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The moment Rio caught sight of the woman in
the crosshairs of his rifle scope, he knew he was in trouble. At
first he thought the lone rider coming up the rocky ravine was the
Corwin Falls sheriff.

But if it was the sheriff, he’d certainly
changed. Those curves had a definite feminine flair to them.

From his lookout in the rocks, Rio watched
the rider wind her way through the rocks toward him. He swore
softly as she headed right for him, forcing him to position himself
on a rock ledge at the mouth of Box Canyon. She had him trapped and
he was betting she knew it.

Squatting down on a rocky ledge above the
trail, he waited for her, wondering what had brought her up here.
After a moment, she rode into view, her attention on the tracks in
the dust. She’d been following him!

He waited until she was within a few feet of
him, then readied himself to leap. It wasn’t until he’d pushed
himself off the rock that he realized he’d recently seen this woman
somewhere before. He couldn’t remember where in that instant and he
didn’t have time to figure it out. He jumped, knocked her off her
horse and to the ground.

They both hit the dirt hard, Rio taking most
of the impact himself, being the gentleman he was. He’d rather
thought she would appreciate that. But something in the oath she
muttered and the speed with which she slipped his grip told him she
didn’t.

He rolled over, coming up with only her hat
in his hands to find her standing over him, a pistol in her
hand.

In a flash, he remembered where he’d seen
her.

In front of the Corwin Falls Sheriff’s Office
two days ago.

She hadn’t seen him. She’d been too busy
arguing with Sheriff Brick Cabot. Brick seemed to think she was
going to the Saturday-night dance with him. She obviously had other
ideas about that.

Rio raised his hands. He’d learned there were
two lethal situations you didn’t want to make worse. A coiled
rattlesnake, ready to strike. And a woman with a gun pointed at
you.

Her brown eyes were narrowed and steely. Her
brown hair had fallen out of her hat and now dropped around her
shoulders. Coated in dust, she looked a little more than
irritated.

Crossing her path had been a mistake. Rio
knew it even before she smiled and opened her denim jacket. The
badge gleamed silver in the sun.

He looked from it to her face, unable to hide
his surprise. Damn. Apparently she was Brick Cabot’s deputy.

He dusted off her hat but hesitated offering
it to her. “My apologies. I had no idea you were …”

“The law?” she asked.

“A woman,” he answered. “You know a man can’t
be too careful out here.”

“A man should especially be careful when he’s
trespassing on private property, don’t you think?” she said.

“Private property?”

“You’re on the MacTavish Ranch.”

He gave her a grin he’d been told was
irresistible. “Are you sure?”

The edge to her smile proved that theory
wrong. “I guess I should know. I’m Delaney MacTavish,” she
said.

“Oh.” Rio had heard Patrick MacTavish had a
high-spirited daughter. He just hadn’t heard she was beautiful.

“And who are you?” Her gun hand was steady.
This woman had used a weapon before and would again, probably with
stunning speed if he made the wrong move.

“Rio Wells. You can put your weapon away. I’m
sorry if I wandered onto private property.”

“Are you? Well, I just happen to be looking
for rustlers. You haven’t seen any, have you?”

A horse whinnied from up the canyon behind
them. His horse. Hers had been spooked back down the ravine. By
now, it was probably halfway home.

“That’s my horse,” Rio said with a sheepish
grin. “Gotcha.”

She looked at him. “Your horse’s name is
Gotcha?”

He nodded, studying her. If he was a betting
man, and he was, he’d bet that in a few moments she was going to
want to take him in for questioning and he would be spending the
night in jail. That would be very inconvenient, given his plans for
tonight. “I’m not a cattle rustler, if that’s what you’re
thinking.”

“I suppose since you’re not one of the
rustlers, you won’t mind riding into Corwin Falls with me for a few
questions with the sheriff.”

Bingo! He really could call ‘em. He looked
down at her hat in his hands. He’d been in tight spots before. Only
quick thinking had saved him. He crimped the creases back into her
western straw hat, then looked up at her.

“Your hat, Deputy,” he said and tossed it to
her. At the same time, he let out a loud whistle.

Confusion filled her eyes as she made a grab
for her hat, the barrel of her gun losing its target as his horse
came barreling down on them.

Gotcha drew her attention just long enough.
Rio fell into Delaney, grabbing the pistol easily.

He saw her gaze shift to his rifle near the
rocks where he’d been using the scope to watch her earlier. They
both made a dive for it, but he got there first. Gotcha came to a
sand-throwing halt beside him and Rio grabbed his rifle, mounted
his horse and apologized to the deputy.

“After tonight, I’d love to stop by the
sheriff’s office. In fact, I plan to. But I’m afraid I have other
plans this evening.” He studied the deputy for any sign of a
fight.

Surprisingly, she didn’t seem about to offer
any. Instead, she stood, feet apart, hands on her hips, a smile on
her lips. “You do realize we’ll be seeing each other again, don’t
you?”

“Too bad we couldn’t have met under other
circumstances,” he said tipping his hat to her. “Until next
time.”

“Next time.” She said it like a promise. Or a
curse.

For a moment, he wondered if she wasn’t
taking this a little too well, as though she might know something
he didn’t. He rode down the ravine, turning only once to look
back.

She was still standing where he’d left her.
Still smiling. He didn’t like the funny feeling it gave him, but he
shrugged it off. She was on foot, ten miles from town, fifteen
miles from the nearest ranch house. He was home free.

Rio took the long way to the spot where he’d
hidden his pickup and horse trailer. The last cattle shipment was
tonight and then it would all be over. By then he wouldn’t have to
worry about the deputy – or their little run-in. At least he hoped
not.

He smiled as he pulled open the door of his
pickup. The smile died as he stared down the double barrel of a
shotgun.

“Next time already, huh?” Delaney said with a
grin.

She motioned for him to put his hands up and
then, cradling the shotgun in her arms, she reached for her two-way
radio.

Rio spotted her pickup, loaded with her
horse, behind the rocks. Where the devil had that been parked? Near
enough that her horse had been waiting for her and she’d beaten him
out of the hills.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, a
little anxious now.

“Call for backup. You don’t mind, do
you?”

“I do.”

She laughed. “You’re something, you know
that?”

“I just think we should talk before you make
that call.”

She narrowed her eyes at him again as he
looked down the dark barrel of her shotgun. “Talk. Fast.”

“I don’t know if I can trust you.”

“Trust me?” She had a nice laugh.

He tried the grin again. Maybe it took more
than once. “Well, you know you can’t trust me, right?”

She agreed with that.

“I want these cattle rustlers more than you
do.”

Realization came as quickly as a dust storm
out on the prairie. Her eyes darkened, then fired with anger. “Let
me see your wallet?”

He sighed and pulled it out.

She snatched it from him and let it fall
open. “Rio Wells. Gotcha Investigative Agency? You’re a bounty
hunter!”

He was insulted by the way she said it. “I’m
a gambler. I gamble on catching the bad guys based on my skills as
a poker player. Do you play poker, Deputy?”

“I never liked the odds.”

“What do you think the odds are that you’re
going to catch this rustling ring?” he asked, challenge in his
words. “Wouldn’t want to put some money on it, would you?”

She shook her head, tossed him his wallet and
started to get out of his truck. “I’m going to forget that little
incident up in the rocks. But if you want to keep your P.I.
license, that is if you even have one, then I’d advise you not to
get involved in an ongoing law enforcement investigation. Your odds
of ending up in jail are real good. And I'll take my pistol back,
if you don't mind.”

He handed her the gun and returned her smile.
“Watch your back, Deputy. Sometimes it’s hard to tell the bad guys
from the good guys.”

She looked at him over her shoulder. “You’re
the one who’d better watch yours.”

He planned to. She slammed his truck door
hard, the sound ringing in his ears.

You should have warned her.

Like it would have done any good, he thought
as he started his pickup. For all he knew she was in on the
rustling. He hoped not, but he couldn’t help being suspicious. He’d
seen her talking to Sheriff Brick Cabot and the next thing he knew
she was riding up here. Coincidence?

He guessed he’d find out tonight.

Rio spent the rest of the afternoon getting
ready. He’d checked out the other rustling incidents and found they
all had something in common. Local law enforcement had been called
elsewhere, usually the result of an anonymous tip.

More coincidence? Rio had his doubts. This
batch of rustlers was big and organized and had infallible
information. Which meant that if the deputy had been here earlier
thinking this was where the rustling was going to take place, then
the rustlers were definitely going to be some place else.

It was a toss of the dice, but Rio thought he
knew where they would hit next – as far away from the deputies as
possible.

He found himself a spot in the rocks above a
small ranch road next to a pasture full of prime grade-A beef and
settled in.

It was almost dark when Rio heard a horse
whinny. Half a second later, Gotcha whinnied back. His hand closed
over his rifle. He’d been expecting the sound of semi trucks – not
anyone on horseback.

As he sat up he heard the creak of leather.
Turning, he watched Deputy Delaney MacTavish swing down out of her
saddle.

“What are you doing here?” he asked as she
moved to the large rock where he’d been napping off and on all
afternoon.

“I got to thinking about what you said and
decided to follow you.” She sat down and leaned back against the
rock opposite him so they were facing. “All that talk about
poker…I’m calling your hand.”

He grinned. “Shouldn’t have to wait much
longer if I’m right and I’m betting I am. Where’s the rest of the
law?”

“At the old Miller place.”

On the other side of the valley. “Let me
guess, Sheriff Brick Cabot got a tip?”

She studied him from under the brim of her
western hat. “Watch what you say about the sheriff.”

“He your boyfriend?”

“He’s my boss.”

Rio laughed. “I know that. What I’d like to
know is what he means to you. I overheard him trying to ask you
out. You turned him down. He seemed pretty insistent.”

She looked away. “I don’t date my boss.”

“But you used to?”

Her gaze came back to him. She started to say
something, but whatever it was, she stopped as she heard a sound
below them on the hillside.

Rio heard it too. He started to reach for his
rifle.

“I’m the law here,” she said.

“Better deputize me quick then, because
you’re going to need my help.”

She gave him a look that said she wasn’t
counting on it. Then she moved quietly to peer through the rocks
down onto the old ranch road that skirted her property. He heard
her let out an oath.

Rio eased himself up as well, but he had a
pretty good what she’d seen that had made her curse.

A half dozen rustlers were rounding up her
cattle and were now herding them toward a gate in the fence.

Carrying on the wind was the low rumble of
the semi trucks. They were moving without their headlights on, a
trail of ghostlike trucks lit by the faint light of the moon.

None of that was what had made the deputy
curse. She’d recognized the leader of the rustlers.

She started to rise, rifle in hand.

He reached out and laid a hand on her arm. “I
wouldn’t do that if I were you. There’s six of them. One of you.
And the leader of this group will shoot you, sure as hell.”

He saw that she didn’t want to believe that.
But she stayed down, both of them listening as the leader gave
orders. The semis pulled in, their engines dropping to a low growl.
The rustlers dropped the back gates, the metal banging open as the
others opened the fence gate and began herding the cattle toward
the open backs of the semi trailers.

“I suppose you have a plan,” she said.

Tonight Rio wished he did. Something more
than a vague idea that he hoped would work and not get him
killed.

But that was the way he usually operated.
Only tonight, he felt uneasy. Uneasy about his own abilities.
Suddenly everything mattered more than it had. Tonight he was
jeopardizing more than his own life. He liked Delaney, more than he
wanted to. She was the kind of woman that made a man think about
settling down. That in itself made him uneasy.

“I often like to have a plan.”

“How about now?” She sounded
impatient. She wanted these guys as much as he did. Maybe more
since they were her cattle and the leader was none other than her
boss, Sheriff Brick Cabot.

“I could sneak up on them and you could stay
here and shoot out the truck tires,” he suggested.

“Or you could stay here and I could go down
there and arrest them.”

“That’s a thought. Then after they shoot you,
I could take out their tires so at least they couldn’t get away
until the sheriff gets here. Oh, that’s right, he’s already
here.”

“Fine,” she said. “I go down there. You shoot
out the tires. Don’t kill any of my cattle. Don’t shoot the sheriff
either. He’s mine.”

Rio tipped his hat to her. “You’re the
deputy.”

With that she slipped around the rock to work
her way down the hillside. He gave her time to get close before he
fired the first shot.

The rustlers dove for cover. He shot out
another tire, moving to a different rock as he worked his way down
the mountain. The cattle that hadn’t got herded into the back of
the semi trailers were bawling, looking confused and ready to
stampede if given any reason.

Rio kept his eye on where the deputy was
working her way from rock to rock down the hillside – just as he
was doing. He took potshots at the tires as he moved to keep the
rustlers confused about where the shots were coming from and how
many people were shooting at them.

As the last tire blew, Rio heard the deputy
call, “Sheriff’s Department! Drop your weapons and put your hands
up!”

A shot rang out. Rio aimed his rifle and put
a bullet in the man’s leg. The rustler let out a cry and dropped to
the ground.

From behind a nearby rock, he saw the deputy
look over at him disapprovingly.

He shrugged and she called out again for the
men to drop their weapons, move forward and get down on the
ground.

“It’s all right, Deputy,” the sheriff said
stepping away from the rustlers. “I’ve got this.” He turned, gun
raised, and ordered the rustlers to toss away their weapons and lie
down on the ground.

Then he turned and started toward Delaney,
his weapon still in his hand.

Rio kept his rifle trained on the
sheriff.

“Stay right where you are, Brick,” Delaney
warned him, but the sheriff kept coming in her direction.

“He’s still got his gun!” Rio called.

The sheriff stopped. He hadn’t realized there
was anyone with her.

“What do you think you’re doing, Deputy?”
Brick demanded. “I have this covered.”

Her voice sounded calm when she spoke.
“Sheriff, I’m only going to ask you once more to drop your
weapon.”

“You can kiss your job goodbye, sweetheart. I
knew hiring you was a mistake. Women, they just don’t take
orders."

“I believe your orders were for me to go with
the other deputies to the old Miller place across the valley. Isn’t
that the anonymous tip you got, Sheriff?”

He swore.

“Your weapon, sheriff. Last time.”

With his rifle crosshairs on the sheriff’s
heart, Rio watched Brick Cabot give it some thought. He could
practically see the wheels turning. Brick knew he had one chance to
get out of this mess.

The sheriff started to raise his weapon but
before Rio could pull the trigger, Delaney fired, striking the
sheriff in the arm. Brick Cabot's gun dropped to the ground and he
stood staring at his bleeding arm, a stunned look on his face .

Rio eased his finger off the trigger of his
rifle and swung it back around to the five rustlers. One of them
dove for the weapon the sheriff had dropped. Rio fired a shot,
kicking up dust in front of the man’s face. The rustler dropped
back to the ground.

Delaney stepped from behind the rocks and
walked toward the sheriff, kicking the gun out of his reach.

Sheriff Brick Cabot grimaced in pain. “You
just destroyed your career. I’m going to have you brought up on
charges,” he said.

Rio heard the disappointment in her voice as
she said, “Sheriff you have the right to remain silent…”

In the days that followed, Brick Cabot tried
to convince the county attorney that he’d been working undercover
and the deputy had blown his cover and almost gotten him killed
because of her incompetence.

But once the rustlers started spilling their
guts, Brick wanted to make a deal. He gave up all the rustlers
along with other law enforcement officers who’d been involved in
the region. It wasn’t long until his gambling debts came to light
and his need for cash quick.

When Rio stopped by the sheriff’s department,
Delaney was sitting behind the sheriff’s desk. “I heard they made
you acting sheriff.”

“They were a little short on options. Two of
the other deputies were part of the rustling ring.”

“When election time comes, run,” he said,
kneading the brim of his Stetson in his fingers. She made him feel
young and foolish and he didn’t even half mind it. “You’ll make a
great sheriff.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“I’m sorry Brick turned out to be a
crook.”

She smiled. “The way I see it, Rio, there are
two kinds of outlaws. The ones who steal your cattle and the ones
who steal your heart.” She reached into the desk drawer. “I guess
you’ll be leaving town now.”

“I guess so. There’re some horse thieves I
need to see in North Dakota.”

She handed him an envelope.

When he tore it open, he saw it was a check
for the full amount of the reward. “I don’t feel right about taking
all of this.”

“We had a deal. I get the rustlers. You get
the money.”

“You could have taken the bunch of them
without my help. I just didn’t like the odds so I thought I’d even
them a little for you.”

She smiled. “If I hadn’t followed you, the
rustlers wouldn’t be in jail and we both know it. So thanks.”

“It was a pleasure,” he said meeting her
gaze. Damn that woman was alluring. Through the window, Rio could
hear the sound of Gotcha whinnying and stomping impatiently in the
trailer.

He looked down at the check in his hand,
hesitated a moment, then folded it and put it in his pocket. He was
a damned bounty hunter, just like she said. And now it was time to
move on.

He tipped his hat. “Until we meet again.”

At the door, he heard her say, “Take care,
outlaw.”

Rio told himself to just open that door and
step through it. Don’t look back. Just keep going.

But, of course, he glanced back and when he
saw the look in her eye, he knew that the outlaw who’d tried to
steal her heart hadn’t been Brick Cabot at all.

“Did I mention that I’ve got a couple
openings for deputy?” Delaney said. “The odds are good even an
outlaw like you would have a chance.”

Rio didn’t open the door. Instead, he locked
it and walked back to take the acting sheriff in his arms. He’d
been wanting to kiss her since the first time he’d seen her in the
crosshairs of his rifle scope.

He knew that if he wasn’t careful, he’d end
up the new deputy in town, taking orders from that headstrong new
sheriff.

Only somehow the thought didn’t bother him as
much as he’d expected it would.

In fact, suddenly it seemed like a good
plan.
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Cheyanne rode into the ranch just after dark
to find Ty Murdock’s pickup parked in front of the house.

Cursing under her breath, she stomped toward
the barn, her horse trailing along behind her.

“Nice night.” Ty stepped from the shadows,
scaring a half-dozen years off her life.

He pushed back his Stetson, his blue eyes lit
with mischief and a grin spreading across his handsome face.

“Seems like too pretty a night for you to be
cussing up a storm.”

Cheyanne chased down her heart before she
could speak. Just the sight of him was enough to send her pulse
galloping off.

“You here again?” she asked as she walked
past him toward the barn door.

“Bet you’d miss me if I didn’t come around.”
He caught up with her and walked alongside.

“You’d lose on that one.” She ducked her head
to hide her real feelings as she led her horse into the barn.

Ty was six-foot-four of adorable cowboy from
his Stetson to his boots. He’d made an offer on a neighboring ranch
and was waiting to hear, so he’d been hanging around all week.

Cheyanne knew he was just trying to get her
older sister Jessica’s attention. Good luck with that.

Jessica was real snooty when it came to men.
But then she could afford to be. Just over a year older, Jessica
had gotten all the family’s good looks.

“So what are you so angry about?” Ty asked as
he trailed along with her.

“Here I am having to put up with you, and you
have to ask?”

Jessica had ignored Ty from the get-go,
something Cheyanne couldn’t understand. So now he was tagging along
after her like a lost puppy. Every time she turned around, he’d be
there offering to help with whatever she was doing.

This week alone they’d overhauled a tractor,
moved cattle up to the summer range and stacked hay together.

At first it had been fun. Then Cheyanne
started falling for the cocky cowboy.

“You aren’t trying in your usual polite way
to say I’m the one who put you in such a foul mood?” he asked. “And
here I always thought my charm was irresistible. Look how well it
has worked on your sister.”

Cheyanne had to smile at that, her heart
warming to him as it always did.

He returned her smile as he rubbed her
horse’s ears. He seemed to have a certain way with horses and
women. Well, some women anyway.

Jessica didn’t appreciate his good looks, his
easy-going ways or his sense of humor. She probably didn’t even
know he had a sense of humor. Jessica had aspirations of moving to
the city soon. She talked of men who wore three-piece suits and
didn’t know one end of a horse from another.

Cheyanne couldn’t imagine what good a man
like that would be. She sure didn’t want one.

“So where’s Jessica?” she asked Ty as she
started unsaddling her horse. She thought she’d better remind them
both why Ty was really here.

“Up at the house doing her nails.”

Cheyanne nodded. That sounded like her
sister. She’d always hated living on a ranch and hadn’t been the
least bit interested in staying on when their parents wanted to
retire. But everyone knew Cheyanne would.

“Daddy always wanted a boy—then he got
Cheyanne and got his wish,” Jessica liked to tell people.

“You find those strays we tracked?” Ty
asked.

“They were in Muller Canyon just like you
suspected,” Cheyanne admitted reluctantly.

Ty grinned. “You mean I was right?”

“Why do men love to hear a woman say they
were right?” she asked.

His laugh made her heart ache. “Maybe because
it is so hard for you women to admit.”

“Or maybe because you are right so
seldom.”

“Here, let me help you, little one,” he said,
reaching for her saddle as she pulled it off the horse.

Cheyanne rolled her eyes. Little one?
She was only a year and a half younger than Jessica and yet he
treated her as if she was a kid.

“I can take care of my own saddle, thank you
every much,” she said, manhandling the saddle away from him.

Ty laughed and stepped back to give her room.
“You should try to be more independent,” he said, that darned grin
of his making him all the more captivating, especially when he
pointed it at her.

Dang him. He’d done it again. Made her want
things. Like to slow dance. To wear dresses. To do something with
her wild mane of dark hair.

He made her feel soft and vulnerable. And
worst of all, he made her realize just what she’d been missing –
being in the arms of a man.

Ty started to reach for the horse’s comb, but
stopped himself. “Mind if I brush her?”

Cheyanne nodded. She liked to watch him work.
He got this cute little serious look on his face.

“Do you have a date for the dance Saturday
night in Walkerville?” Ty asked, his back to her.

It took her a moment to realize what he had
actually just said to her. She felt heat rush to her cheeks. Was he
asking her for a date?

“I thought if you didn’t have one, you could
ride along with me and Jessica,” Ty said. “That’s right,” he said
looking over his shoulder at her. “Your sister finally agreed to go
out with me.”

Cheyanne turned away to hide her
embarrassment. Ty was never going to think of her as nothing more
than Jessica’s kid sister.

“I don’t have time for dances,” she said.

“Well, you’d better make time for this one,”
he said, turning around to look at her. The serious look was gone,
that easy grin of his cocked and ready again. “You owe me at least
one dance for all the work I did this week.”

They both knew what he’d been working on all
week – trying to get a date with Jessica.

“I’d have gotten more done without you
tagging along,” she said.

“I’m serious, Cheyanne, you have to come to
the dance. It’ll be fun. Come with me and Jessica.”

Wouldn’t that be fun. Ty and Jessica – and
little sister Cheyanne.

“One dance with me,” he said grinning. “It
won’t kill you.”

It might, she thought. But just the idea of
being in his arms even for one dance made her reconsider.

“You’d be sorry,” she said. “I’d step on your
toes.”

He laughed. “I’ve seen the way you move. I
bet you’re a great dancer.”

The way she moved? His gaze met hers, warm
and blue as the summer sky.

“Once I get my ranch, I’m going to be too
busy to dance for a while.”

“Okay,” she said. “But I’ll take my own
truck. I’m not going with you and Jessica.”

He grinned. “Fine. I knew you couldn’t pass
up a chance to dance with me.”

Cheyanne shook her head at him and wondered
what she was going to wear. Jeans, no doubt. She didn’t own
anything else except for a black hand-me-down dress of Jessica’s
that she wore to funerals.

The day of the dance, Cheyanne found herself
standing in front of Harper’s department store in town. She’d come
in for feed and made the mistake of driving down Main Street. A
dress in the front window had caught her eye.

It was white cotton with tiny pink flowers.
Cheyanne had never owned anything that feminine. The dress was
short, had tiny cap sleeves and a low back.

That’s why she was shocked when she found
herself asking the clerk if she could could try it on. In the
dressing room, she shucked her western shirt, jeans and boots, and
pulled the dress over her head, assuring herself she was just
trying it on as a lark.

For a few moments, she could only stare into
the mirror at the transformation. She could see all her hopes and
dreams in the eyes of the young woman who stared back at her.

The dress made her feel pretty just like Ty
did, and she knew the last thing she should do was buy it.

That night, the band broke into a country
western song as Cheyanne walked into the dance. At first she didn’t
see Ty or Jessica. Then she spotted Ty standing by the bar. She’d
never seen him look more handsome. He seemed to be looking around
for someone. Jessica, she thought. His date.

Cheyanne turned, feeling foolish. This was
her sister’s and Ty’s night. She headed for the door, wanting to
get back to the ranch where she knew who she was and wasn’t.

“Cheyanne?” Just the sound of Ty’s voice
stopped her heart if not her feet. “Cheyanne.”

She’d almost made it to the door when he
caught up to her. Bracing herself, she turned.

“I was looking for you,” he said, then seemed
to really see her. He let out a long breath, shaking his head as if
he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

“Wow! You look….” He stepped closer.
“Beautiful.”

She glanced down at the dress, feeling self
conscious. “You like it?”

“Are you kidding?” He let out a low whistle.
“I’m going to have to fight every man in the place just to get a
dance with you.”

She laughed.

“You think I’m exaggerating?” he asked taking
her hand. His touch made her blood thunder in her ears. “Cheyanne.”
His gaze met hers. “Dance with me.”

She’d dreamed of this moment and yet she
didn’t dare forget whose date Ty was. “Where’s Jessica?” she asked,
figuring her sister was in the bathroom touching up her makeup.

“Home.” He made a face. “Headache.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.” Ty laughed softly. “The truth is,
little sister, once Jessica and I were finally on a date…well, we
discovered something I think your sister already knew. We don’t
have a thing in common. But it did make me realize something.” His
eyes twinkled with devilment. “I missed you.”

She stared into those deep blue eyes, feeling
herself falling in over her head, sink or swim. “Me?”

He nodded. “I realized it wasn’t your sister
who had kept me hanging around your ranch.” He grinned that grin
that always did her in.

The band began to play a slow song.

“I couldn’t wait to see you and get that
dance you promised me,” Ty said as he drew her out onto the dance
floor. “What do you say Cheyanne?”

Unable to speak, she simply nodded and
stepped into his arms, not at all surprised to find that being
wrapped in them was a little piece of heaven.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at a loss
for words before,” he whispered, grinning, as they danced across
the dance floor.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” she said, making
him laugh.

He pulled her closer. Her heart filled to
overflowing. What more could she have wished for?

She looked up into his blue yes. Well, there
was one thing, she thought. Her gaze caressed his face and she
found herself looking at his mouth, wishing…

Ty suddenly stopped dancing. He had that
serious look on him as he cupped her face in his hands and kissed
her. Her heart ricocheted around in her rib cage and she thought if
she were to die tomorrow, her life would have been perfect.

“You can’t believe how long I’ve been wanting
to do that,” he said. “Oh, did I mention? I heard today. I got the
ranch. You and I are going to be neighbors.”

He grinned down at her. “If you thought you
were going to get rid of me, Cheyanne, you are sadly mistaken.
You’re going to be seeing a lot of me so you might as well get used
to it.”

She smiled as he drew her close and they
began to move to the music again.
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At the same time the spaghetti boiled over,
the phone rang and a five-year-old vampire ran through the kitchen
chased by a dog.

Abbie was elbow-deep in dishwater trying to
wash up spilled spaghetti sauce.

“Josh!” she called as he disappeared into the
living room with a barking Arfy chasing close behind.

Frantically, Abbie dried her hands, turned
off the burner and reached for the phone.

“Hello,” she cried over the barking dog.

“Did I call at a bad time?” asked her best
friend Karen.

“No, I’m just screaming and tearing out my
hair.”

Karen laughed. “So when does your date
arrive.”

Abbie glanced at her watch. “In…30
minutes!?”

“Good luck,” Karen said and promptly hung
up.

From the moment Doug walked through the door,
Jennifer went into her “this-guy-won’t-last-long” routine.

That’s what happens when you have a bright
10-year-old who thinks she knows what’s best for her divorced
30-year-old mother. Josh was no help either.

“Everything looks great,” Doug said as they
sat down to dinner.

“You should see the kitchen,” Jennifer
remarked and rolled her eyes. “It will probably be easier to burn
it down rather than try to clean it.”

Doug smiled nervously. “Spaghetti. My
favorite.”

“Obviously you haven’t had Mom’s,” Jennifer
quipped. “And it’s the only thing she knows how to cook.”

“Jennifer,” Abbie said quietly.

“Dessert should be okay though. Betty Crocker
helped her.”

After dinner, Doug said he wanted to stay,
but he had a lot of work to do.

Abbie walked him out to his car. “I’m sorry
about…” She waved her hand through the air. Jennifer hadn’t said
anything that wasn’t true. “…tonight. I’d like to tell you tonight
was the exception. It wasn’t.”

“No, it was…fine, really.”

Just when he started to kiss her goodnight,
Jennifer called, “Mom!” from the front porch as if the house was on
fire.

Abbie gritted her teeth as Doug pulled back
from the almost kiss. “I’d better get back inside.”

Doug agreed and gave her a quick peck on the
cheek. He seemed to drive off faster than usual. They’d been going
out for almost a month now, but Abbie could see the handwriting on
the wall.

“Jennifer, what is so urgent it couldn’t have
wait a few minutes?” she demanded when she reached the house.

“A really important school dance.”

“You’re too young.”

Jennifer rolled her eyes. “It’s not a dance
for me. It’s a dance for parents and teachers and I already told
Mr. Turner you’d go.”

“What? Who is Mr. Turner?”

“The dance is Saturday night and Mr. Turner
is…” She got a dreamy look in her eyes. “My favorite teacher. I
talk about him all the time. Haven’t you been listening?”

“Your science teacher.”

“You have to go to the dance. Everyone else’s
parents are going.”

“Jenny, I can’t.” After tonight’s “date,” she
wasn’t about to call Doug to see if he would go with her to a
middle school dance. “I’m not going alone and I really can’t ask
Doug--.”

“It’s parents night and Doug is not my
parent,” Jennifer said firmly.

“You’re not suggesting I ask your father to
go?”

“No.” She rolled her eyes again. “I know you
and Daddy can’t stand to be in the same room together.”

“That’s not true,” Abbie lied. Ever since Jim
ran off with his secretary, he wasn’t exactly her favorite person,
she had to admit.

“And anyway, you already have a date,”
Jennifer said. “Mr. Turner said he’d be glad to take you. I know
you’ll like him,” she rushed on. “His wife left him, just like Dad
left you.”

Abbie was too flabbergasted to speak and too
embarrassed as well. Jennifer took that as a yes and smiling,
skipped off to her room, saying she had homework.

The phone rang. It was Karen. “How’d it go
with Doug?”

Abbie burst into tears. “It was terrible. The
kids just don’t like him. Plus Jennifer has me on the Jefferson
Middle School dating circuit. I now have a blind date with her
science teacher Saturday night. It seems we’re made for each other.
Both of us were dumped by our spouses.”

“Oh, Abbie.”

“I can’t do anything right.”

“C’mon,” Karen said. “Think about all the
things you’re great at.”

“Like what?”

“You’re creative. Look at the way you
decorate your house and all the clothes you’ve made the kids.”

Abbie blew her nose.

“The divorce hit you hard and taking on the
responsibility of the kids alone can’t be easy. Now what’s this
about a blind date with her science teacher?”

 


* * * *

 


Mr. Turner called the next evening. “I’m
delighted you’ve accepted my invitation,” he said politely.

Sure. They both knew Jennifer had conned him
into it. “It was so nice of you to ask,” she said, just as
gracious. She would get through Saturday night if it killed
her.

“I’ll pick you up at eight then,” he said. He
sounded nice. She felt sorry for him and wondered if he and his
wife had children.

Abbie was cleaning on Saturday when Jennifer
came in and asked, “What are you going to wear for a costume?”

“What?”

“Mom, it’s Halloween. Everyone will be
wearing a costume to the dance.” Her daughter was looking at her as
if there was something wrong with her.

“I wish you had mentioned this earlier.”
Abbie would definitely have gotten out of this “date” if she
had.

The costume shop was closed. Abbie dug in her
closet and pulled out what fabric she could find. Unfortunately it
was bright orange. She dug and found some wide green lace. Great,
it appeared she was going as a carrot.

Eight o’clock. The doorbell rang. “Mrs.
Jones?”

“Mr. Turner?” A black mask covered most of
his face, a cape hung around his broad shoulders. At least he was
taller than she was and his smile wasn’t bad. Not bad at all.

He didn’t say anything about her carrot
costume and she liked him for that.

They talked about the weather, the
high-school football team’s season and the new addition to the mall
as he drove her to the dance.

He seemed to hesitate after parking the car
at the middle school though.

“Listen, Mr. Turner, I just want to say…”
Abbie began.

“Please, call me Chris.”

“Chris, I know going to this dance wasn’t
your idea and if you’d rather not, I’ll understand…”

“Abbie, I can call you Abbie, can’t I? It’s
just that I feel as if I already know you.”

She moaned. “Let me guess? Jennifer’s told
you all about me, right?”

He nodded and flashed Abbie a knowing
smile.

“Did she tell you I’m the world’s worst and
messiest cook?”

He laughed. “But she said your spaghetti
sauce was actually edible. I’m sure she told you that my wife left
me, right?”

They shared a laugh.

“What she didn’t have to tell me is that
you’re her favorite teacher,” Abbie said. “Her eyes light up when
she talks about you.”

“Jennifer just wants you to be happy,” he
said. “She seemed to think I could use some cheering up as well. So
what do you say? Let’s go have some fun.”

The minute they walked into the gym the band
broke into a slow song.

Chris bowed, whirling his black cap over his
shoulder. “Madam, I must say I’ve never danced with a carrot
before.”

“Sorry Zorro, this will surprise you but
Jennifer didn’t mention it was a costume party until this
afternoon.”

He laughed as he twirled them around the
dance floor. They talked, danced, drank punch and danced some more.
He made her laugh and he was a darned good dancer as well.

During a break, they walked outside.

“Oh, look,” Chris said as snowflakes began to
swirl down from the dark heavens. They were on the playground
sidewalk outside the gym. “The first snowfall of the season is
always my favorite.”

Only in Montana did it snow on Halloween
night more often than not. Snowflakes danced in the lights from the
school.

Abbie looked at Chris. His head was back, his
eyes closed. Snowflakes spiraled down, landing in his blond hair,
melting on his lips.

She felt a tug at her heart. It had been so
long, she almost didn’t recognize the once-familiar feeling.

“Your carrot makeup doesn’t seem to be
snow-proof,” Chris said as her face began to run and they hurried
back inside.

At midnight, everyone unmasked. Everyone but
Abbie, that is. The orange makeup that ran when wet didn’t seem to
want to wash off with soap and tap water.

Chris removed his mask to reveal a strong,
masculine face tempered with gentleness. But by then it didn’t
matter what Chris looked like. She already liked him. A lot.

The snow fell in large flakes as they drove
home. Chris walked her to her door. “I had fun tonight.”

“So did I.” He bent down to kiss her. Abbie’s
heart beat wildly.

The kiss was warm and tender. It sent sparks
whirling through her veins.

Long after the kiss, Chris held her in his
arms. She could feel his heart thudding, his breathing still
ragged.

It matched her own. And she told herself this
wonderful happiness couldn’t last… especially after Chris really
got to know her.

Over the phone the next day, an excited Abbie
told Karen, “I’ve invited him over for dinner tomorrow.”

“Oh, no.” Karen groaned. “The ultimate test –
one of your meals. Are you sure about this?”

Abbie took the day off to cook something
fancy she’d found in a cookbook to prove Jennifer had been
exaggerating about her terrible cooking.

That proved to be an awful mistake. Just
before Chris arrived, she fed her culinary disaster to the garbage
disposal and raced down to the Colonel’s for chicken.

“Secret recipe?” Jennifer asked, obviously
horror struck that her mother hadn’t even tried to cook.

Chris took a bite of chicken. “It’s
delicious!” He winked at Abbie.

Tears stung her eyes. She quickly excused
herself, ran through the kitchen and out the back door.

Chris found her sitting forlornly on the
porch steps. “You’re too hard on yourself,” he said as he sat down
by her.

She shook her head. “I’ve failed at
everything. Cooking. Keeping house… marriage.” Tears rolled down
her cheeks.

“You forget. I know the feeling.” He squeezed
her hand. “I spent a long time berating myself up for my
shortcomings after my wife left me. I never could fix a toaster or
get that squeak out of the cupboard cabinet. I knew the marriage
wasn’t working but I was so determined not to be another statistic.
I just couldn’t see myself divorced.”

“Me too.”

He smiled over at her. “But then, I never
could imagine myself ever falling in love again either,” Chris
added softly. “That was before a woman dressed as a carrot came
into my life.” He leaned over to kiss her. “Life is full of
surprises, isn’t it?”

Abbie laughed. Wonderful surprises, she
thought, as she returned his kiss.

Behind them two giggles escaped from the
doorway and Arfy began to bark.
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