriously doubt that. Don’t think you two run in the same social circle. Besides, it doesn’t matter. As long as Annie does her job, there’s no problem.”


      

         “Exactly which job are you talkin’ about, Cash? Her nine-to-five one here at the ranch or her nighttime job takin’ care of you?” She tipped her head to one side. “Doesn’t it strike you strange she just happened to show up needin’ a job when you’re countin’ down to the big three-oh? When you’re runnin’ out of time to—”


      

         “Stop. Right now.” Anger flared.


      

         “Ah,” Vivi purred. “You’ve already wondered about it. I can see it in your eyes.”


      

         “What? You worried about your inheritance, Vivi? Think Annie knew exactly when I’d be in town so she could lure me in?”


      

         “Maybe. Maybe that part was luck. But I’m telling you, Cash, the lady has her line in the water, and she’s trollin’ for you.”


      

         “Well, you’d certainly be the expert on that, wouldn’t you?”


      

         Vivi simply smiled at him.


      

         “What in the hell was Gramps thinking when he got mixed up with you?”


      

         “Oh, come on, Cash. You know the answer to that. It’s the same thing you’re thinkin’ every time you look at Annie.”


      

         “Go to hell.”


      

         “I already have. It’s called Maverick Junction, Texas.”


      

         Cash kneaded his forehead and took a long, slow breath. “What’s going on between you and Rosie?”


      

         “She’s lazy.”


      

         “Lazy?” He rocked back on his heels. “The woman’s sixty-eight and can work rings around you. And does.”


      

         “She won’t take direction.”


      

         “Excuse me?”


      

         “She’s stubborn. She won’t do as she’s told. I made a couple itsy-bitsy changes in the menu, and the way she took on, you’d think I committed the crime of the century.”


      

         He kept his eyes on hers. “Itsy-bitsy changes?”


      

         Vivi stomped her sandaled foot. “I don’t see why, just because something’s been done a certain way in the past, it has to be sacrosanct.”


      

         “Ooh, big word, Ms. Vegas. You been studying up at night?”


      

         “Damn you to hell and back, Cash Hardeman.”


      

         “Thank you.”


      

         “’Sides, what else have I got to do at night, hmmm? All alone in that big old king-size bed.” She pulled a pout.


      

         A muscle twitched in Cash’s jaw. “I’m going back to the kitchen to talk to Rosie. See if I can settle her down.” He pointed a finger at Vivi. “And you stay the hell away from her.”


      

         Vivi threw him an icy smile. “She’s my cook.”

         


      

         “Thank you for reminding me.” Frustration seeped into him. His hands fisted. “You don’t want to be here on this ranch any more than I want you here. What’ll it take, Vivi, to buy your half out?”


      

         “We’ve already been through this, darlin’. The ranch isn’t for sale.” She stepped to him, laid a hand on his cheek. “Marry me, Cash, and the ranch is all yours.”


      

         “I’d rather eat glass.” He removed her hand from his face.


      

         “Well, if that’s the case, I’m sure Rosie will be only too happy to fix it for you.” Vivi turned and flounced up the highly polished oak staircase, her hips swiveling in her tight shorts.


      

         Cash blew out a breath and headed to the kitchen, his boots loud on the shiny hardwood floors. He avoided the thick accent rugs in blues and orange that Vivi’d added. Too fancy by far, for his taste.


      

         The minute he stepped into the bright, cheerful room, Rosie hustled to him, shaking the wooden spoon in her hand. As wide as Hank was thin, she looked practically apoplectic in her tomato-red housedress. “Cash, you’ve gotta do somethin’ about her.” Dark eyes snapping with anger, she nodded her head in the direction of the front of the house. “It’s her or me. One of us has to go.”


      

         He scrubbed his hands over his face. “You know I’d send her packing if I could.”


      

         “You can. You know what you gotta do.”


      

         “Rosie—”


      

         “Never mind. Have you had lunch?”


      

         “Not yet.”


      

         “Then wash up and let me feed you. Like I used to do before she moved in.” Again, she jerked her graying head toward the front of the house.

         


      

         Cash went to the sink to lather up, scrubbing away the morning’s dust and letting Rosie vent before turning the conversation to the upcoming barbecue.


      

         “That’s the problem. Look at this.” She dug a list out of her mammoth apron pocket and slapped it on the table.


      

         He turned it around so he could read it. The menu. The one they’d used for as many years as he could remember. Whispering Pines’ Fourth of July barbecue was legendary. Angry red lines slashed through most of the items on the list. New dishes had been scrawled beside them. His eyes widened.


      

         “Ah, Vivi told me she’d made a few small changes.”


      

         “A few small changes?” Her stubby finger came down on the scratched-out barbecue pork. “We’re supposed to have prime rib instead. And see here? No apple pies. Instead, I’ve been told to make Baked Alaska.”


      

         “Well—”


      

         “Ain’t gonna happen. Baked Alaska,” she grumbled. She rested both hands on her hips. “Not in this lifetime. And potatoes au gratin instead of corn on the cob? At a Whispering Pines’ barbecue? Humph! The menu stays as it’s always been. Ms. Fancy Pants will have to make do.”


      

         “That’s more than fine with me,” Cash said.


      

         “Yeah, well, that’s real easy for you to say. You’re not cooped up with her here, day after day after day. She can get nasty. Real nasty.”

         


      

         “I know she can, and I’m sorry, Rosie.”


      

         “I know you didn’t make this mess. Mr. Leo’s responsible for it, bless his soul. But one more thing you’ve got to know. I’ve already talked to Hank, and he’s agreed. If that woman fires me because of all this, he’s gonna retire a little earlier than he’d planned. We’ll both be done.”


      

         Hank retire? Rosie leave? Cash’s stomach burned, and it wasn’t from the extra coffee he’d had with breakfast.


      

         “She won’t do that, Rosie. You and I both know she’d starve to death if you left.”


      

         “We’ll see. The woman’s crazy. Like this here new floor. White tile in a ranch house kitchen? What’s wrong with her brain? Can’t keep it clean, but then she doesn’t much care about that. Ain’t her down on her hands and knees scrubbin’ it.”


      

         “You shouldn’t be, either, Rosie. That’s what we hire the cleaning girls to do.”


      

         “Uh-huh.” With that Rosie changed the subject. “Your mama and daddy will be here?”


      

         She set a mammoth sandwich down in front of him, a pile of thinly sliced roast beef cradled between two thick slabs of homemade bread with juicy tomato slices nestled amongst the meat. His stomach rumbled.


      

         “Yes, they will. I’m making an airport run to pick them up later today.” He lifted one slice of bread, saw the horseradish sauce she’d slathered on it, smiled, and took a bite. “Mmmmm. Good stuff, Rosie.”


      

         “’Course it is. Made it, didn’t I? Here’s a glass of cold milk to go with it. Drink it like a good boy.” She plunked it down on the table in front of him, poured a cup of coffee for herself from the old percolator on the stove, and sat down across from him. “It’ll be good to see your folks. It’s past time for them to come home.”


      

         She sneaked a sidelong glance at him. “Maybe they can talk some sense into you.”

         


      

         “Rosie,” he warned. “We’ve already covered this ground. I’m not gonna do it.”


      

         “Yeah, yeah. I know.”


      

         “You’ve got a lot to take care of in the next couple days. Anything I can do?”


      

         “Yeah. You can gag and bind that woman upstairs and lock her in a closet.”


      

         He grinned. “Anything else?”


      

         “Nope. I’ve got the rest under control. Estelle and Mary are coming in the next couple days to help. They’ll be back early on the Fourth to finish things up. I’m making the apple pies myself, though. Can’t be trusting anybody else with those. Baked Alaska,” she muttered. “In a pig’s eye.”


      

         He smiled and wiped his face with the napkin Rosie handed him. Leaning across the table, he kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”


      

         “Ain’t no need to thank me. I’m just doin’ my job.”


      

         “We both know you do more than that.” He hesitated. “Has Hank said anything about the new help I hired?”


      

         “The old coot was madder than a banty rooster when she showed up. Thought I was gonna have to double up on his blood pressure meds. But after that first day, he settled down. Said even though the girl looked like some pampered princess, she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty or too good to put her back into what needs doing.”


      

         “That’s pretty high praise, coming from your husband.”


      

         “Yeah, it is. So I figure this Annie of yours must be okay.”


      

         “She’s not my Annie,” he said quickly.


      

         “Hmph.” She arched her brow. “Maybe she should be. Now get out of here and let me do my work.” She swatted him with a dish towel.


      

         “Yes, ma’am.” As he let himself out the back door, he thought about what Rosie had said. His Annie. Somehow, the idea of that didn’t put him off nearly as much as it should.


      

         And Vivi’s accusations about Annie? Absolute rubbish. Good move on her part, though, he admitted reluctantly. Make him doubt Annie, her intentions. Drive a wedge between them. The woman would do whatever it took to protect her interests.


      

         Well, he wouldn’t think about it anymore. She was wrong.


      

         Barbecue crisis averted, for now anyway, he meandered over to the barn. He’d check on Hank, make sure he was indeed taking things easier. He refused to admit his trip had anything to do with catching a glimpse of Annie.


      

         Sticky hot and feeling more than a little grouchy, he stepped into the barn. Annie was nowhere in sight. Bathed in shadows, the building was a good ten degrees cooler than outside. It smelled of horse and fresh hay, familiar and comforting.


      

         Crouched in a stall, Hank wrapped one of the mare’s legs. Cash leaned against the wood railings. “Annie around?”


      

         “She’s out in the paddock.”


      

         “Okay.”


      

         He straightened to leave, but Hank, madder than a hornet, said, “You gotta do something about this mess.”


      

         “There’s nothing I can do, Hank. You know I would if—”


      

         “Don’t go givin’ me that, boy. You gonna stand back and watch everything your grandfather worked for go down the drain?”


      

         “He did that himself.”


      

         “No, by damn. You and I both know the old man wasn’t in his right mind.”


      

         Cash sighed, took off his hat, and raked his fingers through his hair. “This whole thing is beyond ludicrous. I don’t think any of us understood how jumbled Gramps’s mind had become.”


      

         “Rosie tried to tell me,” Hank said. “Even before Vivi. I didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to believe Leo’s mind was going.”


      

         “None of us did.”


      

         “You know,” Hank said, “in some twisted way that must have made sense to him, he was only givin’ you a nudge.”


      

         “Well, I don’t want to be nudged.” Cash jammed his hands in his pants pockets. “And this is a hell of a lot more than a nudge. A hard shove off a rocky cliff is more like it.”


      

         “Your grandpa was right about one thing. Time you settle down. Start a family.”


      

         “Did you put this stupid idea in his head?”


      

         “No, sir, I did not. Wouldn’t do anything to give the new missus a bit of ground. Your grandpa might have been willin’ to bet with the ranch, but not me. No siree.”


      

         “I won’t get married, Hank, not even to keep the ranch. Marriage shouldn’t be a bargaining chip.”


      

         “I understand that, but I sure as hell don’t want to work for Vivi. That gal wouldn’t know a stallion from a heifer! And you. What’re you going to do?”


      

         Cash rubbed his chest. “She’ll have half interest. That’s it. You’ll still be working for me.”


      

         Hank muttered something under his breath.


      

         Cash ignored it. “I’m gonna tell it to you straight, Hank. Stipulating I had to be married by the time I’m thirty or I share the ranch with Vivi? Big mistake. I’m not gonna be manipulated. I’m not getting married. End of discussion.”


      

         “So you’re gonna turn your back and let that gold digger steal the homestead?”


      

         “No.” Cash shook his head. “I’m gonna let my grandfather’s widow inherit the house she’s living in. If she leaves, according to the will, she walks with two hundred thousand. She knows her half interest is worth way more. So I offered her three times that, but still no dice.”


      

         “Over half a million. Not bad for eight months with one of the nicest men God ever put on Earth. Too bad about all of it. You, your Gramps,” Hank groused.


      

         “I’d have to agree. On all counts.”


      

         Hank let loose with enough curses to turn the air blue. “She hates it here. Why doesn’t she take the money and run?”


      

         Cash shrugged.


      

         “It ain’t right!” Hank spit tobacco juice into a can, then shot a glance at Cash. “Don’t tell Rosie I’m chewin’ out here.”


      

         “What happens in the barn—” Cash spread his hands.


      

         “Yeah, yeah.” Not done yet, Hank said, “It ain’t only the house, and you know that. If that was all she’d get, maybe I could stomach it. But you’ve worked your ass off on this ranch. Ever since you finished that degree of yours, you’ve devoted yourself to Whispering Pines. Hell, even before that, you spent every weekend your daddy didn’t need you over here helping Leo.”


      

         “Yes, I did. And it seems that was a mistake.”


      

         “You could contest the will.”


      

         “We’ve been through this, Hank. I’m not going there.”


      

         “Whispering Pines is your birthright.”


      

         “Gramps owned it. He could do what he wanted with it.”


      

         “Yeah, and if he’d been in his right mind, he’d have left it to you. Wouldn’t have married Vegas in the first place.”


      

         “But he did.”


      

         “What about that new house you built for yourself down by the lake?”


      

         “I’m gonna dicker with Vivi a little. See if maybe she’ll sell me the piece of land it’s on free and clear. Separate it from the rest of the package.”


      

         “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.”


      

         “There’s nothing else I can do.” His voice rose in frustration, and several of the horses shifted uneasily, including the one Hank worked with.


      

         Hank ran a hand over the mare’s flank. “Easy, girl.” His face tightened. “Never took you for a quitter.”


      

         Cash’s own face darkened. “Careful.”


      

         “You got options.”


      

         “I’m not marrying Vivi, not taking my grandpa’s leavings.”


      

         “No. Don’t expect you to do that. She does, though.”


      

         “Yeah, I know. She’s made that crystal clear.”


      

         “Still, I’ll repeat, you got options.” The old hand spit another stream of tobacco.


      

         “Sometimes, the fight’s simply bigger than a fellow should take on.”


      

         “Yeah, and sometimes a fella flat-assed doesn’t know what’s good for him.” Hank tossed the end of the leg wrap into the corner and stormed out of the barn.


      

         “Shit.” Cash kicked a wooden stool beside him and sent it skittering. It hit the wall, and the mare snickered.


      

         “That’s what I say.” Cash strode out into the bright sunshine, but the shadows followed.


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Annelise, in the paddock, saw Hank stalk from the barn.


      

         “You okay?” she asked.


      

         “Yes. I am. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay out of Cash’s way for a bit.”


      

         “Why?”


      

         “’Cause he’s stupider than a jackass today.”


      

         “Okay.”


      

         Some of the guys were hauling tables from an outbuilding, and she went to help with that. Because they’d been stored there after the last big to-do, they needed to be scrubbed before the barbecue. She pitched in, glad to have something to keep her busy.


      

         Her mind drifted to her grandfather. She’d been too tired last night to do anything more than drop into bed after Cash left. Tonight she had to get busy digging on her laptop.


      

         Grandpa was in remission. It could be months or even years before he came out of it. There was no way of knowing. But without the bone marrow transplant, the threat would always be there, hanging over his head like a loaded gun.


      

         The chemo treatments had given them precious time, had done their job. Now she had to do hers.


      

         Cash found her while she was taking a water break, sitting with her back against a tall oak.


      

         “Hey, darlin’, I’ve been looking for you.”


      

         “Are you okay?”


      

         “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”


      

         “No reason.” Whatever he and Hank had argued about had apparently blown over. Cash looked, right now, like he didn’t have a care in the world.


      

         He sprawled beside her, his long legs stretched out in front of him. Staubach plopped down in the grass beside him and fell instantly asleep, his nose twitching as he dreamed. No doubt he chased a long-eared jackrabbit through the meadows behind the barns.


      

         Head propped on one hand, Cash reached up and casually took a lock of her hair between his fingers, playing with it. Annelise willed herself to sit still, though her stomach started tumbling around itself at his touch, at his presence. This man made her heart stumble. And that was bad. But if Cash could play it cool, so could she.


      

         “Gonna share?” He nodded at her water bottle.


      

         “Oh. Sure.” Their fingers touched as he took it from her, and the same electricity as before flooded her. Did he feel it?


      

         If he did, he didn’t let on. He took a huge swallow and passed it back.


      

         She took a smaller drink, placing her lips where his had been, remembering the accidental kiss on her stairs last night.


      

         “Cash, would you mind if I worked with Shadow? I—”


      

         “No. Stay away from him.”


      

         “But—”


      

         “No buts, Annie. Shadow’s not ready for you or anybody else yet. He’s got history. His last owner abused him.”


      

         “I understand that.”


      

         “Then you understand he might hurt you.”


      

         “Cash, I’m a big girl. I’ve worked with and around horses all my life. I love them. I think I can make a difference with your beautiful gray horse.”


      

         “I appreciate that, but the answer’s still no.”


      

         She said nothing and took another sip of water.


      

         “Now you’re pouting.”


      

         “I’m not pouting,” she groused.


      

         “Sure you are. Look at you.”


      

         “Without a mirror, that’s kind of difficult. I simply choose not to argue with you about it.”


      

         “Good. Listen, I gotta go pick up my parents at the airport.” He took her hand in his, ran a thumb over the back of it. “Want to come with me?”


      

         Oh, yes, she certainly did. But that would be foolhardy. And whatever else Georgia and Edmund Montjoy had or had not done, they’d not raised a fool for a daughter.


      

         “No, thanks, Cash. I’ve still got a lot to do here.”


      

         “I’m the boss.” He leaned in closer. He smelled good. Clean, healthy male. “I can get you excused from some of those duties.”


      

         She pulled her hand from his and laid it on his cheek. “And as much as I’d like that, I don’t want anyone accusing me of not pulling my weight or of being boss’s pet.”


      

         He pulled back. “Has someone insinuated—”


      

         “No.” She shook her head. “They haven’t. And I want to keep it that way. Besides, I’m filthy. I don’t want your parents’ first impression of me to be the way I look—and smell—right now.”


      

         Grinning, he put his nose in the crook of her neck and inhaled. “You smell good, Annie. Good enough to eat.”


      

         Her hands were halfway to his head, to cradle him, pull him closer, when she caught herself. With a strangled laugh, she pushed him away. “Right. You’d better be careful. Someone’s going to lock you up in the loony bin.”


      

         “Long as they lock you up with me, I don’t care.”


      

         Laughing, Annelise stood. She’d come a long way in these two short days. Working, flirting, and feeling good about it. She’d never experienced this instant chemistry. This link. This intense magnetism. She liked it.


      

         “My break’s over, boss. Gotta get back to work.” She met his eyes. “I’ll be looking forward to meeting your parents. They have to be great people.”


      

         And she walked away without once glancing back. Self-preservation. Cash Hardeman spoke to her like no other man ever had.


      

         Even with Doug, with whom she’d spent so much time, her response had been tepid at best.


      

         With Cash? Steaming hot. She felt him in every cell of her being.


      

         Yes, he was nice to look at—and wasn’t that the understatement of the century? But it was more than that. He was…he was good. He was honest. He was caring.


      

         He was also trouble. In capital letters.


    

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Seven


      

         


      

         Headed for the airport, Cash sped down the interstate. Cool air blasting from the vents, the radio at full volume in his parents’ cherry-red Cadillac Escalade, he followed the flow of the crush of traffic around him. He sang along with Garth, his thumb drumming on the steering wheel.

         


      

         He might be dusty boots and even dustier dashboard as a rule, but today he was picking up his mom. So he’d shined the Escalade from bumper to bumper. His mother was, after all, his favorite lady.


      

         Staubach had carried on something awful at being left at home. If the car moved, he expected to be in it. The old mutt had stubbornly followed him clear to the end of the drive before sitting on his haunches to howl pathetically as Cash turned onto the main road. He’d have to give him double doggie treats when he got back.


      

         In truth, the dog wasn’t the only creature feeling pathetic. His mind refused to clear. Normally, he loved time like this. Short stints away from everything. Away from the demands and responsibilities of the ranch, away from petty squabbling among the hands. From the bickering between Vivi and Rosie. Time alone to think.


      

         Today, though, he didn’t much like being alone with his thoughts. He didn’t like the direction they kept taking. Didn’t like that he and Hank had argued.


      

         A passing truck honked. What was his problem? Cash glared at the semi as it roared past and, though it was small of him, hoped a trooper waited around the next corner to pull his butt over.


      

         Vivi.


      

         Annie.


      

         Neither woman gave him a moment’s peace. By themselves, either would be enough to drive a man to drink. But together? The two of them running around in his head was definitely cause for a six-pack or two.


      

         Toss in that damnable codicil in Gramps’s will, and it was a wonder he wasn’t bonkers. He’d known the old man hoped he’d settle down and make him some grandbabies. What he hadn’t understood, he guessed, was how badly Gramps had wanted that. Maybe. And maybe it was simply the senility talking.


      

         Cash couldn’t believe Gramps had wanted it enough to risk it all. Enough to throw away everything he and Grandma Edith had worked for. ’Cause that’s the way it was gonna turn out. Damned if Cash intended to get hitched in the next six months in order to keep the ranch. No piece of land was worth that. He was footloose and fancy-free, and that was exactly the way he wanted it.


      

         If and when he got married, it would be his decision, his choice. The time, the place, and the bride.


      

         Yet the thought of walking away from Whispering Pines, of turning over the reins to Showgirl really pissed him off. Despite what he’d told Hank, he wasn’t at all sure he could work with Vivi. When it came right down to it, would he walk rather than spend day after day after day butting heads with her? If he did relinquish his rights, he’d lay odds on Vivi selling the ranch immediately to a third party and heading back to Vegas in search of her next victim. If she stayed put, she’d run the Pines into the ground in under a year.


      

         Either way, the ranch would be lost to him, his grandfather’s legacy kaput.


      

         Cash knew with a bone-deep certainty that any amount of money he proposed wouldn’t be enough. Vivi had turned down every offer he’d made. Nope, she would sell the place to someone else and for less money—simply to spite him.


      

         So many had made the Pines their home. Rosie and Hank, the wranglers and ranch hands. A lot of good people would suffer if he couldn’t reach some sort of compromise. His jaw tightened as the weight settled more heavily on his shoulders.


      

         And the pretty little house he’d built with his own hands, his own sweat. He’d situated it down by the lake on the far corner of Gramps’s land, figuring it would be home forever. He liked the solitude. Loved the land.


      

         A dull ache settled behind Cash’s eyes and refused to budge.


      

         He missed his grandfather. Missed their morning talks over coffee, their walks by the old fishing hole. He missed the smell of Gramps’s cherry pipe tobacco and the mints he carried in his pocket. He missed his voice, his quick wit. Even with the fog slowly taking over his mind, he’d still been able to hold up his end of any conversation.


      

         Cash had never begrudged his grandfather anything, but if Leo—in a moment of irrationalness—had needed a sexy, young thing, why couldn’t he simply have bought one a big old pair of diamond earrings or a bracelet or something, bedded her, then come on home? Why’d he have to put a ring on it and bring her home as his wife?


      

         And why had this man who’d never been sick a day in his life suddenly keeled over from a heart attack and died, leaving Cash to deal with the devious, scheming bride turned widow? Vivi managed to ruffle everyone’s feathers. Running interference between her and the ranch hands, his sister, and his parents had practically turned into a full-time job.


      

         The funeral barely behind them, the grieving widow had wasted no time putting her stamp on things. She’d hired a crew of designers from Dallas to redo the old farm house. The place had great bones. But Gramps hadn’t changed a thing since Grandma Edith had passed away eight years ago. The same cabbage-rose wallpaper had hung in the living and dining rooms. The linoleum in the kitchen had been worn and faded and the furniture comfortable but well-worn. Grandma’s collection of tea kettles had filled the breakfast nook’s hutch.


      

         Not anymore. The house had been done over from top to bottom in slick, bright colors and fussy furniture. Cash felt like a stranger in the house he’d practically grown up in. More than once, Vivi had offered to share it with him. All he had to do was marry her.


      

         Hell would freeze over first.


      

         Then there was Annie. He’d known her two days now, but it seemed like forever. Felt as though he’d waited for her always.


      

         And wasn’t that gibberish? Beneath his dark glasses, he rubbed at the tic in his eye. If he said something like that to any of the guys, they’d lock him in a rubber room. And rightly so.


      

         Annie was intelligent, fun, unexpected, and damned easy on the eyes. He sighed and swerved the Escalade around some slower moving traffic. His exit was coming up, so he slid back into the right-hand lane.


      

         He’d like to say she was comfortable to be with because she was. But at the same time, he felt worked up when he was with her. Agitated. Yeah, a sexual thing. The woman gave off heat without even trying. Simply looking at her made him want to turn caveman and drag her off to his bed. Hardly a good thing since she worked for him. Maybe he should just fire her, cart her off to bed, and be done with it.


      

         Something was fishy, though. She shut down when the conversation turned to her. Hell, she wouldn’t even fill out the paperwork so he could cut her a paycheck. Every time he brought up anything personal, she talked her way around the barn and back without really telling him a thing. She was close-mouthed. Hardly the basis for a good relationship.


      

         But then, he didn’t really want a relationship with her, did he?


      

         She hadn’t bought much at Sadler’s, had brought less than nothing with her. Exactly what he’d expect from someone on the run. He figured one morning she wouldn’t show up for work, and he’d head on over to Dottie’s place to find her gone without so much as a note. Not a clue as to why or where she’d gone.


      

         Wasn’t that essentially what his pal Brawley had done to Maggie? Led her on, then cut and run? Cash had been the one left behind to help her pick up the pieces. Not pretty.


      

         He and Annie really didn’t have a “thing,” though, did they? Might be best if she did take off before whatever was going on between them developed into more.


      

         His mind worried the situation like a tongue on a sore tooth. Annie’s manners, her jewelry, the new Harley. Had to be some money someplace.


      

         He’d been born and raised here. This was home. But Annie? What was she doing in Maverick Junction, Texas? Cash reached for the mug of iced tea he’d brought along and took a swig. What brought her here, and why did he care? It was none of his business. None whatsoever. And he’d do well to remember that.


      

         Still, as he exited the main highway and took the ramp to the airport, his mind drifted to last night. That simple, accidental kiss had burned him. But when they’d both pulled away, she looked surprised but unaffected.


      

         Annie was a hard nut to crack. If he was smart, he wouldn’t even try.


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Annelise finished the last of her chores, then scurried into the little bathroom at the back of the barn. She washed up as best she could and slipped into the fresh top she’d tucked into her saddlebag that morning.


      

         She sighed, relishing the feel of silk against her skin. She loved this blouse. She’d bought it in Paris at one of the last runway shows she’d attended. It was a world apart from the cotton tanks she’d picked up at Sadler’s.


      

         Giving Hank a shouted good-bye, she escaped into the sunlight. She had plans.


      

         When she straddled her Harley and slid on her helmet, she accepted she’d willingly give up silk forever for this. She dropped her dark glasses into place and with the wind in her face, headed to town.


      

         Staying busy was her key to maintaining her sanity, because she would go nuts if she didn’t do something while waiting to hear from Ron. Grandpa was all right—for now. He was back home, living life. True, he was a ticking bomb, but it wouldn’t go off today or tomorrow.


      

         The treatments had bought them some time. But she couldn’t just sit and twiddle her thumbs. Better that she get her hands dirty, spruce up Dottie’s apartment, and make it her own—even if only for a short while. Dottie had taken her in and given her a place to live. A home. Her very first on her own. The least she could do was leave it a somewhat better place than she’d found it.


      

         First order of business—some different furniture, and she knew exactly what she wanted. She wanted the broken-in, chocolate-brown couch she’d spotted in the store window the night before. It was perfect.


      

         She parked in the same spot she had two mornings ago when she’d first ridden into Maverick Junction. BC. Before Cash. It blew her mind how so much had happened in such a short time.


      

         Cash. That cowboy could matter to her—a lot—if she let him. But the foundation of their relationship had been built on dishonesty.


      

         Now that she knew him better, she didn’t doubt for a heartbeat he’d boot her out of his life when he discovered the truth, that she’d been less than straightforward with him. And he would find her out. Eventually. Somehow. It was simply a matter of time.


      

         Best-case scenario would be her coming clean and telling him who she really was and what she was doing here. But that would change everything. Would ruin the easygoing give and take between them, between herself and the other ranch hands, the people in town. Money always changed things—whether you had it or didn’t have it. It got in the way.


      

         Before she told anyone, she wanted a chance for them to get to know her. Annie. Not Annelise, the heiress to the Montjoy Oil fortune.

         


      

         It made her stomach jittery to think of the house of cards she’d built. It made her stomach even more jittery to think of Cash. And that couldn’t be good.


      

         The bell over the door jangled happily as she stepped inside LeRoy’s Used Furniture.


      

         “Howdy.” A man appeared from the backroom. “Name’s LeRoy. What can I do for you?”


      

         She didn’t bother to check the price, didn’t even think of bargaining with him. “Hello, LeRoy. I’m Annie, and I want the couch in the window.”


      

         “It’s a good one.”


      

         “I agree.”


      

         “That do it for ya?” He picked up a pad and pen and an old pair of reading glasses.


      

         “No, I’m going to take that mirror. The one in the corner.” She moved closer, saw several others leaning behind it. “Actually, LeRoy, I’d like all four of those mirrors.”


      

         They’d be great in the apartment and would give the room the appearance of more space. She almost laughed. Could anything make those rooms look bigger? Well, she’d give it a go.


      

         Surprised, LeRoy nodded and gathered them up.


      

         She waded through the jumble of tables, lamps, and knickknacks, pointing at things as she went. “And I want this. And this.” An off-white wingback chair caught her eye, and she added it to her list.


      

         She wandered around the crowded store, making her selections, mentally placing them in her small apartment, imagining what they’d look like with her paint choices. She’d spray-paint the metal mirror and the lamp to match the chair.


      

         Standing in the center of the jumble, she raised her arms and pulled her hair up in a ponytail. “If I buy all this, is there any chance I can get it delivered? The only vehicle I have is my Harley.” She tilted her head toward the street.


      

         “Oh, she’s a beauty,” he said. “Saw it the other day when you were in to Sally’s. Yes, ma’am, I surely can deliver this for you.”


      

         “Tonight?”


      

         He checked his watch and nodded slowly. “I’ve got a truck out back and a son and his friend with strong, young backs. I’m figurin’ you must be the gal rented Dottie’s place.”


      

         Her body stiffened in surprise. Small towns and their gossip mills. People here seemed to know what she was going to do before she did. But at least it wasn’t splashed in full-color in the tabloids for the entire world’s viewing. And most of all, no one judged her or told her what she could and couldn’t do.


      

         “Yes, LeRoy, I am.” She forced herself to relax. “You know, then, where all this has to go?”


      

         “Yep, sure do.”


      

         “One more thing. If I buy some paint, would you throw that on your truck, too, and deliver it with the furniture and things?”


      

         “Be more than happy to.”


      

         She paid him and then walked down the street to Sadler’s, color chips in hand. Once inside the eclectic store, she arranged for the paint to be mixed and delivered to LeRoy’s. Maybe she’d eat at Sally’s Place as long as she was here. Tomorrow would be soon enough to tackle the kitchen.


      

         Besides, once she got back to Dottie’s, she had homework to do. It was way past time to get back to her search for her long-lost relative. No doubt Ron would turn up something, but in the meantime, she intended to do some cyberspace snooping of her own.


      

         And while she was at Sally’s, she could ask around a bit. She’d tried with LeRoy, but he’d been a dead end. It was like walking a tightrope. If she was too subtle, she couldn’t unearth anything. Too specific, and she’d have the paparazzi swarming the town.


      

         They were almost an inevitability at some point. But not yet.


      

         She swung through Sally’s door. Who knew? She might get lucky.


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Two hours later, Annelise stood in the center of her living room, a huge grin on her face. Dottie, bless her heart, had been true to her word. When Annelise arrived with the furniture truck, her apartment had been emptied of all the old pieces. Curtis, Dottie’s neighbor, had stored everything in the shed.


      

         Now, the new-to-her pieces were scattered around the rooms, bringing some much needed color and pizzazz to the space. Her mother would have a fit that she’d bought secondhand furniture, but, really, when you thought about it, what were antiques except really, really old used furniture?


      

         She’d chosen Tiffany-blue for her walls and wanted to start painting in the worst way, but her body simply refused. She’d used muscles today she hadn’t known existed.


      

         Instead, dressed in a pair of soft, white cotton shorts and a pale yellow ribbed tank top, she grabbed a cold soda from the fridge, popped the top, and plopped down on her new sofa with one of Dottie’s cookies and her laptop. She’d opened the windows when she came home, and a breeze wafted in, fluttering the white gauze drapes she’d found at Sadler’s. LeRoy’d hung them for her before he and the boys left. The scent of roses drifted up from Dottie’s garden.


      

         And all was well with the world.


      

         Well, almost. She hadn’t turned up any clues about her aunt, but she would.


      

         She deleted four unread e-mails from Doug and lost herself in her research.


      

         A knock sounded at the door.


      

         Startled, she jerked upright, nearly spilling the last of her drink. It was dark. Who in the world would be visiting this late? Had she locked up when the guys left?


      

         Setting the can on the kitchen counter, pulse racing, she moved to the door and flicked on the porch light.


      

         Cash.


      

         Her heart started its own Texas two-step.


      

         She threw open the door. “Is everything okay?”


      

         “Yep.” His gaze traveled over her. “It is now.”


      

         “Did your parents have a good flight?”


      

         He nodded. “They did.”


      

         She grinned. “Would you like to come in?”


      

         “I would.” He stepped inside, then hesitated. “Something I’ve got to get out of the way first, though. And I want it perfectly clear that neither of us is on the clock, right?”


      

         “Right.”


      

         “Good.” He thumbed back his cowboy hat. Then his arms snaked around her, drawing her close. Very slowly, green eyes intent, he lowered his head, sniffed her neck, and sent a shiver to her core.


      

         “Nice,” he murmured.


      

         Her hands fisted in his shirt.


      

         His lips met hers for the briefest of moments, lightly, softly. He started to pull away, stopped, slanted his lips across hers again. This time the kiss was that of a starving man, demanding, taking, his tongue tasting hers, dancing with it. Hot and wet.


      

         She trembled. She wanted more. Oh, so much more.


      

         When he lifted his head this time, she ran her tongue over her swollen lips, stared into his desire-darkened eyes, and realized he looked as shaken as she felt.


      

         As he released her, she reached out to steady herself. “Whew.”


      

         “I’ll second that.” Cash’s voice was husky. “I had to know if that kiss last night, as brief as it was, was really as potent as I remembered.”


      

         “Cash—”


      

         He laid a finger over her lips. “No, don’t say anything. Let’s leave it alone for now. I actually came by to see if you wanted to go for a ride. It’s a beautiful evening.”


      

         “A ride? Now?”


      

         “Yeah. You ever take your Harley out at night?”


      

         She shook her head.


      

         “Then, darlin’, you don’t know what you’re missing. The cool wind in your face, the single beam of light slashing through the dark, lighting a narrow path. Everything else hidden. Just you and your machine.” He showed his dimples. “I brought my own helmet.”


      

         “That was presumptuous.”


      

         “Huh-uh. That was being prepared.”


      

         She shouldn’t. She knew she shouldn’t. She had work to do. But, oh, she wanted to give in to the temptation. She played tug-of-war with herself and lost. Her grandpa’s sister had been lost for over half a century. One more night wouldn’t hurt.


      

         “Let’s do it.” She reached for the key she’d laid on the small table by the door.


      

         “You got some new furniture.” Then he let out a long laugh and crossed to the sofa. “I don’t believe it.”


      

         “What?”


      

         He ran a hand over the back of the soft, brown sofa. “This was my grandpa’s. It’s one of the things Vivi dumped when she redid the place. I love this couch.” He dropped onto it.


      

         “So do I.”


      

         “I’m glad it’s here with you. Gramps would be happy, too. He’d have liked you.”


      

         In some small pocket of Cash’s brain, a warning bell sounded. His grandpa would have liked Annie. The same grandpa that wanted him married. Now his sofa had ended up here. If Cash was a superstitious kind of a guy, he’d be worried.

         


      

         Luckily, he wasn’t.


      

         “So change into some jeans and let’s go.” He sprang up from the couch. “You’re gonna let me drive, right?”


      

         “Wrong.”


    

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Eight


      

         


      

         Annie, I’m the guy. The guy drives.”

         


      

         “Not always.”


      

         “In Texas he does.”


      

         She rolled her eyes. “That is so male!”


      

         “There you go. I’m a male.”


      

         “It’s about control. You’re used to being in control.”


      

         Hands on his hips, he thought about that. “Yeah, guess I am.”


      

         “Well, so am I. And it’s my bike.” She dangled the keys in front of him. “My keys mean I drive.”


      

         “But you don’t know where we’re going,” he argued.


      

         “So you’ll be my co-pilot. Direct me. How else am I going to learn my way around?”


      

         He scowled, not at all comfortable with the way this was going down. “Tell you what. Why don’t we take the Caddy? Top’s down, and it’s an amazing night. It’ll be nice.”


      

         She laughed, the sound curling itself in his belly. “Nice try, but uh-uh. No way. You talked me into a night bike ride, Cash, and that’s what I intend to have.”


      

         “You might want to think about this.”


      

         “Oh, I have.” A quick grin lit her face. Then, mimicking his stance, she rested her hands on those curvy hips and tilted her head. “You’re not afraid to ride with me, are you?”

         


      

         His eyes narrowed. “Afraid? Me? Not in this lifetime.”


      

         “Good.”


      

         After he stepped onto the stair landing, she closed and locked the door behind her. Then she headed down the stairs and hopped on her Harley. In the driver’s seat. He felt unbelievably silly as he slowly swung his leg and slid behind her. He sure as hell hoped nobody saw him sitting in the sissy seat. “Annie—”


      

         “Hold on, big boy.” The bike rumbled to life. She spurted out of the drive so fast he barely had time to wrap his arms around her slender waist.


      

         He held himself stiffly as she navigated her way through the side streets, fuming that she didn’t trust him to drive her motorcycle. But then, as they headed out of town along the dark road, the night air wrapped around him, and he began to relax.


      

         Not half-bad. Rather than hands on the controls, his arms were free to slide around Annie. His palms rested on her taut stomach, imagined the soft, warm skin beneath that butter-colored tank. He leaned into her, breathed in her purely feminine scent. Nuzzled her neck just below her helmet.


      

         The bike wobbled and he pulled back, laughing.


      

         Throwing caution to the wind, they wound through narrow back roads as he directed her across his grandfather’s land to his little place by the lake. His sanctuary. He didn’t often take anyone there.


      

         As it came into view, she slowed. “Oh, Cash. This is incredible.”


      

         It was, he thought. The moon hung low, glimmered in the lake. The stately pines that rimmed the far side reflected in the smooth-as-glass dark water. And his house, with its cedar siding and high-pitched cedar-shingled roof, looked like every man’s dream. He’d worried when his mother had insisted on planting those daisies flanking the porch and walk. But their white heads glistened in the moonlight and actually added to the place’s charm.


      

         He cleared his throat. “I like it.”


      

         She turned off her bike, and the two of them sat listening to the bullfrogs, the cicadas, the hoot of an owl off in the distance.


      

         His fingers itched to run along her moon-gilded arms and shoulders, and he found himself wishing he hadn’t suggested she change out of those little white shorts before hopping on the bike. His hands itched to tangle themselves in the mass of curls that tumbled free when she removed her helmet.


      

         Instead, he said, “Come on. Let me show you around.”


      

         They left the helmets on the bike and walked across the yard to stand by the lake. Before they reached the water’s edge, Staubach came barreling toward them, whimpering and shaking with delight.


      

         “I thought you were locked in the house, pal.” Cash snagged his collar, and the dog dropped to the ground.


      

         Annie crouched beside him, and the dog wriggled loose from Cash and rolled onto his back. With a laugh, she gave in. “You like this, don’t you, you silly thing.”


      

         “Nothing silly ’bout having a woman’s hands on you.”


      

         Their eyes met in the pale light, and he had to remind himself to go slow. To resist the urge to join her on the grass. To fight the almost overwhelming need to put his own hands all over her.


      

         “Up for another ride?” he asked impulsively, spotting the canoe he’d left tethered to his dock.


      

         “Now?”


      

         “Sure, why not?”


      

         She grinned. “Why not?”


      

         “You’re staying here, Staubach.”


      

         The dog, happy to have his person home, sat on his haunches, tail wagging.


      

         Cash helped her in, then settled himself on the center bench. This time he was driving, by God. His paddle dipped almost silently into the water as they glided toward the middle of the lake.


      

         Overhead, stars winked, and the moon scattered soft light. Not a single cloud drifted by to mar the sky’s obsidian perfection.


      

         Totally relaxed, she leaned back, dipping her hand in the cool water, letting her fingers trail as they slipped smoothly along.


      

         “Look,” she whispered. Fireflies winked and darted across the water.


      

         Cash angled the paddle back into the canoe and leaned forward. His arm slid around Annie and drew her close. She yipped when the boat rocked.


      

         “Shhh. It’s okay. You’re safe.”


      

         Still, she held on to the sides.


      

         He pried her fingers loose and put her hands on his arms. “Here. Hold on to me.”


      

         Before she could protest, he lowered his mouth to hers.


      

         Annie’s grip tightened on his biceps. With a sigh, she leaned closer still, seeming unconcerned when the canoe listed, then righted itself. Her mouth opened, and she gave him everything. He changed the angle and deepened the kiss.


      

         Heart hammering in his chest, Cash finally broke the mind-staggering connection. “Annie—”


      

         She shook her head, laid a finger over his lips. “Don’t say anything, Cash. Kiss me again.”


      

         With a groan, he did just that. One kiss led to another and another. His hand worked beneath her shirt, ran over skin as soft as dandelion down. The woman smelled like sin and tasted twice as good.


      

         A gust of wind created a small wave, and their canoe rode up and over it.


      

         “Maybe we should take this onshore,” he managed.


      

         “Yes.” Annie ran a hand through those long, black curls, tucking them behind her ears.


      

         He smiled, noticing her voice wasn’t steady. Good thing, ’cause his sure wasn’t.


      

         He paddled toward the house, his strokes not nearly as clean now, the ride less smooth as he chopped through the water. He wanted this woman. In his arms. In his bed. Now.


      

         Then what?


      

         Damned if he knew, but he’d worry about that come sunup.


      

         He hopped onto the dock, slipped the knotted rope around the piling, and reached down to help Annie up. Those big, beautiful eyes of hers looked sleepy, heavy-lidded, and sexy as hell. He wondered if they’d make it past the hammock on the porch.


      

         They did. Barely. Staubach whined as Cash closed the door, barring him entry.


      

         Once inside, he drew Annie to him again, his lips hungry to taste her, his hands ravenous to touch. He craved every delicious inch of her. Together, they fell onto the sofa. It wasn’t long, though, till they rolled off the cushions onto the soft rug he’d thrown in front of the stone fireplace.


      

         He pulled off his shirt, desperate to feel her hands on him. He hesitated, looked at her for permission. She smiled slowly and, with one quick tug, pulled her own shirt over her head.


      

         God, she was more beautiful than he could have imagined. Her skin glowed in the silver light. Her breasts spilled over the cups of the tiny scrap of lace she wore. On some level, his brain registered that no way in hell had she bought that bra at Sadler’s.


      

         His body thrummed. He wanted to bury himself in her and let go. Wanted to make love to her all night long.


      

         Breath ragged, he whispered against her lips. “Annie, I need to get protection. I hadn’t planned, hadn’t thought— It’s upstairs in my nightstand.”


      

         He pulled away, leaned back in to drop kisses along her midriff, up her neck. His lips met hers for one last smoldering kiss before he drew away, taking his body heat with him, leaving her chilled despite the sweltering Texas night.


      

         “I’ll be one minute.” His eyes met hers. “Don’t go anywhere.”


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Annelise lay where she was, watched him take the stairs two at a time, heard his footsteps overhead. Then a drawer opened, but didn’t close.


      

         She ran her fingers through already mussed hair. Hair Cash had mussed. She closed her eyes. What had she done? She’d never gone this far. Caught up in the moment, in those killer kisses, she’d forgotten who she was. What was at stake. Why she’d come.


      

         He raced down the stairs and dropped onto the rug beside her. Then he tipped his head, eyeing her warily. “You’ve changed your mind.”


      

         “It’s not—”


      

         “You’ve changed your mind,” he repeated.


      

         She reached out and laid her hand on his leg. “We need to talk.”


      

         He gave a half laugh and drew away from her touch. “Right now?”


      

         “Right now.”


      

         He rolled away from her, onto his back, and threw an arm over his eyes. “All this time, I’ve been asking questions and you’ve been avoiding them.” Slowly, he pulled his arm away and looked at her. “Now you want to talk?”


      

         She swallowed. What little courage she had began to slip away. “I can’t do this, Cash. I have reasons, but—”


      

         He threw her a sharp look. “You said you weren’t married.”


      

         “No. I most certainly am not.” She wrung her hands. “That’s definitely not the reason. I’m…I’m sorry. So sorry. And I’m not a tease. Please, believe me. That’s not what’s going on here.”


      

         He said nothing, simply kept those dark green eyes steady on hers.


      

         “I can’t do this.” She rubbed her temples. “I thought I could, but I can’t. And I can’t explain. Not now.”


      

         “Give me one reason.” He held up a finger. “Just one.”


      

         “We have to work together.” She was grasping at straws and knew it.


      

         “We’re not working tonight. We’re simply two people who want each other.”


      

         “But tomorrow…and the next day…” She averted her eyes.


      

         “That’s an excuse. What’s the real reason, Annie?” His voice sounded tired. Deflated. “I’ve asked you before. What are you running away from?”


      

         She stiffened.


      

         “Shit, Annie. Don’t do that. Don’t pull away from me. Don’t shut down.”


      

         He reached for her, but she twisted, avoiding his hands. This was the time. The time to come clean. To tell him everything. It would never be more perfect.


      

         She couldn’t. Couldn’t admit she was a fraud, an imposter. Couldn’t face the betrayal, the disillusionment that would cloud his eyes.


      

         “I’m sorry. I want to go home, Cash. I bought my paint and stuff today, and I really need to pull my apartment together. I have tomorrow off, and I want to get an early start.”


      

         

        Annelise Montjoy, you are a coward.

      

         


      

         “We’ll go over in the morning, Annie. Together. I’ll help you, and that’ll make up for me taking you away tonight.”


      

         Her resolve splintered around the edges, and she nearly gave in. She craved his kisses, his caresses. His body. Wanted all of this Texas cowboy.


      

         He nestled into her, tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. Ran the palm of his hand along her cheek and neckline. “Tomorrow’s plenty of time, darlin’,” he whispered in her ear. “Tonight is for us. Here.”


      

         Oh, God, the man tempted her. But if there was one absolute…She would not give in. Could not. It would be bad enough for him to find out she’d deceived him. How much worse if she took him as a lover tonight? How much deeper the cut?


      

         She straightened. “I’m sorry, Cash. No.”


      

         “Fine.” A muscle ticced in his jaw. “No big deal.”


      

         “Your expression says differently.”


      

         “Yeah, well, I’m a big boy.” He grabbed his shirt, stuffed his arms in it. “I can control myself. If a woman says no, I don’t go there. I’ve never forced a woman, and I’m sure not gonna start now. Let’s get you home.”


      

         He scooped up her shirt, tossed it to her. “You know, Hank told me that, despite your faded jeans, you reminded him of a pampered little rich girl when he first saw you. Damned if he wasn’t right.”


      

         All the blood drained from her. She licked dry lips. “What?”


      

         “I said—”


      

         “I know what you said,” she bit back. “Why?”


      

         “Why? That look you shot me just now was pure ice princess, and believe me, honey, you’ve got it down pat. Apparently I, your humble servant, have displeased you.”


      

         “Don’t be ridiculous.”


      

         She’d been right, Annelise thought. She should have come clean. But the moment had passed, and instead of doing the right thing, she’d dug herself in deeper, made her lies—albeit by omission—greater. Slipping on her shirt, she stood and tugged it down over the waistband of her jeans.


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Cash could have kicked himself. He’d come close to begging, and the sad truth was that he didn’t care. If he hadn’t stopped, hadn’t run upstairs, this ache in him would be eased. He and Annie would be cuddled up together, enjoying the aftermath of great sex. Instead, he watched her move to the door, her hips swaying enticingly.


      

         “Wait a minute, Annie.”


      

         “No. I’m going home.”


      

         “I have to go with you,” he growled. “My car’s at your place, and I’m gonna need it come morning.”


      

         “Oh.”


      

         The ride back to her apartment was silent and swift. The night no longer held any magic. Even the cicadas seemed to realize there was no reason to sing. Cash held on to the seat and sat ramrod straight.


      

         When she pulled into her driveway, he hopped off, strode over to his car. Hand on the door, he turned. “Hey.”


      

         At the base of the stairs, she stopped.


      

         “I almost forgot.” He pulled a cell phone out of his back pocket. “For you.” He tossed it to her.


      

         Startled, she caught it. “What’s this?”


      

         “In case I need to get in touch. Besides, it’s a long drive out to the ranch. There’s always the possibility of bike trouble, and I don’t want you stranded along the road.”


      

         She gave him a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding look. “How do you know I don’t already have one?”


      

         He shrugged. “I don’t care if you have one or not. It makes no difference. I figure if you won’t even tell me your full name, you’re sure as hell not going to give me your phone number.”


      

         He pointed to the phone in her hand. “I know that one.”


      

         He turned his back on her and slipped behind the Caddy’s wheel. Forced himself to drive away from the temptation that was Annie.


      

         She wouldn’t give an inch. Well, neither would he. For every wall she erected, he’d find a way over. And now, he could call her at midnight if he wanted to. He wouldn’t, but knowing he could, while she lay in bed, all warm and tousled from sleep, made him smile.


      

         Cash smacked the steering wheel, fighting off the wish they were home in his bed right now. What a disaster. And the blame lay right in his own never-thought-to-carry-a-condom pocket.


    

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Nine


      

         


      

         A quick call to Ron, using her new cell, had netted no information. She’d learned nothing from the locals. Cash was beyond angry, and she’d gotten next to no sleep. Good morning! Hah!

         


      

         Annelise took out her mad on the wall, slapping paint on it fast and furiously. But the roller fought back, and in no time, she had blue splatters on her face, in her hair, all over her clothes. She gritted her teeth and glared at the roller. “Go ahead. Cover me in paint. Doesn’t matter. I will see this job through to the end. I’m not going to be here long, but I refuse to live in a drab box.” The roller zigzagged across the wall. “More importantly, I will not give up and go home. I’ll finish both this and the job I came to do.”

         


      

         Verdi’s La Traviata spilled out of her new, very cheap sound system. Stepping back, she studied the partially painted wall and smiled. Yes, she would get it done. Not yet eight o’clock, and already the morning sun poured through her windows, washed over the walls.

         


      

         What a difference. The color transformed the space. A happy, bright blue, so different from the dingy white, so different from the staid colors in her parents’ Boston home. New life zinged through the apartment. She sniffed. It even smelled fresh and clean. She loved it!


      

         Her thoughts wandered to Cash. What would he think of it? Her smile slipped. Damn him, anyway. She’d really looked forward to today. But thinking about last night could really put a damper on her mood if she let it.


      

         Well, not all of last night. Some of it had been pretty fantastic. Her first nighttime motorcycle ride, with the stars above and Cash’s arms around her. A cowboy whose kisses topped out the Richter scale.


      

         The end of the evening sucked, though. Big time.


      

         Stooping to cover her roller with more paint, she squealed when someone rapped on the door. Her left hand flew to her chest. Oh, no! Had her parents tracked her down and sent someone to collect her? Whisk her back to Boston?


      

         Well, she wouldn’t go.


      

         Cautiously, she swiped at the paint on her face. The slick smear spread farther along her cheek. Why hadn’t she picked up some rags for cleanup? Well, too late now, so what the heck.


      

         Her heart thundered as she marched through the kitchen, prepared to do battle. Instead, when she opened the door her mouth simply dropped open. Dressed in jeans and a faded green T-shirt that had, no doubt, once been the color of his beautiful eyes, Cash stood on the landing, two cups of go-coffee and a bag of donuts in his hands. Not Starbucks, but she’d take what she got.


      

         He held them up. “Peace offering?”


      

         Her eyes moved to the bag of donuts. To those long-fingered hands. Remembered what they’d done to her last night. Where they’d been.


      

         He didn’t have his cowboy hat on this morning, and his hair curled at his nape. Delicious.


      

         Embarrassed heat crawled up her neck.


      

         He shifted uneasily. “I’m sorry about last night, Annie. I was out-of-line.”


      

         “No, you weren’t. I—” She pushed at her hair, remembered too late the paint on her hands.


      

         He caught a strand between his fingers, “Nice color.”


      

         She gave a strangled half laugh. She felt awkward, didn’t know what to do with her hands. This man was her boss. Had come within a hair’s-breadth of becoming her lover last night. Her chest tightened. It was hard to breathe.


      

         “I figured if we intended to work together, it might go better if we were actually speaking to each other.”


      

         “Cash, I’m the one who needs to apologize.” She waved her hand, only then realizing she still held the paint-filled roller. “I overreacted.” Stepping to the side, she opened the door wider. “Come in.”


      

         Walking back to her paint tray, she bent and laid the roller in it.


      

         “We’re okay, then?” He stepped inside, shrinking the already small space.


      

         Annelise nodded.


      

         “Okay, so it’s water under the bridge. Nice look, by the way.” He nodded at her paint-splattered face.


      

         “Argh, pretend you can’t see me. That I’m invisible. I’m a mess! There’s more blue on me than on the wall. How anybody paints for a living is beyond me. And why would they wear white to do this?”


      

         Sniffing appreciatively at the coffee, she said, “Mmm, heaven.”


      

         “Thought I could give you a hand with the painting.”


      

         Casually, he leaned toward her, made a big to-do out of searching for a paint-free spot, then gave her a friendly peck on the cheek. “Sleep well?”


      

         “No.” Her pulse sped up in response to his closeness, the brief touch of his lips. The crisp, masculine smell of him. “You?”


      

         “Nope. And I woke with the roosters this morning.” He stared down at the toes of his scuffed boots. “I really am sorry I got so short-tempered last night.”


      

         “It wasn’t your fault, Cash. It was mine.” She stumbled. Now. Tell him now. “I need to—”

         


      

         “No, Annie. No explanations necessary.” He hesitated. “On second thought, maybe you’re right. We do need to deal with the elephant in the room.”


      

         She frowned and rested her hand on the counter. “What?”


      

         “Sex.”


      

         Her brows shot up.


      

         “Or, rather, the lack of it.”


      

         Her mouth opened, closed.


      

         “C’mon, Annie. We’re both thinking about it. I sure the hell am. That’s what kept me up most of the night. I shouldn’t have come onto you like I did. I—”


      

         “Don’t you dare apologize.” She shook her head.


      

         “But—”


      

         “No. Last night was—consensual—as far as it went. When I said stop, you stopped.” She eyed him. “Don’t tell me you’re sorry about what we did.”


      

         “Sorry?” He laughed. “Hell, no. Believe me, I enjoyed every second of it. The thing is, Annie—” He swiped his toe across the ugly, cracked linoleum. “I’m as single as a one-dollar bill, and I like it like that. I’m not interested in a relationship.”


      

         “Whew!” Annie sighed and rolled her eyes. “Thank God! I was afraid that, well, one kiss and you’d be thinking engagement rings, orange blossoms, and wedding bells. What a relief.”


      

         One corner of his lip threatened to tip in a grin. “Anybody ever tell you you’ve got a smart mouth?”


      

         “I think it’s been hinted at once or twice.” She swiped her hands on her shorts, leaving new smudges. “Now that we have that sorted out, what do you say we eat? Those donuts are calling my name.”


      

         “You’re a strange one, Annie.”


      

         She grinned. “Thank you.”


      

         He jiggled the bag in his hand. “Okay, let’s sugar-up for breakfast, then slap some color on the rest of these walls.”


      

         Setting the bakery bag on the end of the counter, he squinted at her current work zone. “Looks like you got a good start already.”


      

         She gave a muffled grunt as she opened a cupboard door and took down mismatched plates and bright yellow napkins while he literally ripped open the bag of donuts. Mentally, she shook her head. So male.


      

         “I think I’ll buy a few throw rugs to cover this horrible green linoleum.”


      

         “Good idea. It really needs to be replaced.”


      

         “Not today,” she said.


      

         Sitting at her kitchen table, they ate and talked about the horses and Hank, about Cash’s sister and her kids. It was easy and comfortable. The sun played on his hair, kissing it with golden warmth.


      

         The conversation turned to his parents’ trip.


      

         “They brought back all kinds of nonsense. More souvenirs to gather dust. My mother’s a collector—of everything.” He smiled. “She’s all excited about some framed document certifying the biggest oil field find ever in Texas.”


      

         Annelise’s scalp tingled.


      

         “It’s hard to imagine something like that rattling around in a French antique shop, but there you go. It probably ought to be in a museum somewhere. However, if my mom is set on it decorating Dad’s office, then that’s exactly what it’ll do. She generally gets what she wants.”


      

         The bite of donut stuck in her throat.


      

         “I think you’ll like her, Annie. The two of you are both pigheaded.”


      

         “Resolute and strong-minded,” she corrected.


      

         Cash snorted. “Whatever.” Then he nodded at the last half of the donut she’d laid on her plate. “You gonna finish that?”


      

         She shook her head, and he picked it up, wolfed it down in two bites. Then he stood, crushing the bag, and winged it into the wastebasket across the room. “Okay, let’s hit it, sugar. Get this show on the road. First, though, that music’s gotta go.”


      

         “The music?” Her brow creased. “What’s wrong with the music?”


      

         He cupped her chin and tipped her face upward. “Annie, darlin’, this is important now, so pay attention. You’re in Texas.” He wagged a finger in front of her face. “No high-brow classical music allowed in Maverick Junction.”


      

         Annelise exhaled a slow breath as he moved away. It was as if his warm fingers still touched her.


      

         He fiddled with the dial till he located a country station.


      

         Tapping the top of the radio, he said, “Now, this is music, Annie. Tim McGraw, Josh Turner, Miranda Lambert, Reba. When we’re done with the walls, there’s gonna be a quiz. You gotta know who these people are if you’re gonna live here.”


      

         Again, she shook her head.


      

         “Hey, God’s truth.” He raised his hand as if taking an oath and then went to work unwrapping a second pan and roller. With his height, he didn’t have to climb up and down the stepladder to reach the ceiling and top of the walls, so he did those while she concentrated on the lower half.


      

         He knelt to refill his tray, and a blob of blue dripped from her roller onto his nose.


      

         “Oh, oh.” She stood motionless. “It’s your own fault,” she said quickly. “You should have moved away from where I’m painting.”


      

         “Oh, yeah?” Still crouched, he looked up at her. “Maybe I like sharing spaces—and paint.”


      

         He moved quickly, burying his head into the curve of her neck. Then he twisted his head back and forth, streaking the paint onto her.


      

         She laughed and pushed away, trying to ignore the heat that flashed through her when his breath skittered along her neck. “I feel so sorry for your mother. You had to have been an awful child, Cash Hardeman.” She took several steps back and wiped at the paint with the shoulder of her already-ruined shirt.


      

         “Want help?” He inched toward her, reminding her of an animal bearing down on its prey.


      

         Her heart raced. The man was impossible, too tempting by far. “No. Go paint your wall.”


      

         “You sure?”


      

         She nodded, almost sorry when he picked up his roller again.


      

         But four hours later, the walls glistened. Stepping back to admire their handiwork, they high-fived each other.


      

         “I can’t believe we’re done.” Annelise grinned. “This is awesome.”


      

         “To say nothing of colorful,” Cash said.


      

         “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Her grin grew. “Thank you.” She threw her arms around him. “I’m not sure I could have done it alone.”


      

         “You would have.” He hugged her back, then stepped away. “Somehow, some way. You’re one determined lady, Annie. Like I said, pigheaded.”


      

         “I’ll take that as a compliment. Particularly since you’ve compared me to your mother.”


      

         His green eyes darkened. “It was meant as one.”


      

         “Then thank you again.”


      

         With the Tiffany blue in the living room/kitchen area, she’d done one accent wall in a softer hue. She’d painted two bedroom walls the quieter blue and two in cream. A nice combination, she thought. The bath was solid Tiffany.


      

         “You planning on wearing sunglasses when you’re here?” Hands stuffed into his back pockets, Cash stood in the center of the living room and turned in a circle, taking in the change.


      

         “They’re not that bright.”


      

         He shrugged. “Guess not.”


      

         “Come on.” She bumped him with her shoulder. “Admit it. You love them.”


      

         His lips drew together. “Honest? The colors aren’t what I’d have picked, but they suit you. And that’s what’s important.”


      

         “What colors did you use in your house, Cash?” She blushed and cleared her throat. “I mean…well…I really didn’t notice last night.”


      

         He laughed. “And I’ll take that as a compliment. But, no, I guess you wouldn’t have. We were otherwise engaged.” He wound a piece of hair that had come free of her ponytail around his finger. “Tell you what. How ’bout I have you over for dinner one night? You can see for yourself.”

         


      

         “You cook?”


      

         “I can grill a steak with the best of ’em. And I’ll sweet-talk Rosie into throwing together a salad for us.”


      

         “That sounds good.”


      

         “It’s a date, then.”


      

         Her pulse skittered. “Yes. Yes, it is.” Her eyes drifted to the Felix-the-Cat wall clock she’d found at LeRoy’s. “Are you hungry? I’ve got a frozen pizza.”


      

         “I wouldn’t say no.”


      

         “All right.” She retrieved the pizza from the freezer, removed all the wrappings, and slid it onto a plate. Standing in front of the microwave, she chewed at her lip.


      

         “What’s wrong? You gonna nuke that thing or what?” He nodded at the pizza.


      

         “Nuke it?” She frowned.


      

         “Yeah. Cook it.”


      

         “Yes, I will, but I need to figure out how this works.”


      

         “You can’t use a microwave? Where’d you grow up? Mars?”


      

         “Almost. A different world, for sure.”


      

         He frowned.


      

         “Kidding,” she said. “Just kidding. Every microwave’s a little different, you know?”


      

         Cash contemplated that, not sure he believed her. What exactly was going on here? One minute Annie seemed so worldly, the next so naïve and inexperienced.


      

         Riding into Maverick Junction on that Harley of hers, dressed in black leather with those mile-long legs, she’d quite simply been the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. She’d also been cocky and full of attitude. Last night, she’d more than given back everything he gave. Kiss for kiss. Heat for heat. And yet, there’d been something about her that shouted innocence.


      

         A mystery here, and he generally loved a good mystery. But darned if he could unravel the clues. Not yet, anyway. But he would.


      

         “Need some help with that?”


      

         She set the pizza inside the microwave, closed the door, and cocked her hands on her hips. “Yes, actually, I do.”


      

         He crossed the room, pushed a couple of buttons, and watched as the pizza circled inside the microwave. “Not rocket science.”


      

         “Guess not, but, well, let’s say I wasn’t ever expected to do much around my house. Heck, the truth is I was actually discouraged from doing anything.”


      

         “Not even zap a pizza in the microwave?”


      

         She shook her head. “No. The microwave was in the kitchen, and the kitchen fell under the cook’s domain. I sneaked in once in a while, and she’d feed me cookies or let me lick the beaters, but not often.”


      

         “Sounds to me like you had a pretty screwed-up childhood,” he said. “The kitchen at the ranch is Rosie’s turf, and when I was still living at home, my mom’s. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t learn how to cook.”


      

         He wondered again about Annie. Maybe she came from way more money than he’d originally thought because this sounded like some stiff upper crust way of living. That or she had parents with sticks up their butts. Either way, it didn’t sound like much fun.


      

         “Didn’t you at least make midnight raids on the fridge?”


      

         “No way.”


      

         He shook his head. “Downright sacrilegious.”


      

         She laughed.


      

         As she set the table with her quirky, mismatched china, he walked over to the TV. “Mind if I turn it on while we wait for the pizza? I didn’t catch the stock reports this morning.”


      

         “No. Go ahead.”


      

         Cash turned to a news station. In the solemn tone reserved for bad news, the anchorman reported, “Annelise Montjoy, absent at the opening of the company’s New York branch, was missing yet again today when the family flew to Camp David to meet with the president concerning world oil prices. As the newest board member, she’d been expected to attend.”


      

         A full-screen picture of Annie popped up. Behind him, Cash heard Annie’s gasp, and a plate thudded onto the table. A buzz started in his mind and blocked the rest of the announcer’s words. A caption beneath the photo announced it had been taken while Annie—Annelise—attended a dinner at one of Dubai’s extravagant resorts.


      

         Cash swore all the air had been sucked out of the room.


      

         “What the—” He dropped onto the saggy sofa. His head swiveled, and he pointed first at the TV, then at her. “That’s you.”


      

         She said nothing but nodded as she moved beside him.


      

         “Well, shit. I’ve had an heiress scooping manure in my stables?”


      

         She made a sound, halfway between a laugh and a sob.


      

         “I don’t get it. Why in the hell are you shoveling manure when you could buy my ranch ten times over?”


      

         “Partly because I want to prove myself.”


      

         He reached for her hand, and she jerked it away. Without a word, he took it in his again and turned it palm up. He studied the calluses on it.


      

         “Well, darlin’, I’d have to say you’re doing one rip-roaring job of it.” He dropped her hand. “Guess that explains the microwave and all the rest of everyday living you’re so clueless about.”


      

         His brows knit as he rose and faced her, legs braced. “You’ve always had a bevy of servants at your beck and call, haven’t you? Always had someone right there to take care of your every need.”


      

         Temper flared in her eyes. “It’s not my fault. Not something I chose. And I’ve never once played the poor little rich girl card.”


      

         No. As much as he hated to admit anything that would earn her points right now, Cash had to give her kudos for wading right into the deep end. For working her butt off. For working till her hands blistered and her back ached.


      

         He knew when to back off. “I didn’t really mean that.”


      

         “Yes. You did.”


      

         He blew out a loud breath. He wouldn’t win this one. Still…Incredulous, he stared from her to the TV, back to her, to the TV. “You’re really Vincent Montjoy’s granddaughter? The Vincent Montjoy?”

         


      

         “Yes.”


      

         “Why didn’t you tell me who you are?”


      

         “I did.”


      

         “No, you didn’t. Annelise. Just Annelise.”


      

         “That’s my name.”


      

         “Even when I told you about the document my mom bought? You knew it was the Montjoy oilfields I was talking about. You didn’t think that maybe you should say, ‘Oh, by the way, Cash, that would have been my great-grandfather’s company’?”


      

         Annie’s jaw tightened. “I tried to tell you earlier. This morning. You said no explanations were needed.”


      

         “I think this comes under a slightly different heading.”


      

         “Only because you want it to.”


      

         Cash shook his head. “No wonder you hemmed and hawed when I wanted your work info.”


      

         “You never came right out and asked me what kind of work I’d done before.”


      

         “Would you have told me?”


      

         She didn’t hesitate. “No.”


      

         A stream of curses poured out of him and smoked the air.


      

         “Nice mouth,” she said.


      

         He simply stared at her for a full minute. Then his gaze dropped to her lips. “Speaking of nice mouths, you’ve been using that one to tell some real tall tales, haven’t you? Or should we call a spade a spade? You’ve been lying to me.”


      

         She straightened. “I have not!”


      

         “Oh, yeah? You suffering from selective amnesia, maybe?”


      

         Her cheeks flushed, and he swore again.


      

         “You don’t have, like, an entourage or something that travels with you?”


      

         “Usually, yes.” Her voice had gone prim. “I’m never alone…or rarely. Because kidnapping has always been a real threat, I don’t go anywhere without bodyguards. Or I didn’t. Until now. I escaped.”


      

         “You escaped. And came to Maverick Junction.” He shook his head. “So does this mean when Daddy tracks you down here with me—”


      

         “First, I’m not actually with you. Second, I called my cousin, Sophie. She called my dad. He knows I’m safe.”

         


      

         Cash tried to put himself in her dad’s shoes. He seriously doubted a single phone call via third person would be enough to satisfy Edmund Montjoy.


      

         “Is some kind of bodyguard SWAT team going to surround my ranch and start shooting at us when they find you?”


      

         Now, laughter did bubble out of her.


      

         He fumed. “Hey, I’m not kidding, Annie. Damn it, I’ve got a lot of people at the ranch, people I’m responsible for.”


      

         She quieted, but the humor remained in her eyes. “No. No gunfights or standoffs.”


      

         His finger jabbed the air. “I specifically asked you if you were in trouble—”


      

         “You asked if I was wanted by the law.”


      

         “Same thing,” he shot back.


      

         “No.” She shook her head. “It isn’t. I didn’t break any laws. I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m twenty-six years old and can do as I please.”


      

         “Yeah, sounds like it to me.”


      

         “You’re being mean.”


      

         He was feeling mean. He hit Cancel on the microwave and leaned against the fridge. Annie sat across from him in a wicker chair she’d bought, hands folded in her lap. White showed on her knuckles.


      

         “How can I fix this? What would you like to know?” she asked quietly.


      

         He rubbed at his temple. “For God’s sake, Annie, your grandfather is Vincent Montjoy.”


      

         “Yes.”


      

         He dropped into one of the kitchen chairs, and his leg jiggled impatiently. “There isn’t a person in these parts who doesn’t know that name. His father, your great-grandfather, discovered one of the biggest oil fields this side of the pond.”


      

         “He did, yes. But that doesn’t change anything. I’m still the same person I was fifteen minutes ago. Before you knew my last name. My family background.”


      

         “So what are you doing here, Annie? The truth.”


      

         For a few seconds he didn’t think she’d answer. Then, very quietly, she said, “My grandfather is sick.”


      

         “I remember hearing that, thinking that money couldn’t fix every problem.” He glanced at her. “Sorry. That sounded cold. I didn’t mean it that way. He’s your grandpa. I know how hard this is for you. But that still doesn’t answer the question. In fact, it makes things even more of a puzzle. If he’s sick, I’d think you’d want to be with him. Instead, you ran away.”


      

         “It’s a long story.” She looked out the window, then turned her big blue eyes back to him. “But I didn’t run away. Not from him or the situation. I’m trying to help.”


      

         “By leaving home? Making him and your parents worry?”


      

         She loosened her ponytail and ran her fingers through her hair. “It probably seems that way. On the surface, anyway.”


      

         “Take my word for it. It does.” He rubbed his chin.


      

         “I told you I called Sophie.”


      

         He shrugged.


      

         “Grandpa has leukemia. All the time he’s spent around oil refineries and petroleum, the exposure to benzene…” She sighed. “He needs a bone marrow transplant, and none of us are a match. I’m here to find his half sister. To talk her into being tested.”


      

         “Okay.” He blew out a breath and settled back on the couch. “You couldn’t call her?”


      

         “No one knows exactly where she is.”


      

         “So why not hire a private investigator to track her down?”


      

         “I’m not sure she actually exists.”


      

         Cash put a hand to his forehead. “Annie, this is beginning to feel like ‘Who’s on first?’”


      

         “I know, I know, but it’s really complicated.”


      

         “Ahhh.”


      

         “Ah is right. And for reasons only he knows, my grandfather has expressly forbidden anyone to search for this long-lost half sister of his.”


      

         “So you’re disobeying him.”


      

         “Yes. I have to. Grandpa says when his time is up, he’ll go—even if this half sister might be a match.” Her voice broke. “Might be able to save his life.”


      

         Her mouth twisted in distress. “In my book, he’s almost the lucky one. He’ll be done with it. We’ll be left here with regrets and what-ifs. We’ll be left to miss him.”


      

         Cash’s heart lurched. He understood only too well the pain of being left behind, of losing a grandfather. Didn’t he wish every day for a few more hours with his?


      

         Annie tucked her feet up under her. “So, anyway, that’s my big secret. And here I am in Maverick Junction, Texas. Hiding out from my family, and trying, against my grandfather’s wishes, to save his life. My father and mother, for reasons beyond me, have agreed to go along with his fatalistic stance.”


      

         She made a face. “I can’t do that. I can’t just throw up my hands and let him die. If there’s anything I can do, any possibility of help, I have to give it a shot. I’ll be the first to admit I have a lot of faults, but being a quitter isn’t one of them.”


      

         “No, you’re not.” He’d watched her work in the barn, with the horses. Watched her keep going way past exhaustion. She’d never once cried uncle.


      

         “Why doesn’t this half sister fly to Boston to help on her own? Surely she watches the news. She has to know what’s going on.”


      

         “She might not realize she’s his relative.”


      

         His brows drew together.


      

         “She was, as they used to say, born on the wrong side of the blanket.”


      

         “Okay. Got it.” Cash tapped his fingertips together. “Geez, Annie. This is like a recap of one of the soaps Rosie watches.”


      

         “I know, but, believe me, it’s real. And it’s my life.”


      

         “I gotta tell you, darlin’, for what it’s worth, if it was me, I’d do anything possible to find that old gal.”


      

         “Thanks.” Her eyes misted. “But Vincent Montjoy isn’t like anybody else I know.”


      

         “So what happens now?”


      

         “I have a friend, a researcher, doing some digging. I’ve been scouring the Internet, trying to find a lead since I caught whiff of her. I’ve made some inquiries around town. If she’s real, I’ll find her.”


      

         “You think she lives here in Maverick Junction?”


      

         “No.”


      

         “Close to here?”


      

         “Maybe.”


      

         “You’re not going to tell me any more, are you?”


      

         “Not yet. I’m sorry, Cash.”


      

         “It’s okay.” He got up and walked to the sink, braced his hands on it, and stared out the window. He didn’t know what to think. Annie obviously didn’t trust him enough—yet—to share. He turned back to her.


      

         “So, you’re not a down-and-out lady in distress.” It wasn’t a question.


      

         Annie shook her head, studied her fingernails.


      

         “You’re actually a billionaire oil tycoon’s heir.” Despite his good intentions, anger bubbled up inside him. If there was anything he despised, it was deceit. Look at Vivi. A prime example of the mess a person could land in with a single bad decision.


      

         He’d been played, and he didn’t like it. “When I offered you an advance on your salary, you must have laughed your head off at my gullibility.” He couldn’t keep the temper from his voice, didn’t even try.


      

         “No, I didn’t.” She flicked a glance at him, then looked away again. She didn’t defend her actions any further.


      

         “You didn’t figure I had the right to know who you were. Didn’t need to know what was going on in your life. After all, I’m just the country-bumpkin cowboy who gave you a job. Tried to help you out because I thought you needed a hand.”


      

         “A country bumpkin?” Annelise’s stomach churned and her own temper flared. “I never felt you were less than me. Never treated you that way.”

         


      

         “Don’t give me that bull.” His jaw tightened. “Pretty hard to write down heiress for your last position held, isn’t it? What lie did you intend to tell me next, Annie?”


      

         She set her mouth in a tight line. She refused to fight with him—which only seemed to make him madder.


      

         “You used me.”


      

         That did it. Anger boiled to the surface and spilled over. “I did not!”


      

         “Oh, yeah, you did.”


      

         She jumped up from the chair and poked him in the chest. “You have no idea.”


      

         “Then tell me.” He stepped so close their toes bumped, then poked her in the chest.

         


      

         She gasped.


      

         “Oh, excuse me,” he snarled. “The little rich girl’s body is off-limits? I don’t think so.” His arm snaked out, grasped her, and pulled her in. His mouth covered hers, hot and ready. His tongue invaded, plundered.


      

         And, God help her, she loved it. Here was real. Cash wasn’t kissing the Montjoy heiress. He was kissing Annie, the ranch hand. He was kissing the real her.

         


      

         And wasn’t it glorious?


      

         Her fingers snaked through his hair. Her mouth gave back as good as it got.


      

         Abruptly, he pulled away. Setting her away from him, his face closed and shuttered. “Apparently, I’m good for something, huh? A quick roll in the hay, maybe, but not good enough for the Montjoy family.”


      

         “That’s not fair!”


      

         “None of this is.”


      

         “Well, you won’t need to worry about it anymore because I quit.”


      

         “You can’t quit. You’re fired.”


      

         “I quit first.”


      

         “Enjoy your life, Annie.”


      

         “Go to hell, Cash.”


      

         “Can’t. Too much to do. I just lost a ranch hand.”


      

         He turned on the heels of his cowboy boots and stalked out, leaving her alone in the middle of her beautiful, cheerful room. She stamped her foot and hit Power-Off on the TV remote, then took the cold pizza from the microwave and dumped it in the trash.


      

         She was unemployed. Damn.


    

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Ten


      

         


      

         She’d sooner pass up a new pair of Christian Louboutin shoes than sit here in her apartment and feel sorry for herself. Wallowing was not Annelise Montjoy’s style.

         


      

         But then, neither was that fight she’d had with Cash. She’d been trained in the arts of diplomacy and negotiations straight out of the womb. So what had happened?


      

         She’d been herself. That’s what had happened. She’d dared to show him the real her—warts and all. She’d never, ever allowed herself to do that. But Cash, simply by being Cash, allowed her that freedom. She didn’t need to hide behind social niceties with him. Didn’t need to be anyone but herself.


      

         It felt so good not to have to hold back, to think before she spoke. Before she acted.


      

         And she’d screwed it up.


      

         Well, no way would she sulk about it.


      

         Nothing cured the funks like a long soak. Drawing a bath, she jumped when her cell phone rang. Smiling, she grabbed for it. She knew once Cash had time to really think it over, he’d understand.


      

         But it wasn’t Cash. It was Ron. He’d hit a brick wall. His research had dead-ended. She wanted to cry, wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all. Instead, she thanked him politely and hung up.


      

         Carefully, she laid the phone on the edge of the sink. Misery seeped into her heart, her bones, and the tears fell. Sinking into the frothy water, she cried as she washed away both the paint streaks and Cash’s scent. Half an hour later, wrapped in a towel, she opened her closet door and studied her choices through tear-reddened eyes.


      

         A week ago, she’d stood in a closet almost the size of this whole apartment, surrounded by a veritable warehouse of designer outfits. No more. Her choice. Shoving aside a faint wistfulness, she plucked one of her two clean T-shirts off the hanger and slid into it and a pair of jeans, then walked barefoot into the kitchen. Time to get to work.


      

         Twenty minutes later, she sat in front of her computer. Back in Boston, she’d already Googled, searched Wikipedia and Yahoo!, and run a gazillion AOL searches. She’d rummaged through the Mormon Church genealogy records, dug through ancestry and family search websites. What could she do that she or Ron hadn’t already done?


      

         There had to be someone left, someone in Lone Tree who would have an answer for her. So, even though she’d gone over and over them, she had to believe something would turn up. No matter how long she dug, though, she couldn’t find anything on family members still living in Lone Tree.


      

         Knowing the futility of it, she typed in another search and her heart beat a little faster. Unbelieving, she stared at her screen. She’d found a casual mention of wildcatter Davis “Driller” Montjoy in an article about Lone Tree’s history. A cross-reference at the end directed her to another site.


      

         The page popped up on her screen, and she couldn’t hold back the smile. The text contained a brief narrative about a housekeeper who’d saved Driller’s life. Her great-grandfather, at the age of thirty-five, had suffered an attack of appendicitis. No big deal now, but Annelise understood the nearly hundred intervening years made a huge difference in medical care—and its availability.


      

         Driller’s timing couldn’t have been worse. According to the article, a tropical storm had blown through the area several days before, and the then dirt road had become impassable, literally cutting them off from town and the only doctor.


      

         Lucky for old Driller, his housekeeper had nursed at a Dallas hospital before coming to work for him. She’d performed a crude appendectomy right there at the house. Annelise cringed at the thought, then saved the information on her computer.


      

         She stood, stretched, then walked to the fridge and pulled out a soda. After rubbing the ice-cold can over her cheeks and neck, she popped the top and took a long drink. Blowing a strand of hair from her eyes, she went back to the computer. If she and Ron had missed this article, maybe they’d overlooked something else.


      

         After giving it another hour, she signed off. No amount of crawling around on websites had unearthed anything more.


      

         But…she had something. Finally, an avenue to explore. Excitement crept through her again as she played with this new information. While she still didn’t have a concrete lead and no actual name or address to visit, this was a start, wasn’t it?


      

         Antsy, unable to stay in her apartment, she grabbed her helmet and motorcycle keys and headed out of town. Time to get off her duff and go Montjoy hunting.


      

         Every day since she’d hit Maverick Junction’s city limits, she’d promised herself she’d drive over to Lone Tree. Yet something always got in the way. She’d had no idea simply taking care of the basics of life could be so time consuming. And the job at Whispering Pines took up a lot of her hours. Maybe that had been a mistake.


      

         Way down deep inside, though, she knew she wouldn’t do it any differently given another chance.


      

         She headed south, the vista unchanging except for random patches of bluebonnets and Indian paintbrush. Geez, Louise, could it get any hotter? Dust devils swirled along the side of the road, and a sense of urgency and expectation whipped through her.


      

         When the Lone Tree city-limits sign came into view almost an hour later, she gave a whoop of joy. That died fairly quickly, though. Looking around, she had a pretty good idea why they’d named it Lone Tree. Hardly more than a wide spot in the road, the town’s starkness intimidated her.


      

         She drove slowly down Main Street on her Harley. None of Maverick Junction’s charm overflowed into Lone Tree. No awnings welcomed shoppers respite from the sun. No pretty flowers smiled from barrels along the sidewalk.


      

         One thing for sure, though. She didn’t need to fight for a parking spot. Pulling alongside the curb, Annelise released the kickstand and stared up and down the street, trying to decide where to start now that she’d arrived. Amazing to think Grandpa had actually been born here, started school here. She’d never known her great-grandfather, but from the stories told about his almost obsessive compulsive need for perfection, he had to have been more than happy to see the backside of this town.


      

         A sleek black cat slunk in and out of doorways, wrapping itself around a light pole. Did it have a home, she wondered, or was it a stray? The cat made its way to her, and Annelise threw a leg over her bike and knelt beside it to rub its chin. No, this feline definitely wasn’t homeless. Up close, it appeared well fed and way too well taken care of to be living on the streets.


      

         Speaking of well fed, after she’d tossed the pizza she had made for her and Cash, she never had eaten lunch. She frowned, thinking about her first few minutes in Maverick Junction. She’d headed into Sally’s Place, and that’s where she’d met Cash.


      

         Her stomach plummeted. Cash was so angry with her, and she could blame no one but herself. She should have been up-front with him—or at least confessed at his cabin who she was. She couldn’t have handled things any worse if she’d tried.


      

         Cash wasn’t the reason she’d come here, though. She’d driven to Lone Tree for her grandfather. His life depended on her finding his sister. Why not start with the local café? She could squash her building hunger while, hopefully, ferreting out information.


      

         She hung her helmet on the sissy bar and removed her small purse from the saddlebag. Two doors down, the Cowboy Grill appeared to be the only choice for Lone Tree restaurants. Without giving herself more time to think, she walked inside. She saw no one. Not another soul. Not sure what that said about the food, fearing the worst, she reminded herself it didn’t matter. She hadn’t expected a five-star restaurant. She almost laughed. Good thing, that.


      

         But somebody had to be here. A waitress or a cook? A busboy? Somebody. This felt creepy, like being the sole survivor after a nuclear attack. Or falling into the pages of a Stephen King novel.


      

         Forcing herself to move farther inside, she headed for the counter, a place she always avoided. If she really wanted to chat, though, she needed to step outside her comfort zone—as if she hadn’t already. Taking a seat at the bar, she plunked her purse down on the stool beside her.


      

         “Hello?” she called. “Anyone here?”


      

         A gruff-looking guy with a day’s heavy stubble and a food-smeared apron swung out from a side room. He grabbed a plastic-coated menu from a stack and plopped it down in front of her.


      

         “Sorry. Didn’t hear you come in.” He nodded at her. “What’ll you have to drink?”


      

         “A huge glass of ice water, please.”


      

         “Got that. Though if we don’t get rain soon, that might change.”


      

         Within seconds he returned with a gigantic red pebbled-plastic glass, condensation trailing down its sides. He set it in front of her. “Don’t guess I’ve seen you before, so welcome to Lone Tree. Name’s Oliver.” His voice sounded like a garbage can rolling across a gravel pit.


      

         “Thanks, Oliver. I’m…Annie.” Annelise smiled, unaccountably comfortable with this rough-edged, burly man. Hope sprouted inside her. Maybe she’d get lucky with Oliver, and he’d have some information that would help her. Since she seemed to be his only customer, they should have plenty of time to chat.


      

         “Well, Annie, looks like you’re stuck with me.” He waved his counter cloth toward the window. “You hit smack-dab in the middle of our downtime. I sent Judy out to run a few errands, so I’ll be the one takin’ your order and doin’ the cookin’.”

         


      

         “I’m good with that.” She took a long drink of water, then turned her attention to the menu.


      

         Very similar to Sally’s, it had a few Lone Tree twists. Ollie’s half-pounder took center stage. Annelise decided to forgo that and ordered a turkey sandwich with a side salad.


      

         Waiting for her meal, she focused on the song coming over the small radio on the back counter. Reba. One of the songs she’d listened to earlier with Cash. Score one for her quiz.


      

         Tranquility settled over her. The hurt from her argument with Cash, the niggling doubts she’d not find her relative, the anger her parents and grandfather undoubtedly sent her way—all of it scurried off to a dark corner of her mind. She hadn’t a doubt that this diner, with Oliver at the griddle, was exactly where she was supposed to be right at this moment. It felt safe, a place a person would want to spend time.


      

         Leaning her elbows on the counter, she watched Oliver. Efficient and competent. He’d obviously been doing this a long time. No wasted effort. Every move purposeful.


      

         And maybe, just maybe, he knew her lost aunt—or knew something about her. If not, well, she’d enjoy herself and the summer afternoon.


      

         She’d call Sophie later for an update on her grandfather.


      

         Oliver set a plate in front of her, and she was embarrassed when her stomach rumbled.


      

         “Sorry.” She laughed. “I had half a donut for breakfast and skipped lunch. This looks great.”


      

         It did. Two slabs of homemade-looking bread piled high with shaved turkey, tomatoes, and lettuce. Yum.


      

         “You passin’ through?” Oliver asked, hands on hips, watching as she took her first bite.


      

         Nodding, she chewed and swallowed. “Yes, I am. Actually, I’m working as a ranch hand at Whispering Pines over in Maverick Junction.”


      

         “Boy, you’re a long way from there. You drive all those miles for a late lunch?”


      

         She shrugged, chewed another bite, and calculated how best to broach her subject. “I had the day off. After I took care of some things this morning, I thought I’d take a ride.”


      

         He glanced out the window and whistled. “That’s some sweet bike. Nothin’ better than a hog.” He swiped at the already clean counter. “What brings you to Texas? Obviously, you’re not from these parts.”


      

         She grinned. “What was your first clue?”


      

         He grinned back. “You don’t exactly sound like a native. I’d say you’ve got a little Boston in you.”


      

         “You’d be right.” Oliver had handed her the opening, and Annelise ran with it. “Actually, though, my family used to live here in Lone Tree. So in a roundabout way, I am from here.”


      

         She hesitated. Here was the root of her problem. If she gave him her last name, it wouldn’t be long till he told someone who told someone, and quicker than a Tom Brady smile at a cocktail party, the press would be breathing down her neck. If she didn’t give her name, how could she get help tracking down her relative?

         


      

         “Any of your people still around?”


      

         Her mouth went dry, and she took another, much-needed drink of water. “I’m not sure.”


      

         “Well, if you’re interested in findin’ out, I know an old gal who might be able to help you. I’m no good with names, but I can tell you who is. Miss Thelma Hanson. She lives a couple miles outside of town on the old family homestead. Miss Thelma and her family have been here since before Texas was a state. If your kin lived here, she’d know about it.”


      

         Hope stirred in Annelise. “Oh, I’d love to visit her.”


      

         “Miss Thelma’s gettin’ on, so it might be better if you called instead of surprisin’ her.”


      

         She nodded.


      

         “Let me give you her phone number.” He scrawled it on his order pad and tore off the page, handing it to her. “Here you go. Tell her Ollie down at the Cowboy Grill told you to give her a call.”


      

         “I’ll do that. Thanks.” Surprised, she looked down at her plate—her empty plate. She’d eaten every crumb.


      

         “Want some dessert? My wife made a lemon meringue pie today. Ain’t nobody makes them better.”


      

         “Oh, I’d love a piece, Oliver, but I’m too full. Maybe next time.”


      

         “Good enough. Look forward to seein’ you again and hearin’ what you find out from Miss Thelma.”


      

         “Why don’t I give you my phone number, too, just in case you think of anything else that might help?”


      

         “Sure thing. I’ll stick it in the register here.”


      

         She grabbed a napkin and jotted down the number for the cell Cash had given her. “Here you go.”


      

         Annelise paid for her meal and thanked the owner again. Tucking the slip of paper in her purse, she stepped out into the Texas heat. Eyeing the sky, she figured Miss Thelma would have to wait. As much as she wanted to head over there right now, it was too late to visit her today. It would take a good hour to get home. Considering the wild game, the livestock, and armadillos that made a habit of wandering onto the roads, she didn’t want to tackle the trip in the dark.


      

         Did Thelma Hanson hold the key to her family’s history? No Texas waltz here. Anticipation did a lively Irish jig in her stomach.


      

         How would she stand the wait? It was like being handed a beautifully wrapped gift and then told you had to hold it for a day or two before opening it.


      

         Whatever gem lay inside would still be there, though, wouldn’t it?


    

      




    


  











    

      

      

         

        

            Chapter Eleven


      

         


      

         The morning sun barely skimmed the treetops when Annelise turned off the highway and onto Hardeman Lane. Cinders crunched beneath the wheels of her Harley. Pausing on the side of the drive, she breathed deeply and revved her bike. Not yet seven o’clock and she was already tired. Between her fight with Cash and the new lead from Oliver, she’d barely slept. Her mind refused to leave either alone.

         


      

         How would she make it through the workday ahead? But then, maybe she wouldn’t have to. Cash might send her packing the minute he laid eyes on her. No going back. One more breath, then she drove through the massive wrought-iron archway announcing Whispering Pines Ranch.


      

         How had things gotten so messed up?


      

         Well, at least she had a backup plan for the day in her hip pocket. If Cash refused to listen to reason, she’d drive to Lone Tree this morning. To Ms. Thelma’s.


      

         And be sorrier than she could say.


      

         Heading down the long driveway, dust boiled up behind her. She slowed to a crawl and studied the huge red barn, the weathered sheds, the paddocks with horses already grazing.


      

         The big white house sat at the end of the lane, pots of geraniums marching up its wide steps. Roses trailed over a trellis and added another splash of red. The old house looked like it wanted to wrap you in a warm hug. The same sure couldn’t be said for the woman who lived inside. Vivi wasn’t likely to be putting out the welcome mat for her anytime soon.


      

         Yesterday, she’d been all fired up, excited about making her new home truly hers. The fact that Cash had shown up, stayed to help, and share the day had been, well, the absolute icing on the cake. Until their fight.


      

         After they’d finished slinging hurtful words at each other and he’d left, she’d switched the radio from his country-and-western station back to her classical music. Even though her heart hadn’t been in it, she’d knuckled down and plodded on, putting the apartment together.


      

         What a shame. The makeover deserved more than a halfhearted effort. She’d wanted it to be perfect, the paint along with every single piece of furniture, every doodad, every piece of fabric.


      

         She’d agonized over the color, then given into whimsy. Tiffany’s in New York was one of her favorite places in the world. The amount of time she’d spent there, the money she’d left there, the number of little blue bags she’d carried out—embarrassing.


      

         This morning, though, the sun barely peeking over the horizon, she woke up, feeling as though she was inside one of Tiffany’s jewel boxes. Trimmed in cream and oh, so fresh smelling. It made her smile. Sunlight crept through the gauzy ivory curtains and reflected off the secondhand crystal lamp she’d placed on the now cream-colored nightstand.


      

         Dottie, dressed in a more subdued than usual pink and white housedress, had wandered upstairs last night, her arms filled with flowers from her garden. Texas bluebonnets, daisies, foxglove, and some baby’s breath. Arranged in a thrift-store vase, they looked better than any florist’s bouquet.


      

         Annelise had held her breath while Dottie moved from room to room, her hand trailing over surfaces, her eyes moving constantly from one area to the next. Finally, unable to wait any longer, she’d blurted, “Do you like it?”


      

         “Like it?” Her landlady laughed. “Honey, this place hasn’t ever been this pretty.” She’d patted Annelise’s cheek. “You did good. Real good.”


      

         High praise.


      

         Lying in bed, she’d hugged herself. She’d done it. With lots of elbow grease and a hodgepodge of new-to-her treasures from LeRoy’s, she’d transformed the dingy place. Expunged Roger Barry’s presence.


      

         Annelise Montjoy lived here now. Maybe.


      

         She’d originally come to Maverick Junction because she thought it would be a good jumping-off spot for her search. Close enough for access, but far enough away to hide her true agenda. After she met with Ms. Thelma, there’d be no need for subterfuge. Come to that, there’d be no need to remain in Maverick Junction—except, if she was totally honest with herself, for Cash.


      

         If he wouldn’t speak to her, wanted nothing more to do with her, or worse, insisted she leave—Well, that was too painful to think about. And she refused to examine too deeply the reason for that.


      

         She hoped he hadn’t really meant it when he fired her yesterday. Besides, how could he fire her? He wasn’t even paying her. So, in reality, she was volunteering. A volunteer couldn’t be fired. Could she? But he could accuse her of trespassing. Maybe even have her arrested.


      

         But he wouldn’t. Would he?


      

         She had to talk to Thelma Hanson. And the less anyone knew about her, the closer she could get to the truth. So much was riding on this. Another couple of days and she’d know.


      

         They needed rain. Everything was as dry as a two-day-old croissant. Morning and night, she practically bathed in the cheap moisturizer she’d picked up at Sadler’s. If she stayed here much longer—and, God, she prayed she could—she’d have to start buying the stuff by the vat.


      

         Since, in this case, discretion seemed the better part of valor, she pulled up behind the barn and parked her bike. She went in through the back door and refused to think of it as sneaking in.


      

         Bent over a saddle, Hank rubbed oil into the heavy leather. He glanced up when she walked in. Then he took a good hard look and straightened. “What’s ailin’ you?”


      

         She jammed her hands into her jeans pockets. “Nothing. Why?”


      

         “’Cause you look like forty miles of bad road, that’s why.”


      

         Her mouth fell open.


      

         “Yeah, yeah, I know. Hell of a thing to say to a pretty gal like you. But, Annie, if you so much as looked in a mirror before headin’ out here today, you gotta know I’m tellin’ the truth.”


      

         She blew out a breath and scuffed the toe of her boot over some loose straw. “I didn’t get much sleep.” Taking her hands out of her pockets, she ran them over her hair. “Do I really look that bad?”


      

         Hank nodded toward the small bathroom. “Mirror’s in there.”


      

         “Well, I—”


      

         Cash strode through the front door, Staubach at his heels. “Hey, Hank, do you know where—” His gaze landed on Annelise and turned hard. “What are you doing here?”


      

         “Working.”


      

         “No, you’re not. I told you, you’re fired.”


      

         Staubach danced around her legs, and she leaned down to rub his head, his chin. She swore the dog grinned.


      

         “Staubach, get over here.” Cash snapped his fingers and pointed at a spot beside him.


      

         The dog dropped heavily onto the floor at Annelise’s feet. Cash glared at him as Staubach’s tail wagged happily.


      

         “Traitor,” he muttered.


      

         “I love working here, Cash.”


      

         “Oh? So just like that, I should keep you on? Consider everything okay?”


      

         She shrugged.


      

         “You held back a few cards, Annie. Some trumps. You played me for a fool.”


      

         Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hank pick up the rag he’d been using on the saddle and disappear into a backroom. Coward.


      

         Cash swore. Nothing even remotely hospitable or sympathetic showed in the eyes that met hers. “I came to you yesterday morning, Annie, hat in hand, and apologized for making unwanted advances.”


      

         “They weren’t unwanted.” Her voice sounded small and tentative, even to herself.


      

         “Come on, Annie. Get real.”


      

         “Oh!” Frustrated, she slapped her thigh. “You get real, Cash. You know darn well that both of us actively participated the other night at your place. We’re equally accountable for what went down there. Cliché or no, it does take two to tango, and I was every bit as caught up in that dance, in the moment, as you.”


      

         “I can’t deny that, no.” He wrapped a hand around a stall post and leaned a shoulder against it. “But you’re the one who hit the brakes. Why? Pretty simple, really, now that I’ve got the facts. You’re out of my league, Annie…and we both know that. Me, I’m comfortable in cowboy boots and jeans. Beer in a bottle. You’re used to designer clothes and diamonds. Champagne in fancy crystal flutes.”


      

         He shook his head, the muscles of his jaw working. “I have to wonder what you’re doing here. Besides the grandpa thing. Are you looking for a good time? Bored and hunting for a new experience? Admit it, darlin’. You don’t care one whit about me. I read the tabloids. Your highfalutin friends chew up men like me and spit them out. Maybe you figured it’d be fun to have a romp with an honest-to-God cowboy.”


      

         “Romp?” Heat flared in her cheeks. She glanced around, wishing she could lay her hands on something to throw at him. “I thought, I truly thought, you saw the real me. The real Annelise Montjoy.” She swallowed hard. “But you don’t. You’re no different than anyone else.”


      

         “Annie—”


      

         “Don’t you dare Annie me. You can cheapen what happened between us, but I won’t. You honestly think I’m laughing at you?” She closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose. Making herself meet his eyes again, she said, “If I laughed, it was with you because I was having fun. Enjoying your company. I never, ever laughed at you.”

         


      

         She opened her mouth to say more, but in one swift move, he pushed away from the post. “Bullshit! You’re good, Annie. Very good. You’re quite the little actress, and you’ve taken on a lot of roles the last few days. So the question is—how do I know which one is the real you? Or, for that matter, if any of them are.”


      

         He tipped his head, and his eyes roamed over her. “I like the woman I met in the diner. The woman who slings muck in my barn and smears paint on her cheeks. But is that you?”


      

         Her chest hurt. She could barely breathe. “You’re right, Cash. You don’t know me. Not if you have to ask that question.”

         


      

         “Thanks for the newsflash, darlin’.” His fists clenched at his sides. “What a sucker I am. I watched you ride into town and thought you were the prettiest thing I’d ever laid eyes on. But you looked so lost. Right away, I jumped to the conclusion you needed help. So what did I do? Made sure you got settled somewhere safe, even helped you paint the damn apartment. And all the while, you don’t bother to tell me you’re Davis Driller Montjoy’s great-granddaughter. That you could buy and sell the state of Texas without coming up for air.” He kicked the nearest stall and had several of the horses whinnying. “Christ, Annie, that’s more than a small oversight. I feel stupid, and I gotta tell you, I don’t like the feeling.”


      

         Annelise took several steps toward him.


      

         “Stop.” He held up one hand. “Stay right where you are. I’m not in an especially friendly mood right now.”


      

         “I’m not afraid of you, Cash. Not even the tiniest bit.” She walked closer. “I know you.”


      

         He removed his cowboy hat, raked his fingers through his hair, then settled the Stetson back in place. “You probably do know me a whole heck of a lot better than I know you.”


      

         He leaned forward and crawled right into her face. “And why is that?” He paused. “Oh, yeah. That would be because I was honest with you. Truthful.”


      

         Her heart thumped like a flat tire on macadam. But she couldn’t back down. Not now. If she did, she’d have to leave, and she really, really didn’t want to do that.


      

         Drawing in a deep breath, she closed the distance between them. Now, they were nose to nose and toe to toe. “I couldn’t tell you the truth. Not the first day we met. I didn’t know you, Cash. The paparazzi are beating the bushes for me. There’s a big price tag on my head. A lot of money to be made for a photo of the missing heiress.” She looked toward the rafters and blew out a huge sigh. “I simply couldn’t take the chance they’d find me. Not till I’d located my great-aunt.”

         


      

         Rubbing the back of her neck, she said, “Then, when I started to get to know you, when I realized you would never betray me…” She shrugged.


      

         “Damn you, Annie.”


      

         So quickly she didn’t see it coming, he dipped his head and covered her mouth with his.


      

         The kiss burned, it punished, it made her curl her fingers into the fabric of his shirt and hold on for dear life. When he finally pulled away, she was breathless. Brainless.


      

         “Why is all this so important to you?”


      

         She blinked. “What?”


      

         “I said, why is all this so important?”


      

         “The ranch?”


      

         “No.” Impatient, he gripped the pommel of the saddle Hank had been oiling and almost ripped it from the stand. Then he slashed the air with his hand. “The whole running away thing. I understand the grandfather part, but there’s more to it than that.”


      

         His comment caught her off guard. He was right. She leaned against Shadow’s stall and, without thought, rubbed his muzzle when he bumped his head against her. Her hand trembled. She hadn’t dared admit it even to herself, but, yes, there was more.


      

         Her eyes found his, shaded by the brim of his hat. “Have you always wanted to run a ranch? This ranch?”


      

         “Careful there.” He nodded toward Shadow. “That no-good hunk of horseflesh would as soon nip you as look at you. He’s a sneaky SOB.”


      

         “He won’t hurt me.” She scratched the horse between his ears. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”


      

         Cash made a sound low in his throat, somewhere between a growl and a humph as the horse nickered. Even Staubach kept a wary eye on the horse.


      

         “And you”—she pointed a finger at Cash—“you didn’t answer my question. Have you always wanted to run Whispering Pines?”


      

         “Yeah. I have.”


      

         “Have you ever left here? Been free of the ranch?”


      

         He squinted at her. “Free of it? Strange way to put it, but, yeah, I guess so. When I was away at college.”


      

         “Where’d you go?”


      

         “Texas A&M. That’s where all Hardemans go.”


      

         “Is it the school you wanted to attend?”


      

         “Hell, yes. Go, Aggies.” His eyes clouded. “Too bad you won’t be around come football season. I’d take you to a game. But then, you have better things to do.”


      

         The man was seriously trying her patience. Bracing for another dig, she asked, “Like what?”


      

         He didn’t disappoint her.


      

         “Oh, I don’t know. Spending Daddy’s money, flying off to movie premiers, having brunch with the girls. Some women like to spend other people’s money.”


      

         “You’re comparing me to Vivi.”


      

         He said nothing.


      

         “That’s unfair. And untrue.”


      

         He shrugged his shoulders.


      

         “It is, and you know it. Admit it.”


      

         He said nothing.


      

         “You’re wrong, because I’d take you up on that football game invitation. Too bad I won’t be here, though. Why won’t I, you ask?” She waited a beat. “Because I don’t have a job. I got fired, and the boss is being a real bozo about hiring me back.”


      

         “That right?”


      

         “Yes.”


      

         “Why should he?”


      

         “Hire me back?”


      

         “Uh-huh.”


      

         “Because I give him a hundred percent. Because I know horses. Because he’s a good man.”


      

         He drew in a breath. “You’re hitting below the belt on that last one.”


      

         “Stating the facts.” She rubbed her temple. “I know I…didn’t tell the whole truth about a few things.”


      

         His brows shot up.


      

         “Okay, okay.” She rolled her eyes. “So I misled you. On purpose—at first. Guilty as charged. But I had a legitimate reason.” She paused, laid a hand on his chest. “My response to you the other night, though, was real. I didn’t fake that. I couldn’t.”


      

         Cash pinched the bridge of his nose and swore again. “Really low blow.”

         


      

         She met his eyes, didn’t waver.


      

         The silence stretched. “Maybe I can put in a good word for you with the boss.”


      

         “I wish you would. This job’s important to me.”


      

         “Why?” He hesitated. “I still don’t get it. You could do what you came to do and get the hell out of Dodge. Why would you want to bust your back working here at Whispering Pines? It defies logic, Annie.”


      

         “Because…” She hesitated, considered. “How did you feel when you were away at university, Cash?”


      

         “I missed the ranch, the horses. I missed the smell of the barn, the smell of the air after a good rain. My family. Not that I didn’t like college. Don’t get me wrong. I had a good time. Got a first-rate education. Learned skills I’ve since put to use here.”


      

         “But while you were at school, you did pretty much what you wanted?”


      

         He shrugged. “As long as I kept up my grades.”


      

         “See, that’s the thing.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a couple of sugar cubes. Absently, she held up her palm, let Shadow lip them, heard Cash’s nervous intake of air.


      

         “I’ve never had that freedom, Cash. Never been free to be me. Never been free of family responsibilities and expectations. Until now.” She wiped her hand on her jeans. “I’m not ready to give it up. Not yet.”


      

         She pulled at her ponytail. “Actually, when it comes right down to it, I’m still not entirely free. But this thing with Grandpa is because I love him, not because of duty. I’m working a couple of angles there.”


      

         He looked at her questioningly.


      

         “I can’t say anything else yet. Trust me. Please, Cash.”


      

         He scowled. “You’re playing me like a fiddle.”


      

         “No, I’m not.”


      

         “Yeah, you are.” He huffed. “Still, Hank needs the help. I suppose you can stay till I find your replacement.” With that he turned and stalked out of the barn. “Staubach,” he called. “Let’s go.”


      

         The dog slowly rose to his feet and started to the door. He threw one last pathetic look over his shoulder as he trotted out of the barn.


      

         Annelise stood where she was, tears stinging her eyes. “Need You Now,” a country song she recognized from yesterday, drifted from Hank’s radio. Dropping to the straw-littered floor, head cradled in her arms, she listened while Lady Antebellum put voice to her feelings.

         


      

         Under different circumstances, she and Cash could have been so right for each other. If only their paths weren’t so disparate—he a down-to-the-bone cowboy, and she a filthy rich city girl.


      

         

        

            *  *  *


      

         


      

         Cash went over the figures a third time, then rested his elbows on the big cherry desk in his grandpa’s office and scrubbed his hands over his face. The coarse stubble on his jaw reminded him he hadn’t bothered to shave this morning. He supposed he could run the electric razor he kept in the top desk drawer over his face, but what the hell. It didn’t make two cents worth of difference.


      

         He looked back at the computerized list on his monitor and swore. The supply order had to go in by tomorrow, but he couldn’t concentrate on muscle liniments, horseshoe nails, or oats and barley. The price of a new currycomb and the number of vitamin pills needed for the stock didn’t seem relevant. He couldn’t focus on anything except Annie. Make that Annelise Montjoy.


      

         In a few short days, she’d gotten under his skin. Crawled right in and taken up residence. Enough so that he hadn’t been able to stay away yesterday. He’d woken up wanting to see those eyes, that hair. Needing to taste those lips. Hear her laugh. He was enough of a realist to understand the lady was totally out of his league. Whatever fantasies he’d been dreaming up about him and Annie needed to be swept up and dumped in the trash can. Any involvement between them was over, finished, and done. Hell, it had never started. Not really.


      

         He couldn’t get the picture of her out of his mind. Annie in the canoe, moonlight bathing her features, highlighting her high cheekbones, that aristocratic nose. Annie in his living room all but naked. The smell of her. The touch and taste of her. Those soft little sighs way down low in her throat.


      

         Shit!


      

         He leaned back in the chair.


      

         Well, Miss Annelise Montjoy could stay till he figured out what to do about help for Hank, but from now on, Cash Hardeman intended to draw the line between personal and professional and stretch it tight. As tight as any barbed-wire fence on the ranch.


      

         Good luck with that, cowboy.

         


      

         The thing was, Annie was so damned unpredictable. He’d left her place yesterday, fully expecting never to see her again. Then, he’d walked into the barn this morning and there she stood, bold as brass, even after he’d sacked her. She and Hank had been in the middle of some serious discussion from the looks of it.


      

         Sweat glistened on Cash’s forehead simply remembering the picture she’d made. That tiny red tank top hugged her breasts, molded her waist. Toned, tanned arms all but begged a man to touch. She’d looked tired, though. Walking away from her had been tough. Then, when he’d made it to the barn door, “Need You Now” came over Hank’s old radio, and he’d nearly turned around.


      

         But he hadn’t. He’d somehow managed to escape. Now if he could only manage to scrub all traces of Annie from his mind.


      

         She’d infiltrated too deeply. Way too deep.


      

         He drained the coffee mug Rosie’d filled for him and saved the mess he’d made of the ordering sheet. Maybe he’d take a ride. That would help clear his head. But that meant heading back to the barn, to Annie. Well, nothing said he had to stop and visit with her, now did it? She was one of his hired hands. Period. Nothing more, nothing less.


      

         And if that wasn’t the biggest bunch of BS he’d ever heard, he didn’t know what was. Feeling surly and more than a little mean, he stormed out of the house.


      

         The screen door slammed shut. He was halfway down the stairs when Rosie hurried out. Standing on the porch, drying her hands on a worn dish towel, she asked, “Where are you going, Cash? Lunch is ready. I’m minutes from putting it on the table.”


      

         “I’m heading out for a ride. I’m not hungry.”


      

         “Let me pack you a lunch.”


      

         He rounded on her. “I’m not five years old, Rosie. I can take care of myself.”


      

         “Yeah, I can see that.” She lifted a brow. “So which of the barn cats do you intend to kick?”


      

         He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When his eyes met hers again, he saw concern. “Look. I’m in a rotten mood. I know it. I need to get away. Be by myself for a bit.”


      

         Vivi sauntered onto the porch. “I’d be more than happy to keep you company, Cash.” Dressed in Daisy Dukes and a white halter top, she pursed Marilyn-Monroe-red lips.


      

         “Oh, lordy,” Rosie muttered.


      

         “I appreciate the offer, Vivi. I truly do.” He rubbed at the headache skewering his brain behind his left eye. “But like I told Rosie, I’m after some alone time right now. Be best for everybody.”


      

         Pouting, Vivi wrapped her arms around the porch banister. “You don’t do anything with me anymore.”


      

         “Honey, you and I never have done anything together. You’re my grandpa’s widow, so you’re part of this family. I owe him that. But, you and me? Ain’t gonna happen. We have less than nothing in common.”

         


      

         “I’m gonna go get that lunch together for you,” Rosie interrupted. “I’ll have it ready by the time you’ve got that rascal Moonshine saddled up.”


      

         When he opened his mouth to object, she shook her head. “Huh-uh. You’ll thank me for it later.”


      

         He tipped his hat to her. “All right. Thanks, Rosie. I’ll stop by the house and pick it up.” He swiveled on his boot heel and headed across the yard, leaving one steaming mad woman behind and anticipating another in the barn. He mentally girded his loins, gearing up for the next face-off with Ms. Hogwash Montjoy.


      

         Damn it. Try as he might to think of her that way, he couldn’t. She wasn’t Ms. Montjoy. She was Annie, pure and simple. Shit!


      

         The barn, after the bright outdoor heat, was dim and ten degrees cooler. Several large overhead fans stirred the air. He stood motionless in the doorway, waiting for his eyes to adjust.


      

         He heard her first. Annie’s clear, true voice whispered in song to Shadow—in his stall. Cash’s heart nearly stopped, but he fought back his initial reaction, didn’t run to yank her to safety.


      

         Instead, he stood at the ready and watched and listened. While she sang, Annie brushed the currycomb over the horse’s flanks.


      

         Sensitive animals, horses didn’t suffer fools gladly. Often used in rehab situations, they picked up on a person’s inner feelings and needs, intuiting the sincere from the disingenuous.


      

         His eyes widened when Shadow, this monster horse, turned his head and actually nuzzled Annie, bumping her shoulder with his muzzle. While he watched, she laughed and slid one of those long-fingered hands over Shadow’s forelock.


      

         Cash hardened with need. Cursing every god he’d ever heard mentioned, he lamented that, of several billion women in the world, it was this one who held such power over him.


      

         She went back to grooming the horse. Steady, long strokes. Her voice, soft and sensuous, curled in his belly.


      

         

        “J’espère, j’espère, oh oui, j’espère.”

      

         


      

         Unable to fight it, he added his baritone to her quiet voice. “Oh, yes, I hope.”


      

         Startled, she swung around. The comb slid from her fingers. “I didn’t hear you come in.”


      

         “No. I don’t guess you did.” He nodded toward the comb. “Careful. Your boss doesn’t like his things damaged.”


      

         “Oh? He tell you that?”


      

         “Damn tootin’. You speak French well.”


      

         “I spent some time in Paris.”


      

         “Of course you did.”


      

         Her blue eyes iced. “We have an office there. But I don’t seem to be the only one who speaks French. Apparently you do, too.”


      

         He lifted a shoulder. “Not really. You picked one of the few songs I know.”


      

         She smiled slowly. “I love the melody.”


      

         “Me, too.” And he was glad, since he figured he’d hear it in that sweet voice of hers over and over tonight while he fought for sleep. “I never did ask. Where’d you learn your way around horses?”


      

         She laughed at his abrupt change of subject. “My mother, never easy around them, insisted I take riding lessons. She had me in a saddle by the time I turned three. Despite the enormous amount of money Dad paid for my lessons, Duncan, my instructor, insisted I groom my own animal when we came back from a ride. He said that was a huge part of being a horse person. So, I learned at an early age how to brush down my horse and clean his hooves. How to saddle my own mount. Duncan did a good job. I owe him a lot. He taught me responsibility along with the love of riding.”


      

         “Guess so.” Grabbing his saddle, he moved across the barn to Moonshine’s stall. “Have you ridden Shadow?” He turned and locked eyes with her. “The truth.”


      

         Chin rising defiantly, she said, “Yes. I have.”


      

         “I figured as much watching the two of you together.” He shook his head. “He ready to ride with another horse?”


      

         She nodded.


      

         “Okay. Saddle up. Show me.”


      

         She gaped at him. “You’re serious?”


      

         “As a heart attack.”


      

         “Yes, sir, boss.”


      

         “Don’t get cheeky on me.” He opened Moonshine’s stall. “Rosie’s putting together a basket lunch. We’ll stop by the house on our way and pick it up.” And he knew exactly where they’d share it. He had the perfect spot.


      

         “That sounds wonderful.” Annie threw a heavy wool, red-and-black plaid blanket over Shadow’s back, then lifted the saddle in place. She reached beneath his belly, attached the girth strap, tightening and then rechecking to make sure it was secure.


      

         Cash watched her work. Watched the way her efficient fingers ran over Shadow. She talked to the horse the entire time. Cash figured she’d forgotten he could hear as she rubbed and cooed to him.


      

         “You had a rough start, hmmm, pretty boy? That’s okay. You’re safe now. You’re okay. You can trust Cash. He’ll take good care of you.”
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