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  Chapter 1




  Billy Jo half-listened to the drone of her answering machine until she heard a firm, deep, masculine voice say, “I’d like to leave a message for Billy Jack. I need a driver at once. Since you have no experience, I’ll start you off at twenty-two fifty an hour. If you work out after this run, your salary will go up according to your worth. I’ll stand for no boozing and no run-ins with the law. There’s no loading and unloading, just straight driving. Be at the Flying G Truck Stop at five in the morning. Be prepared to leave at once and to be on the road for at least a month. Ask for Jason Conrad.”




  Billy Jo just stood for a moment before her face broke into a large grin, and she whooped, “Hooray!” Quickly, she dialed her brother to tell him the good news. “I got a job, Joel. I’ll be on the road for a month, at twenty-two fifty an hour. Can you believe it?”




  “That’s great, Sis. What company?”




  “Well, I’m not sure. He said to ask for Jason Conrad.” With a small sigh, she added, “I guess I don’t know much about the job. I only know we can use the money, and Joel, I’ll send some as soon as I’m able. I’ll miss you. But don’t you get too lonely without me there to visit.”




  “Billy, there’s a nurse here who will see that I don’t get too lonesome. Rose sure keeps me busy all day doing one exercise or another. A real slave driver, and she’s sitting right here on my bed at this minute.”




  “Sounds like you won’t miss me after all.”




  “I would like to know more about this trucking line, Billy Jo. I’d hate for you to become mixed up with some fly-by-night organization.”




  “I’ll phone you as soon as I know more,” she promised, then rushed on, in a dither, “I gotta get packed now. I’m supposed to leave at five in the morning. If Mom calls, let her know I have a job. She won’t be too happy about my driving, but it pays well, and it’s about all that I’m able to do.”




  “Don’t worry about Mom,” Joel said. “I don’t suppose I ever told you, but I’ve always thought you are the best driver I’d ever seen, except for me, that is.”




  “Thanks.”




  “Ouch!” Joel gave a muffled cry.




  “What’s the matter? Are you in pain?” Billy Jo asked in concern.




  “It’s Florence Nightingale. She just threw a pillow at me. She didn’t take too well to my self-praise. Rose wishes you well, too. You take care of yourself, Sis.” His tone of voice told her of his concern for her. “I just had a thought, Billy Jo. Is this Conrad guy going to be driving with you?”




  A perfectly reasonable question, she thought as she answered her brother. “He didn’t say, but I assume I’ll be handling the rig by myself.”




  “Be careful, Sis. You are rather naive.”




  Billy Jo laughed. “Naive or not, I can drive a rig and that is the only thing anyone is getting from me. Even if the man is my partner, I still remember all of that judo you taught me. I’ll be all right.”




  “You always have been able to handle anything you set out to do, but a big brother can still worry about his little sister.”




  “Joel Bob Jack, you just worry about yourself. Do what the doctors and that pretty nurse on your bed tell you, and we’ll soon be driving an eighteen-wheeler together. I’ve got to pack now, and I have no idea what to take. I believe this is the coldest I have ever seen it. It’s seventeen below here in Edgewood!”




  “It’ll be colder in the morning, too. Dress in layers, Billy Jo.” She laughed as she listened to her brother’s advice. “Wear heavy sox and boots. Wear long johns under your jeans, you hear?”




  “Yes, I hear. We’ve lived in New Mexico since we were kids, but from time to time, we still talk Texan. I suppose it is true, you can take a Texan out of Texas, but you can’t take Texas out of the Texan.”




  Billy Jo sighed as she replaced the receiver. She hated being away from her brother for a month, but he appeared in good spirits. She was happy that the nurse had taken an interest in him, and she was not surprised. Joel had gotten the best of the looks in the family. He was tall and blond with blue eyes. She had inherited her dad’s height, too. Until she tried her hand at truck driving, she had never been happy about her five feet nine inches height. Billy Jo knew she was fashionably thin, maybe too thin, but she believed she had an unfortunate shade of straight dark brown hair and brown eyes to boot. Joel had always been the popular one, the extrovert, and she the wallflower, drawing into herself unless pulled out by Joel. Now he lay in bed most of the time, perhaps forever. She felt tears well in her eyes. She shook her head. That would not do. No more feeling sorry for Joel or for herself. She had a job!




  As she carefully packed a small suitcase and duffel bag with items for her trip, she idly wondered about her employer, Jason Conrad. He sounded a no nonsense type of man. Was he old? Young? Fat? Thin? Bald? And what would he think of her? He had hired her sight unseen. Well, it mattered little what he looked like. She hoped he would be an older fatherly type of man. He must be a modern thinking man. He hired her. She laughed mockingly in a fit of denigration. He must be desperate!




  * * * *




  Her alarm woke her all too soon. She had just got to bed and here it was four in the morning. Too excited to eat, she did not bother with breakfast nor worry about makeup either. Just put on some balm on her lips to protect against the elements.




  She took her brother’s advice and dressed in layers. She put on pantyhose, thermal underwear, jeans, warm low healed boots, a light turtleneck, a heavy sweater, sheepskin-lined jacket, a knit cap, and her brother’s hunting cap. She laughed when she saw her reflection in the mirror. She looked twenty pounds heavier and decidedly frumpy.




  Her eyes felt bleary from little sleep so she donned her wire-rim glasses, foregoing her contacts until later in the day. If Joel saw her now, he would know he had nothing to worry about. Her virtue was safe. No man in his right mind would give her more than a cursory glance. Well, Mr. Conrad hadn’t hired a beauty. He hired a driver.




  * * * *




  Once inside the truck stop, Billy Jo looked around in confusion. Even at that early hour, the small restaurant was crowded with truck drivers of all sizes and ages. Except for her, the cashier and waitresses, every other occupant in the place was male. A few men wandered about in the store appraising jackets, caps, and turquoise jewelry. She wondered if any of these men was her employer, Jason Conrad. As she continued to look about, wondering how she would ever find him, she heard a paged announcement for Billy Jack to see the cashier. Breathing a sigh of relief, she headed toward the counter.




  “You must be Billy Jack.” The plump, blonde woman handed her some forms. “Jason said for you to fill out these papers. It’s your W-4 and a contract of some sort, I believe.” She smiled in a friendly way. “I’ll mail in the papers for him. He’s in a God-awful hurry. You should meet him at the truck. He’s gassing up. The rig with the odd looking boat painted on the door.” She waved her hand toward the east. “At the pumps on the left side of the building. You can’t miss it.”




  The woman talked nonstop as Billy filled out the papers. She had no chance to reply but smiled and tried to appear friendly and poised. She noticed that Jason Conrad had already signed the contract. His signature looked forceful. He must be self-assured to sign so boldly. Momentarily, she compared her thin, scrawling handwriting to his as she returned the papers to the cashier.




  “Good luck,” the cashier said. “You’ll need it. I hear Jason’s hard but fair. This morning he’s in a snit. Can hardly blame him though, but you’d better get going. From what I’ve seen, he is not a patient man.”




  Billy Jo hurried as fast as she could in her heavy boots. A layer of ice on the slick cement made walking treacherous. Just my luck. First day driving and black ice. Well, if my career starts out this way, the job has to get better.




  She wondered where she would be heading. Was she a fool to accept a job knowing so little about it? Well, she didn’t much care as long as she received her salary. She hoped she would be paid before the month was up as she had little money left to eat on. She shook her head and sighed. Billy Jo chastised herself, she knew she should have read that contract instead of just signing. Sometimes, it did not pay to be too desperate.




  As she reached the truck, a man came around from the other side. “Are you Billy Jack?”




  She nodded. Can this be Jason Conrad? Even with the heavy, warm clothes, she could tell he was magnificently built. His eyes were a piercing blue. His face bore a black stubble noting that he, too, thought it was too early and too cold for fixing up. Beneath that stubble, she could tell that his weather-beaten face was a handsome one with strong, cleft chin, prominent cheekbones, and full, sensuous lips.




  “I’ll just call you Jack.”




  Again, she nodded, unable to find her tongue. Shortly, the realization dawned on her that he thought she was a man. What will happen when he finds out his mistake? She hoped she would be well on the way to wherever she was heading before he found out. If she had to reply verbally, she decided to keep her voice as low as possible. Mentally, she thanked God her voice was a rather low alto.




  “I’ve been working on this baby all night.” Her new boss patted the steel and chrome possessively. “Damned cold between here and Cline’s Corners, and then the idiot who drove it in, shut off the engine and the oil started to freeze. Lucky, I drove in with Maxwell. Intended to head back from here. Damn!” He hit his fist against the cab’s door, venting his anger. “Well, his leaving is no big loss.” He thrust out his square, cleft chin in her direction, as his eyes, still filled with indignation flicked over her. Billy Jo hoped his vexation toward his former employee would not be turned toward her. She supposed Maxwell must be another driver, but refrained from asking any questions.




  “We’re heading west. You drive to Flagstaff, and then I’ll take over for a while. I want to get a bit of shut-eye. Until you get your bearings, I’ll just nap on the seat in case you need me. Have you ever driven this type?”




  A half smile flicked across his lips as she nodded. “Not my first choice,” he said with a shrug, “but what the hell.”




  Billy Jo shook her head or nodded as he talked, and hoped he didn’t think her a complete idiot, being so uncommunicative. She hunched her shoulders and tried to act as masculine as she could while fighting the urge to giggle uncontrollably.




  She was disturbed to find that he would be going along. Fervently, she hoped he would sleep most of the way or until they had gotten far enough away that he would not be able to send her back. She remembered his words about the other driver, the one who had shut off the engine and frozen the oil. Even as green as she was, she knew better than to do that.




  After stowing her suitcase and duffel bag where he instructed, she climbed up into the cab. Quickly, she oriented herself to the inside dials and gauges as he climbed into the passenger side. She let out a deep breath to calm herself. It was not unduly cold in the cab, but she decided the better part of valor would be to remain fully covered with her heavy, bulky garments.




  * * * *




  Jason settled himself on the seat and covertly watched as his new partner had trouble attaching the seat belt, fussing with it almost like a woman would, finally tearing off a glove to fasten the thing. Billy Jack’s hand, almost dainty looking, finally got the belt fastened, and he let out a deep breath that filled the cold cab with a film of steam. Jason chuckled inwardly as the fellow muttered a soft curse, then began to slowly drive out of the area and on to Interstate 40.




  A strange young guy, Jason thought, must be nervous as hell to be so tongue-tied. Well, this was not the first time he had used the ploy of pretending to sleep so that a man could get his bearings. Poor kid must be desperate for work to take a job on such short notice. He would find out before they were out of Albuquerque if the guy would work out and then, maybe he could sleep. But he sure was not going to call him Billy. It sounded girlish to him, but the guy’s last name, Jack, would do. Face it, Jason thought. Ever since Billy Bob Baxter beat him up in the tenth grade, he hated the name, and girlishness had nothing to do with his feelings.




  Thankful Jack wasn’t the talkative type, Jason slunk down on the seat. There was nothing he hated more that having to listen to his partner’s tales of affairs and how the little woman didn’t understand him. As much as he needed to be on the road now, Jason sure wasn’t in the mood to listen to some cowboy’s woes. He had enough of his own to think about.




  Leaning back, feigning sleep, he said nothing as his new driver negotiated the slick highway and early morning traffic of Albuquerque. After they reached the top of Nine-mile hill to the west of the city, Jason said, “We can stop for a break in Grants if you feel like it. I like the Iron Skillet, but you pick the place. My stomach’s strong and I can take most of the cafes along the way. By the way, you did just fine back there.”




  Billy Jack gave him a glance of appreciation.




  Jason closed his eyes. He was tired and having seen that his partner could handle the icy highway, he was soon peacefully sleeping.




  * * * *




  With the cab warm and Mr. Conrad sleeping, Billy Jo removed the hunting cap and her heavy gloves, but left on the knit cap. She felt relaxed and content even driving on the treacherous road. She hoped Jason Conrad would keep her on when he discovered she was a woman. He had complimented her driving ability, and he felt sure enough of her ability that he had fallen asleep. She glanced at him. His breathing was deep and regular, and even in repose, he was strikingly handsome.




  As she drove, at times the snow stopped and she gazed out at vistas of red rock and mesas, an Indian Pueblo with an old adobe church with spire reaching upward. The sun peeked out and then, just as suddenly, she was engulfed in a whirl of snow unable to see the beautiful scenery she traveled through.




  Since Mr. Conrad was so deep in sleep, when she came to Grants she decided not to stop. With her job and first day of paid driving, she felt too excited to be hungry, and besides, the farther she was from Edgewood the better. He still might not cotton to a woman driver, even a good one. So, it would be best to be as far away as possible. She would stop when she had to and not before.




  * * * *




  Jason’s eyes popped open when he felt the rig slow and pull onto an off ramp. He blinked trying to remember just where he was. Oh, yes, they must be pulling into Grants. “Where are we?” Then he realized they were coming into a weigh station. “I guess I must have been tired. Past Gallup already. You didn’t stop.” He glanced at his watch. “Making better time than I imagined. Good work. Come on inside and meet a few of the guys. If you stick with me, you’ll be seeing them now and again.”




  Billy Jo followed after him and stood silently, nodding and smiling, as he joked and chatted with the men inside the weigh station.




  “Everything looks okay, Jason,” one of the men said. “It’s good seeing you again. You don’t get around much anymore, do you?”




  “Too busy trying to make money to get out this way,” Jason answered. “You will probably be seeing Jack, here, a lot.” He laughed. “I forgot. My new partner’s name is Billy Jack.”




  Billy Jo shook hands with the men and left the building without uttering one word. As they walked back toward the truck, Jason said, “I’ll drive for a while. Give you a break until we eat.”




  Billy Jo climbed into the passenger side of the cab. Again, she had trouble with the seat belt buckle, and froze in fear when Jason pushed the buckle in for her. “For such a good driver you sure can’t handle a simple seat belt.” He slapped her leg jokingly. “Bet next time, you get it right.”




  Jason felt relaxed and happy. His anger of the early morning evaporated. Maybe, everything would turn out for the best. This new kid, though taciturn, drove like a pro. He turned on the radio and began to whistle “Raindrops Keep Falling On My Head” as B. J. Thomas sang the refrain. The wheel felt great in his hands. It was good to be back on the road again. He spent most of his time in the office now. Argo Truck Line was growing and prospering. The truck line was so busy at present that he had been forced to take a run himself, driving with Pop Maxwell. He had started out with a load behind a man he wasn’t sure of, and his suspicions were confirmed. The man was no good. After he fired him and shipped him back to Amarillo, Jason sent Pop Maxwell on alone, and took over the incompetent’s rig.




  In desperation, he phoned for a replacement. He had been dubious when he received the copy of Billy Jack’s résumé by fax, but was pleasantly surprised. He got rid of an incompetent and replaced him on a moment’s notice with an untried but an acceptable driver. If the rest of this trip went as well, he would be back at his desk looking out for his company in person. He trusted his office help, but he liked to keep on top of things. As soon as this kid learned the ropes, he would fly back to Amarillo. No real need for two drivers on this trip.




  He noticed Billy Jack stretch and then struggle out of his heavy jacket. Out of the corner of his eye, he noted long hair tumble out as the woolen cap was removed. Jeez, just my luck. A long-haired rock’n’roller. His new partner ran fingers through the long hair just like—Jason shifted his eyes from the road to his partner. “You’re a girl!”




  Chapter 2




  Dumbfounded, his mouth open in surprise, Jason looked at Billy Jo. The truck began to skid. “Damn,” he muttered, as he struggled to control the rig, and soon had it on the straight and narrow. Befuddled, he felt embarrassed that he had let his surprise at her sex cause him momentarily to lose command, he frowned, silently digesting the turn of events. Rarely, did he become rattled, lose control. Being in command was something on which he prided himself. He was always in control: his driving, his emotions, his business sense. Time and again, he was told by others, “He had ice water in his veins.”




  At the first truck stop, Jason pulled off the interstate.




  “I need a cup of coffee!” Jason parked the truck, shot Billy Jo another scathing look, and pushed open his door.




  Billy Jo scrambled out of the cab as quickly as she could. She almost felt Jason was going to open the door for her, and she determined not to let that happen. She must be assertive, prove herself a capable person who needed no help from a male partner.




  “They’ve got showers over yonder.” He motioned his hand to the right as he took off to the left, leaving her standing just inside the Driver’s Haven Restaurant door.




  Looking around, she saw signs indicating drivers’ rooms both to the left and right, with “Women Drivers” to the right. A quick shower might just ease her tense muscles. While driving, she did not think she felt tense, but now, the ache in her neck and shoulders told her otherwise.




  Refreshed from her quick shower, Billy Jo let her mind turn to her job, as she stared at her reflection in the mirror as she applied a bit of makeup and combed her hair. Her eyes felt better so she put in her contacts. She did not know what to think about Jason Conrad’s reaction or to her situation. Was her job in jeopardy? If Jason Conrad had blown up and cursed or accused her of fooling him she would have understood, but he had said nothing. He had only let out a soft breath as if someone had hit him in the stomach. She knew that sound. In her youth she had played football with Joel and his friends. She counted herself lucky that the truck had lurched at just that moment, taking his mind off of her and on to his driving.




  So far her boss had not said anything about letting her go, but maybe he was making arrangements for a replacement now. No, she could not think that.




  If he said anything about firing her, she would put up one hell of a fight.




  She left the women’s room, looking a good deal more feminine than when she entered. She slung her heavy jacket over her arm and walked to the restaurant.




  Jason sat in a booth in the section reserved for drivers. Billy Jo gathered every ounce of courage she possessed, straightened her spine, and marched over to join him. A steaming cup of coffee awaited her. For some reason she was inordinately pleased.




  “Well, I guess I can’t call you Jack after all,” he drawled as she slid into the seat across from him. “The handle didn’t seem to fit you anyway.”




  “Oh? Jack is my last name, but I usually hear it combined with Miss or Ms. Jack, so it did sound a little different. I don’t mind if that is what you want to call me.” With sparkling eyes, she added, “It is better than Erasmus or Heathcliff.”




  He smiled slowly, sipped some coffee. “I don’t see you as a Heathcliff either. I’ll have to call you Billy unless you have any other suggestions.”




  “Most people call me Billy Jo, Mr. Conrad.”




  “Billy Jo, it is then. You know, you made a strange kind of a man, Billy Jo. I wasn’t sure what to make of you. Since you were proving to be so adept at the wheel, I was willing to go along.” He looked her up and down.




  Here it comes. He’s going to try to get rid of me, let me make the decision to quit. Well, he is in for a surprise. She wished she were better equipped to read the look he was sending her. Somehow, his expression seemed to give her pleasant little chills. He looked so assured and his lips turned up in a crooked little smile. Now she suddenly realized what was different. He had shaved while she was in the women’s room. He was not as weather-beaten as she first thought. Decidedly handsome, and those deep blue eyes, and full lips, delicious. Watch yourself, Billy Jo. She took a deep breath and decided she better bite the bullet and ask the question that needed being answered. She really needed this job.




  “Are you willing to go along with me now?” She twisted her hands; then tightly clasped them before her, not wanting to show how nervous she felt, as she looked into his eyes. She had to know his decision.




  He thought for a moment. He raised an eyebrow. With a suggestive grin and smoldering eyes, answered, “It depends on how far you would like to go?”




  She could not stop the flush that came to her face. She said with as much dignity and as coldly as she could muster, “I believe we are going to Flagstaff. You haven’t told me where we head from there, Mr. Conrad. But I am willing to go that far and as far in miles as my contract provides. I believe you said I would be on the road for at least a month.”




  “You got it.” His gaze still held steady on her face and he continued his sexy grin.




  She let out a deep breath. She had her job. Relaxing, she shyly returned his smile. His teeth were white and even and there was something so appealing about that crooked grin and his twinkling blue eyes. However, she vowed not let him see how attractive she found him. He already knew he had charisma and charm, and she would not encourage him one iota. They must be driving partners, nothing more. She kept her voice cool and dignified as befitting their employee-boss relationship. “Thank you for giving me a chance.”




  “My pleasure.” Now, if you would just turn off that frigid air you are harboring, we could have a pleasant little trip, he thought. What was it that made her so appealing? She wasn’t a raving, drop-dead beauty, but there was a certain quality, a vulnerability which he so easily read in her captivating brown eyes and sensitive mouth. Her full lips appeared sensuous and appetizing, definitely kissable.




  He cocked an eyebrow as he appraised her. So far, just the job seemed to fire her ardor. Billy Jo must be desperate for money to take this job with an unknown partner, but did he tell her the assignment would not be solo driving? He could not remember what he had said on the message. He hated talking on those machines. He had one, too, as a convenience, but he still hated talking to a machine.




  They ate in companionable silence, neither knowing what to say at this point, and each sizing up the other.




  * * * *




  Later, as they drove along, Billy Jo said, “I didn’t trick you into hiring me, you know. You didn’t ask if I were a woman.”




  “Listen, honey, I am all for equal rights.” No one was going to accuse him of discrimination. For all he knew she could be a government plant. He heard of such ruses, companies forced out of business with heavy fines for discrimination. If this gal was a spy, she was a good actress, but he was sure a talented one would be used. True, his company had no other female drivers, but as far as he knew none had ever applied to his company. He took in a long breath and let it out. Better not call her honey again. That was a no-no. Jason reached into a small compartment, took out a dog-eared book, and began studying the truck’s log. Tending to business ought to take his mind off of her luscious lips. Only a fool would become involved with a woman employee, especially one who may be trying to put him out of business. He could not believe she might be a spy, but why take any chances?




  “Oh look!” She pointed. “There’s another truck with an old boat on the door. Does it belong to the same company? Do you lease cabs or is this a line that you hire on or what?”




  “Don’t you even know who you are working for?” Surprised by her statement, he glanced up from looking at the logbook he was perusing.




  “I’m working for you, aren’t I?” Billy Jo down-clutched to gain power as they began going upgrade. Another truck overtook them and passed, throwing up slush against the window, and she switched on the windshield wipers.




  “Yes, you’re working for me, and yes, I do own more than this cab. It’s a small company,” Jason said noncommittally, but pride showed in his voice.




  “It would have to be for you to be out on the road.” She sent a sideways glance toward him, along with a winsome smile. “That’s what I’d like to do eventually, have my own truck. My brother and I would drive together.”




  “Your brother is a driver?” Interested, Jason shifted his position and turned toward her. “What line?”
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