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If nothing else, the scandal surrounding Nora Elizabeth Hampton proved how unreliable men really were. Total independence was her new motto. And yet, here she was, waiting to ask Bret Maddock a huge favor. 

Bret stood in the temporary corral set up in the corner of the pasture, his legs braced as he wrestled a yearling calf off its feet. He wore no hat, and the clear Texas sun glinted off his rumpled dark hair. 

Shutting the truck's door behind her, Nora stepped forward. With the noise and activity in the corral, her presence went unnoticed for the moment. 

She couldn't help watching Bret as she walked up to the pen. He looked somehow different than she'd remembered. In high school, he'd been everyone's favorite bad boy, too good-looking to be missed and too reckless for a girl like Nora. 

They'd traveled in very different groups back then, but even though she'd gone steady with Richard since her sophomore year, she'd noticed Bret. What girl hadn't? 

Now the wild boy had been transformed into muscle and sinew that shrieked sex appeal and danger all at once. 

Bret held the calf down effortlessly, restraining its struggles as he threw a joke at the cowboy doctoring the animal. 

Nora watched him, repressing a shiver in the unusually warm January air. Even as a kid, Bret Maddock had lived life by his own rules. Instinctively, she knew that hadn't changed. 

For a woman who'd always done her best to play by the rules, Bret was a mine field of disruptiveness. He did what he wanted, never worrying that the next step could mean the end of someone's goodwill. 

No one knew better than Nora how easily goodwill could be lost. Coming back to Stoneburg had taught her that. 

One crazy moment had changed her life with Richard. Through no fault of her own, her engagement had ended. And here she was, home again after six years, waiting to make Bret a business proposition he didn't need and probably wouldn't want. 

She'd already had one stable refuse to board Chessie. "No room," they'd said, but Nora suspected otherwise. 

Just how fast did gossip travel? Had Bret heard about her disgrace? And if so, would the county's most notorious rule-breaker refuse her offer just because Nora had accidentally become Stoneburg's scarlet woman? 

Resting her hand on the cool metal fence, Nora waited, unsure as to what his response would be. Since she'd come back to town, people she'd known off and on all her life had been staring at her as if she'd turned into Jezebel. Would Bret condemn her, too? 

The calf that was pinned under Bret's knee bawled a protest. As the cowboy finished his task, Bret straightened, allowing the yearling to scramble up and trot off. 

A cowhand said something to Bret, nodding in Nora's direction. 

He turned and their gazes caught. Nora's heart increased its rhythm. A slow grin eased onto Bret's face, recognition immediate in his eyes. 

He walked toward her, his long shotgun chaps molding the length of his muscular legs. Nora swallowed and focused on Bret's face. She'd been acquainted with Bret Maddock all her life, but she'd never had to come begging before, never needed him like she did now. Telling herself she'd find another answer if he refused, she watched him move toward her. 

He walked with innate confidence with just the hint of a swagger, as if he'd never known himself to be unwelcome, or never cared if he were. 

"Well, if it isn't Nora Hampton." He stripped off his leather gloves, his brown eyes alight with masculine interest. 

"Hello, Bret." Nora said coolly. The very fact that she needed his help made her more prickly. 

"You look good." His eyes narrowed as he flashed a glance over her, lingering for a second on the roundness of her breasts. 

"Thank You." She fought down the sensation of tightness in her throat. Some things hadn't changed. He still looked at her as if he appreciated the scenery. 

Bret leaned against the temporary fence panel, his tanned forearms bared by rolled-up sleeves. 

Determined not to succumb to his masculine charm, Nora forced a friendly smile. "It looks like you've been keeping yourself busy. Mother mentioned that you've taken on running the ranch since your father retired." 

"Yep. Dad had no choice but me since his eldest son took up lawyering and moved to Dallas," Bret joked. 

"Richard and I saw Ben at a party last year," she said without thinking, then stopped. Richard was the last thing she needed to talk about. "Ben seemed to be doing well," she finished quickly. 

"Happy as a clam," Bret agreed, his eyes not leaving her face. "So what can I do for you, Nora Elizabeth? Assuming you didn't just stop by to watch us rolling in the dirt." 

His words reminded her of her purpose, so Nora shoved her embarrassment aside. "I came to ask you a favor." 

A smile curled at the corner of his mouth as his eyes darkened. "Just name it, honey." 

Nora's heartbeat stumbled. Pressing on, she took a deep breath. "Hoyt Daniels down at the feed store suggested I ask you about boarding Chessie. He said you'd kept his granddaughter's horse last year as a personal favor to him. I'd pay you, of course." 

Nora met his gaze steadily, very aware that the Maddock Ranch didn't need the small amount she could pay. 

"So you're planning on staying in town awhile?" 

"Yes," she said firmly, her chin coming up. ''I'm staying. And I'm starting an equestrian academy to teach English style riding and equitation." 

Bret recognized the look on Nora's face. Determination gleamed there, reminiscent of the girl he'd known years ago. It seemed she had a dream, despite the scandal that had followed her from Dallas. 

He shook his head, not bothering to hide his smile. "Honey, when you pick a goal, you do it with gusto." 

“What do you mean?" she challenged. 

"Just that this is Texas," he said with emphasis on the state's name. "It may not be where the west began, but it’s where the west is done best. And you want to teach English riding?" 

"There's nothing wrong with variety," she defended. "Equitation is wonderful for teaching discipline," 

He liked the' fire in her face, the way she lost her cool when sparked. The Nora he'd known as a kid had always intrigued him with her curvaceous body and perfect grades.  While he'd raised hell and majored in rodeo, she'd been student body vice president and queen of the honor society.  A deliciously reserved girl with flashes of spirit in her eyes. Who'd have thought that her life would crash and burn? 

With her brown hair glinting in the sunlight as it rippled to her shoulders, and her slender body filled out in all the right places, Bret could see why she'd attracted the wrong kind of attention. But he couldn't see her cheating on her fiancé.

Richard had been made for the business world, sucking up to the next big deal.  If anyone would be unfaithful, it would be Richard. 

"Will you let me board Chessie?" Nora asked again. 

"Sure," said Bret, enjoying the relief that washed over her expression. 

“I’d like to lease the use of a riding ring, too." 

"I think that can be arranged," he agreed.

"About the cost," she said, raising her chin again. "I can't pay. Much, but-" 

"Why don’t you pay what Hoyt did?" said Bret, knowing he'd surprised her. He'd charged Hoyt two thirds of the going rate. "We'll just call it a personal favor." 

"Are you sure?" Nora said with a puzzled frown. "I could manage to pay-" 

Bret interrupted her. "Why don't I ride back to the barn with you and show you where you can stable Chessie." 

"Okay." A hint of wariness lingered in her eyes. Repressing a smile, Bret turned back to the cowhands still doctoring the calves. "Sam, you guys finish up here. I'm going back to the ranch with Miss Hampton." 

Vaulting easily over the fence, he followed Nora to where the truck and horse trailer waited. "This is Hoyt's truck, isn't it?" he mentioned as he got in the passenger side. 

"Yes," she admitted. "He loaned it to me to move Chessie." 

Nora started the truck with a mixture of relief and suspicion. She wasn't sure she wanted Bret doing "personal favors" for her. Coming from him, it seemed too ... personal. 

On the drive over here, Hoyt's old truck had seemed as huge as a boat, but with Bret's long frame occupying the cab with her, Nora suddenly felt constricted in the space. 

She kept both hands on the steering wheel, her gaze pinned to the road. 

Bret stared at her, his gaze slipping down her body in a slow perusal she tried to ignore. Failing miserably, Nora kept her eyes fixed on the road and searched diligently for something to distract him. 

"I understand Bunny got married last year," she said. 

"Yep, Iittle sister found herself a Louisiana boy," Bret drawled, his intent gaze not wavering. 

"That's nice." Glancing away from the potent power of his charm, Nora gave up the conversation and concentrated on driving. 

Minutes later, they pulled up in front of the barn. Eager to remove herself from his disturbing presence, Nora jumped off the truck immediately, hurrying back to the trailer. 

Chessie stood placidly in the trailer, lipping at some hay in the feeder. 

Balancing herself on the edge of the trailer with one foot, Nora leaned into the front to unhook the mare's halter from the feedbox. When she jumped down and went around to the back, she found Bret opening the gate and settling it on the ground. 

"Thanks," she said. Once the ramp was down, Nora unhooked the hose-covered chain behind the horse's rear and patted the chestnut mare on the rump. Chessie backed out of the trailer. 

A rush of affection flooded Nora as she grasped the horse's halter. She threw her arm around Chessie, burying her face in the animal's coarse mane. "It's all right, girl. I found a place." 

Some of her darkest moments had been eased by escaping to the stables. Nora had never been able to sell the horse even though Richard complained about the time she spent riding. 

"She's a beauty." Bret’s voice brought Nora back to the present. "Have you had her long?" 

Nora nodded, feeling foolish that he'd witnessed her spontaneous embrace. "My father gave her to me when I graduated from college two years ago." 

"That must have been right before he died," Bret commented. 

"Yes." she said tersely, refusing to acknowledge the wave of grief that always threatened her when she thought of her father. 

“That makes her even more special then," Bret said, his face gentle as he ran a hand down Chessie's neck. "Bring her on into the barn and we'll find a clean stall." 

After seeing Chessie settled, Nora paid Bret for a month's stabling. Relieved to have the horse settled, she nearly jumped when Bret reached out and captured her hand. 

"Don't you think we ought to shake on it ... or something," he murmured, a wicked grin playing at the corners of his mouth. 

Her hand felt lost in his, surrounded and suddenly sensitive. 

"Of course," Nora lifted her eyes to meet his, a bolt of sexual attraction shooting through her. "I really appreciate your stabling Chessie for me." 

"No problem." 

"Well," she said breathlessly as she withdrew her hand. "I guess I'd better get Hoyt's truck back to him. 

Bret's broad-shouldered figure became a silhouette in her rearview mirror as Nora drove away. Turning on to the blacktopped road, she tore her thoughts away from his distracting presence. 

When she left the house this morning, she'd promised to meet her mother for lunch. Now she'd have to hurry or she'd be late. 

Nora dropped the truck and trailer off at the feed store, retrieving her small Toyota to drive the short distance to Maxine's Cafe. 

Maxine's tables had long served the small town of Stoneburg. Although the chain pancake house on the highway had drained off some of its business, Maxine's still functioned as an impromptu gathering spot for the town. 

Parking the Toyota, Nora braced herself for her mother's displeasure. There had been many lunches with Mother at Maxine's. With her mother's ill health and habit of worrying, this one boded to be as entertaining as a trip to the dentist. 

Nora searched for her mother as she let the cafe's heavy glass door close behind her. From the white gold-flecked Formica to the constant noisy clatter, Maxine’s never changed. 

Spotting her mother, Nora wove her way through the crowded tables. She'd hardly made it halfway through the crowd when she realized her progress was being monitored. 

At the large round table in the corner, every eye seemed glued to her. Nora looked straight ahead and tried to keep from gritting her teeth. 

The censorious stares were difficult to ignore, though, particularly since they came from women she'd known most of her life: Mrs. Brady, the reverend's wife;  Mrs. Callahan, the mother of a school friend; Miss Thurman, the town librarian; Cissy Burton, a girl Nora had gone to high school with; and of all people, Wilma Worthington, Richard's mother. 

She even saw Mrs. Turner, mother of the mayor of Stoneburg, and owner of the Turner property, which would hopefully be the future home of Nora's riding academy. 

Suddenly conscious of her plain cotton shirt and snug jeans, and how rumpled her hair probably looked, Nora couldn't help hurrying to get past that table. As she edged by the crowded space, not one woman uttered a greeting. 

The cold silence followed Nora like muddy footsteps. 

If Nora had known of the dirty rumors she'd face, she wouldn't have been so eager to come home. Although they'd spent summers in the bigger city of Wichita Falls due to her mother's uncertain health and social inclinations, Nora had always considered Stoneburg home. 

So she'd returned to the little Texas town unawares, dismayed to discover that Richard's mother had heard a very different story about the New Year's Eve fiasco. 

Once Nora had arrived in town, the woman's poisonous accusations seemed to spread like an onslaught of fire ants. This was Nora’s first visit to Maxine's since returning, and her reception left her feeling chilled. 

Finally making it to her mother's table, Nora slipped into a chair, feeling frustrated by the situation. 

"When I say twelve o'clock, I mean twelve o'clock, Nora." Her mother's southern accent softened her words. 

"Sorry, Mother," Nora said automatically. She'd learned long ago not to react angrily when her mother was upset. Sharon Hampton had borne a lot in her life. 

"I ordered the salad for you since you were late." Her mother gestured to the plate of greens and chicken salad. 

"Thank you." Nora picked up her fork. 

"I suppose you've been out talking to people about your ridiculous riding stable idea," her mother complained. "I wish you'd consider my reputation." 

"You were the one who originally had me take riding lessons," Nora reminded, her voice mild. 

"When you were twelve years old and needed help with your posture," Sharon said with gentle reproof. "I never intended you to own a stable and actually teach riding." 

"I know, Mother." Nora took a bite of salad and tried to ignore the hissing conversation from the table in the corner. 

"Your father didn't pay for you to have an expensive education so you could end up mucking out stables." 

Nora sipped her tea. "A Fine Arts degree doesn't go very far in today's job market." 

"If you have to work, you could do something more feminine. Miss Thurman has advertised for a librarian's assistant." 

Glancing involuntarily at the corner table, Nora repressed an ironic smile. "I don't think Miss Thurman would be interested in hiring me for the job." 

"And whose fault is that?" her mother said in a lowered voice. "I don't mean to criticize, Nora, but you handled that situation with Richard as if you'd never been taught better." 

The chicken salad tasted like sawdust, but Nora kept chewing. She fought the urge to ask her mother how her upbringing was supposed to prepare her to deal with a sixty-year-old man sliding his hand down the front of her dress during an upscale cocktail party. 

There didn't seem to be any acceptable way to form the question, just as there was no acceptable way to announce to the town gossips that she didn't deliberately seduce Richard's boss. 

''I'm just glad your father's not alive to suffer this humiliation," Sharon Hampton complained tearfully, ignoring her half-eaten salad. 

Nora repressed the urge to utter an impatient retort. She knew life hadn't turned out the way her mother planned. Not only had her insurance agent husband died before retirement, leaving her nearly penniless, but Sharon also suffered from a variety of physical ailments that only added to her displeasure with life. 

“It's not like I wanted all this happen, Mother," " Nora pointed out as gently as she could. 

Sharon Hampton didn't respond, wiping at the corner of her eye with the flutter of a pale pink handkerchief. 

Regret tugged at Nora. Even as a child she'd hated adding to her mother's disappointments. Now, they only had each other. Part of the reason Nora had come home to Stoneburg was her mother's tearful refusal to sell the house she'd first lived in as a young married woman. 

After all those summers spent chasing a gay social whirl in Wichita Falls, Stoneburg was apparently home to her, too. The house and Nora's meager trust fund enabled them to get by, but now her mother had to face the stigma of Nora's disgrace. 

The situation was incredibly unfair. The voices at the ladies' table behind Nora seemed to grow louder. Reaching across the table, Nora covered her mother's fragile hand with her own. 

"Everything will be all right. With nothing else to feed it, the talk will die down eventually." 

"I certainly hope so, Nora," her mother replied, her voice trembling. "For both our sakes." 

Drawing her hand slowly from Nora's clasp, she picked up her small handbag. "I have a hairdresser's appointment, honey. You stay and finish your lunch." 

Nora sadly watched her mother preparing to leave. She knew that Sharon's moments of anger stemmed more from embarrassment than from a lack of concern for her daughter. 

"If you really want to redeem yourself," Sharon said, lowering her voice again, "you'll find yourself a respectable husband as quickly as possible." 

"I don't think that's the answer," Nora said steadily. 

"Well, I guess you know best." Sharon picked up her cardigan and left the cafe. 

Nora stared numbly at her chicken salad, swamped by a sudden urge to do someone bodily harm, preferably Richard, and then his boss. The old lech hadn't even had the excuse of being drunk when he pinned her against the counter in Richard's North Dallas home and proceeded to investigate the contents of her bra. 

Still, violence wouldn't do her any good now. The engagement to Richard was over and strangely enough, as the shock was wearing off, Nora found herself relieved. They'd gone together most of high school. Over the years, she'd become accustomed to his presence in her life, never questioning whether that was what she really wanted. Now Richard had taken the matter out of her hands, and she found she didn't really miss him. 

It was a joy to be back home in Stoneburg. At least, it was if she didn't glance around at the table behind her. 

Hopefully, the town gossips were only a small portion of the population of Stoneburg. She'd just have to win over the rest of the people-the ones who'd grown up steeped in Western tradition, fiercely loyal to their style of horsemanship. 

"Well, if it isn't my favorite riding teacher." 

Nora jumped, startled by Bret Maddock's voice. "You don't mind if I join you?" he asked, as he seated himself across the table in the seat Sharon had just abandoned. 

"No. No, of course not." 

A murmur rose from the table in the corner. Nora resisted the urge to look around, knowing that Bret's arrival and his choice of seats had not gone unnoticed. 

Tossing his hat on a chair, Bret smiled at her. He carried a lot of voltage in that smile. Nora took a deep breath, trying not to absorb its impact. 

''I'm starved," he announced. "Why don't you pour out your deepest secrets to distract me while I wait for my burger." 

Nora frowned. Her deepest secrets? What was he up to? 

"Okay," he conceded easily when she didn't speak, "if it's too soon for secrets, how about telling me all about your riding stable plans." 

She tried to resist his lure, but he looked so endearingly confident, sitting across from her, so dangerously charming with his arms braced on the tabletop and his eyes fixed on her face with complete attention. 

"Has anyone ever told you you're a little too confident?" she asked ruefully. 

"All the time." He smiled again. "Is that gonna be a problem?" 

The noise in the cafe seemed suddenly distant, the hum receding to leave them alone across the table. There was an intentness in Bret's face, a look in his eyes that she'd never seen directed at her before. 

Please, Lord. Don't let Bret Maddock set his sights on me. With his reckless charm and potent virility, he was the last man she needed at this point.

Some women could grab hold of a comet and enjoy the ride, but Nora wasn't one of them. Bruised from her run-in with one man's selfish dishonesty, she didn't plan on exposing herself to Bret's brand of unreliability. 

"What’s the matter, Nora Elizabeth? Afraid I'm going to set myself up in competition? Maybe I'll start riding in those high boots and sissy pants." 

Nora laughed, his teasing comment breaking some of the tension. "I don't think there's much possibility of that." 

"Probably not," he agreed. 

She just couldn't see Bret doing anything as disciplined as riding English style. He'd been a hell-raiser since grade school. 

"Equitation isn't risky enough for you," Nora said dryly. 

"Why, whatever do you mean?" Bret leaned forward, elbows propped on the table, his face alive with teasing challenge. 

"Nothing," she back-pedaled. "Nothing at all." 

"Now, Nora," he chided. "Come clean."

"Well, you've been champion of the Montague Riding Club annual race ten years in a row," she said, grabbing at the first thing that entered her mind. "Rodeoing, bungee jumping, stunt flying. From what I've heard you do pretty much anything that involves risk to life and limb."

Bret smiled. "Now we're not going to listen to gossip about each other, are we?" 

His question stopped her heart for a moment. Nora studied his face, unable to discern where he stood on the matter of her scarlet reputation. He'd clearly heard about the scandal. 

"I hope not," she replied carefully. She didn't plan on signing up for his merry-go-round of feminine companionship, but she didn't plan to make an enemy of him, either. 

"We'll make a friendly pact," Bret offered, raising his voice ever so slightly. "We'll tell each other our worst sins before the gossips do." 

He glanced at the table of women behind her and back to Nora, winking. She couldn't help but laugh, although his antics left a queasy feeling in her stomach. It was like waving a red flag at an already irritated bull. 

''I'm sure my sins aren't that interesting," she said quietly, "but the friendly part sounds good." 

Other than Hoyt and Janie, Bret was the only person in town who treated her anything like a friend. The women whose eyes seemed to be boring into her back certainly didn't. 

"I look forward to being friendly with you," he teased, "but let's don't forget to get back to the sins sometime soon." 

Maxine approached with Bret's plate. "Here's your order, you rascal," she declared in a rough voice, worn by years of smoking. "Don't forget to pay for it.”

"Since when do I forget anything?" Bret called after her. 

The older woman laughed and kept on walking. 

"So tell me more about the riding school," Bret said again before taking a bite of his burger. 

Nora shrugged. "I want to teach riding to youngsters. Right now, I'm trying to start a business and get a bank loan."

Bret nodded. "Sounds like a good plan. But I think it'll be uphill work to get folks here excited about English style riding." 

"Not young girls," Nora said positively. "Pre-teen and early teen girls take to equitation like ducks to water. It helps teach them responsibility for their mount and themselves. I promise, once I get going, I'll never have to groom Chessie again—I'll have kids clamoring to do it." 

He looked skeptical. "Most kids around here have horses. They're not like city kids who have never cleaned out stables." 

Nora shook her head. "Equitation is different. It focuses on the relationship between rider and horse. Eventually, I'd like to have a stable and ring and a place to board horses." 

"You ought to be able to find several good pieces of property to build on," Bret said, digging into his French fries. 

"I won't be able to borrow enough to build," Nora said. "What I want is to find a place with the basic structures-stables for the horses and a working ring-already on it. Something I can fix up as I go along. I have a place in mind, but I'm not sure I can get a loan yet." 

"You have a particular property in mind?" Bret asked before polishing off the last of his burger.

"Yes." Nora said, trying to keep a grip on her excitement. She'd been thrilled to find the perfect spot to begin her new life. "It's been empty for ten years now, but the barn is still sound and there's even a small farmhouse I could live in. It's the Turner acreage that runs along your western boundary." 

Bret's hand paused in mid French fry lift. Surely, he hadn't heard her right. Nora wanted the Turner farm? Here was a potential complication in his carnal pursuit of her. 

She hesitated a moment. "Mother really doesn't have room for me. But I'm staying with her until I can find a place." 

Bret could understand why Nora was eager to have her own place. Still, given his own plans for that piece of land, her news about the property wasn't good. 

"Have you given that place a good look-over?" he said casually. "It's been empty more like fifteen years." 

"I know," Nora assured him, "but the buildings seem sound." 

"Be a good idea to have someone in construction check the place out before you get too far down the line." He swiped a carrot stick off her plate, deciding not to worry about something that might never come to pass. 

"I will," promised Nora, stabbing a bite of salad. "Hoyt Daniels says Mrs. Turner has a CPA that handles her business-a man named Jim Carlyle. I can't really approach him about the property until I have some paying students, but I'm determined to buy that land and set up my own stable as soon as possible." 

"Sounds like a plan," Bret said. She certainly looked determined, but the woman had a long road ahead of her. 

A companionable silence fell between them as they ate. 

"Can you believe her gall?" The brittle, high pitched voice floated from the table in the corner. 

Cissy Burton went on, "She sits right here among respectable people, just like she hadn't tried to ruin a man's life." 

Nora's hand clenched the paper napkin, her fork settling on to the salad plate with a faint clatter. 

"Some women are born tramps," another woman spoke. 

"She ought to be run out of town before she gets some other poor boy in trouble." 

Bret recognized the last voice as Wilma Worthington's. Naturally, she'd never think her perfect son had done anything wrong, so Nora must be to blame. 

Glancing back at the woman across the table, Bret saw her transformed. Nora sat with a closed expression on her face. Only the firm line of her mouth gave a hint of her distress at hearing women she'd known all her life turn against her. 

"Well, I wouldn't think she was pretty enough to cause this much trouble," Cissy declared in a clear voice. 

Bret heard Nora's swiftly indrawn breath. Something about the way she sat there silently drew his compassion-and made him fighting mad. 

He leaned forward. "Cissy Burton needs a swift kick in the fanny ... or a poke in the eye. Why don't you go over there and show her how it feels to be ground into the dirt?" 

Nora looked up suddenly, her eyes dark with suppressed anger. "Reacting to people like that just gives them more ammunition. Eventually, it'll die down." 

She glanced at her watch and grabbed for her purse. "I have to go now, I'm late." 

He watched her exit with a bad taste in his mouth. Between the scandal about Richard's boss and Cissy's witchy attitude, Nora needed a friend. Bret figured he was well qualified, having survived a few scandals in his time. And if his bonus was getting a lot closer to Nora, well, sometimes life was good.  

~~~********~~~
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Red Hot Liar: Chapter Two
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Bret slung his saddle over the fence rail and tried not to look as if he were staring at Nora. 

The mid-morning sun gleamed off Chessie's coat with a rich, polished glow. Nora moved around the riding ring as if she were part of the chestnut mare. 

Smiling and sweet-talking her mare, she'd put the animal through its paces, riding around the ring in the peculiar bouncy English style. 

He'd thought she'd looked good in jeans, but Nora in skin-tight riding breeches was a sight to behold. His mouth had gone dry when she walked past. Bret had never thought he'd get so turned on by a woman that fully clothed. 

He dipped a rag in the can of neat's-foot oil and made himself concentrate on the saddle he was oiling. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the dark helmet perched on her red-brown hair, leaving only the twitchy end of a braid visible. She trotted the horse around the riding ring in a steady, precise manner, her voice low as she talked to the mare.

Something about her movements kept Bret staring. Nora held herself poised in the saddle, using her legs as well as her hands to guide Chessie around the ring. 

Bret watched her effortless communication with the horse, the tautness of her thighs and her straight posture that never seemed stiff. He couldn't help being impressed. 

A change came over Nora when she was on horseback-she seemed supremely confident and comfortable. Every step, every turn was accomplished with a minimum of fuss, as if getting a nine-hundred-pound horse to do exactly what she wanted was as effortless as walking. 

The slam of a car door drew Bret's attention away from the woman in the corral. A flurry of small footsteps echoed in the barn before Jessica McGarver shot through the open door and cast herself exultantly against the fence next to Bret. 

"Gosh, isn't Chessie the greatest!" The ten-year-old gir1looked at the mare in blatant adoration. "Nora's gonna let me ride her today!" 

"Why don't you get excited about it?" Bret said dryly. 

"Jessica, you left your coat in the car." A slender blond woman stepped out of the barn. 

"Oh, Mom." The girl made a face. "It's warm."

"Put it on." Eve McGarver held out a jacket and waited until the child slipped it on. 

"Anyone would think you never let this kid out of the house, the way she's so revved up about these lessons." Bret commented. 

Eve sighed. "She's always revved up, Bret, but not usually this bad. She'll probably be a total zero in school tomorrow."

Bret smiled. Eve taught elementary school and everything about her looked the part. Her short hair was both stylish and practical and, from what he could tell, her wardrobe consisted of craft-decorated tops and skirts.

'”Jessica's teacher is at her wits' end," Eve murmured. 

With her thin, leggy body draped against the fence, Jessica was so engrossed in watching the horse she didn't seem to hear them.

Bret and Eve both watched the activity in the riding ring. 

"Nora's wonderful on horseback," said Eve, her face softening as she watched her friend. 

"Amazing," Bret murmured, still captured by her skill. 

"I've invited her to my classroom to talk about riding. I think the children will be very interested."

"Bound to be," he said. "Particularly if they get to skip an arithmetic lesson or something."

"Oh, you." Eve punched his arm playfully before returning her attention to the ring. 

"Ouch." He made a show of rubbing his arm, but he'd lost Eve's attention. 

"Nora gets on one of those huge animals and it's like she forgets everything else." Eve's eyes rested on her daughter before sending a meaningful glance Bret's way. "And there's so much to forget lately." 

"Richard's an as-" he broke off when Eve frowned and looked quickly at her enraptured daughter. "He's an idiot," Bret amended. 

"What I'd like," Eve said in a lowered tone, "is to give the old biddies in this town permanent detention for how they're treating her." 

"What I'd like," Bret said, chuckling, "is to see Cissy Burton's face when you call her an old biddy."

An hour later, after Eve had taken Jessica home, Nora felt ready to fly. She'd taught her first lesson and knew she was making the right decision. 

Jessica was a joy to teach. Nora was sure there were other girls in town who would want lessons, too. 

The only flaw in the morning had been Nora's absurd awareness of Bret's presence. Why on earth couldn't he have been out wrestling cattle? Preferably out of her sight. 

Nora took care of feeding and watering Chessie, giving her a final pat as she left the stall. "You did good today, girl. Pretty soon we'll be working every day. " 

The day had warmed up, but the barn held a lingering shadowed coolness. Nora took her jacket from the nail where it hung and made her way into the sunlight. 

Bret stood by his pickup, loading various things into the bed. “Jessica seemed to be enjoying her lesson," he commented. 

"Yes, she has natural ability," Nora agreed. Compelled to escape Bret's heady influence, she edged forward. The man always managed to disable her brain while sending her heart racing. She didn't need the distraction. If even a straight arrow like Richard could betray her, how much more likely was Bret to do so? Bret had "fun" tattooed on his forehead. As sexy and disturbing as he was, she'd be an idiot to think he'd treat her heart any better than Richard had. 

"Well, see you later," she said, turning toward her car. 

"Hey," Bret called to her. "Do you have a few minutes to help me with something?" 

Startled, she turned back. "I guess so. What do you need?" 

He threw a pair of work gloves into the truck cab. 

"I have a small windmill repair to do and all the ranch hands are busy doing other stuff." 

"Windmill repair? I don't know anything-"

"Don't need to know anything. I just need another pair of hands. It won't take more than an hour." Bret smiled as if he knew the turmoil in her head. 

There wasn't really a way she could refuse him. She obviously didn't have a lot to do until her lessons picked up, and she felt as if she owed him something for agreeing to board Chessie at a cut rate. 

"Sure. I guess I have some time." Nora steeled herself against his smile as she threw her jacket in her car. 

"Good." Bret grinned as he got into the truck. Nora climbed gingerly into the ranch vehicle after he swept several tools, a paper bag and a quantity of dust off the seat. 

They drove away from the ranch buildings, taking a rough track into open pasture. Bret pointed out several landmarks, indicating the property line between his ranch and the Turner property. She scrutinized the land she hoped to buy. 

How would Mrs. Turner respond to her offer for the land? Nora had known her for years and still couldn't guess where she stood. Sara Turner was a pleasant woman, the epitome of politeness. Even if she were scandalized by Nora's supposed indiscretions, she'd never be ill-bred enough to show it. 

As they drove over the rolling January-brown hills, the battered pickup surprised flurries of crows from the occasional clumps of brush. The sun streamed down from a pale sky. 

Nora drew in a breath of the warm air that blew in through the crack of the lowered window. Despite the rumors, she'd done the right thing in coming home. 

She couldn't help the contentment that seeped into her as she rode beside Bret in the bouncing pickup. Being with him might be dangerous to her peace of mind, but at least he didn't treat her like a scarlet woman. 

The windmill was visible from down the hill, its old-fashioned blades a serrated circle in the sky.

Brett halted the truck at the base of the tower, a structure of galvanized iron that lifted the windmill head nearly fifteen feet off the ground. 

It wasn't until they'd stopped and Bret had gone around to the back of the truck that Nora first thought to wonder what exactly Bret wanted her to do, Getting out of the pickup, she waited as he carried several new windmill blades around and propped them against the tower. 

"I tell you what," he said. "You climb up and I'll hoist the blades up to you." 

"You want me to climb the tower?" Above them, the windmill whirred, its hum seeming part of the breeze that streamed past. 

"Yeah." He gathered up tools and shoved them in his back pockets. “Just go up and reach down. The blades aren’t heavy." 

Thank the Lord she'd never been afraid of heights.

Bret looked up. “Just climb right up," he encouraged. "It's as safe as the back of a horse." 

"Of course," she said as she placed her foot on the first rung. The metal felt warm to her hands. Once in motion, Nora refused to let herself stop. A brisk breeze darted playfully around the tower's legs, brushing at the wisps of hair that had escaped her braid. She kept climbing, her eyes focused on the rungs in front of her until at last, she reached the top. 

Clambering onto the small wooden platform, she glanced up to the full spread of sky and land. 

"Okay," Bret called. "Turn around and lie on your belly. I'll hoist the blades up to you one at a time." 

The platform was about five feet square. Abandoning any hope of gracefulness, Nora positioned herself on her stomach and reached down for the blade Bret offered. One by one, he raised up each curved metal piece until all three rested on the platform. 

"Good. You stay there. I'll be right up." Bret turned to grab a pair of pliers off the bed of the truck. 

Nora looked around the platform. He wanted her to stay up here while he worked on the thing? Good grief, there was hardly room for her and the blades, much less a broad-shouldered Bret. 

The tower reverberated with Bret's steps on the ladder. Nora scooted to one side, trying to make herself small. 

He poked his head through the opening, a wide grin breaking on his face. "Hi, there. Enjoying the view?" 

She glanced out over the pasture, her senses still captured by his smile. "Yes, it's wonderful." 

He climbed up and settled himself next to her, so close she could feel the warmth of his body and breathe deeply of his male scent. 

Nora shifted closer to the edge. 

"Here, hold this." 

She took the tool he held out. 

"One thing about windmills," he said. "They're simple machinery. We'll have these blades on in no time. " 

"Good." For heaven's sake, she scolded herself, how much less intimate could the situation be? She was perched on top of a windmill with the guy. People for miles around could see them. 

But it didn't feel that way. With the wind sweeping silently around them, the world could have been an empty place. 

Despite focusing her attention on anything but Bret, Nora was aware of his every movement. He handled the windmill as if it were a Tinker toy, his work seemingly automatic. 

Grasping the metal upright with one hand, Nora scooted to the edge of the platform to make more room for him. 

"Hand me those pliers."

Surrendering the tool, she eased further away and risked dangling her legs off the platform.

All around her lay the glorious tapestry of prairie and sky. The winter grass rippled golden in the sun, hugging the ground. Each hill ended in a trickle of a valley where scrubby live oaks clustered. 

Occasionally, crows lifted from the fields below, circling in a flurry of blue-black wings, only to settle down again near where they'd started as if involved in a shimmering, shifting dance. 

The clunk of a tool against the platform behind her seemed like a minor accompaniment to the performance of the moment. Nora drew in a breath and held it like a treasure before allowing a sighing release. 

"It's beautiful, isn't it?" 

Bret's voice came from so close behind her that she jumped. 

"Hey," he laughed, steadying her with his hands on her upper arms. "No swan dives allowed." 

"No," she murmured shakily, acutely conscious of the heat and strength of his hands through the thin cotton of her shirt. 

"This is why I do windmill work," he said. "On days like this the place looks like God's country from horizon to horizon." 

Instead of letting go of her, he moved closer, sliding his arms around to hook together in front of her body. 

Nora's heart started its own rendition of the "Star Spangled Banner." Locked against him, she was surrounded by sensation, the warmth of him, the solid feel of his muscled chest. 

"What I really love," Bret went on, "is the way the earth looks from the sky. Leaving the ground is so freeing. " 

His breath wafted against her ear, sending her nerve endings into a frenzy. She tried to hide the involuntary shiver that skated over her skin. 

"I-I guess that's what you like about flying," she said, compelled to speak even though her voice felt strangled. 

"Mmmhm." Bret leaned back slightly, settling her more comfortably against his chest. "I've always loved heights. Sometimes when I'm at the top of a tall building, I get the craziest urge to jump." 

"That is crazy." She'd always known he had his moments of insanity, which made her intense attraction to him even more strange. 

"Yeah," Bret said. "I guess the craziness explains my parachuting and bungee jumping phases."

Nora chuckled, tilting her head back to look at him. "Your mother must worry about you all the time." 

His smile flashed and died as he looked down at her. She saw the darkening of his eyes, felt the tension in the moment, and knew that if she held still, he'd kiss her. 

Yearning possessed her with an urgency. She knew she couldn't trust him with her heart, that he was trouble, but now she just wanted to kiss him. The realization should have terrified her out of his arms and off the windmill platform. 

But at the moment, she couldn't move. Nora's eyes fluttered shut as Bret bent closer. She felt the brush of his lips against hers, the soft catch of electricity that funneled through her body. He murmured something in his throat, pulling her tighter as he angled to taste her mouth. 

The scent of him flooded her and left her hungry and aching. She opened to his kiss, welcoming the taste of him, the sensation of being surrounded by him. He kissed her with a softness that held no hesitancy, a thoroughness that sent a ringing to her ears and a rush of blood thundering through her body. 

Never had she experienced such an overwhelming kiss. 

She told herself to be grateful when he lifted his mouth from hers. It took all her effort to focus on that thought. 

''I'm glad you came home, Nora." Her eyes popped open. 

"Now I know who to call when I need to do windmill repair." 

She stared at him, dumbfounded by the chaos of her nervous system while struggling to return to the normal world of speech. Good Lord, she was acting as if she'd never been kissed before.

"Glad to be of help," she said as coolly as she could. 

He laughed, keeping one hand on her arm as he shifted back to the center of the platform. She scooted after him, swamped with a sudden need to feel the ground beneath her feet. 

Bret Maddock was the kind of guy who could make a girl forget her upbringing and cast her reputation to the winds-and then go merrily on his way. 

Following him down the ladder, Nora reminded herself of her situation. Because of Richard's betrayal, the town censured her for something she hadn't done. Trusting Bret was absolutely out of the question. 

Hoyt's feed store always smelled the same. The odors of hay and pesticide mingled with the dusty scent of dog. Nora stood inside the door, her eyes adjusting to the sparse light filtering down from the occasional light fixture. 

The dusty shelves were still crammed with feed and fertilizer. Along one wall hung all manner of harnesses and cinch straps. Even the old, bone-idle bird dog that was lying by the electric heater looked the same as the last time Nora had been here. 

No matter how old she got, she'd always remember the combination of scents in this place. Hovering in the front of the door as memories flashed through her mind, Nora slowly became aware that she was the center of attention. 

Although Hoyt was busy behind the counter writing out an order for a customer, the cluster of men sitting around the heater all stared at her. 

Small towns were notorious for fostering interest in one's neighbors, but the expression on the faces watching her held more than friendly interest. There was an assessing quality to their stares, an overly bold, lingering inspection. 

She saw their exchanged glances, their sly smiles, and she felt her backbone stiffen. Even here in this bastion of masculine activity, gossip reared its ugly head. 

One younger man in particular looked her over, a smirk on his face as he pushed back his black cowboy hat. 

A surge of frustration rose in Nora, and she squared her shoulders. She'd never realized how petty and small-minded people could be, and how quick to judge. 

Moving forward with determination, Nora skirted the stacks of seed on the floor. She shuffled the flyers in her hands as she reached the bulletin board, turning her back on the group by the heater. Her purpose in being here had nothing to do with them, and if they chose to be rude, let them. 

Irritated, she forcefully skewered her announcement with a push pin. Getting the riding academy going was the important thing. 

She stepped back to make sure the paper was straight. 

The announcement had turned out well. Even the gold-apricot paper was a good choice. "Announcing the Opening of the Stoneburg Equestrian Center," it said. 

Smoothing the paper, Nora allowed herself a moment of pride. This business was her dream, and if she had to ignore several hundred rude people to get it going, she would. 

Just then the door to the feed store swept open and crashed shut. Nora glanced up as footsteps echoed on the wood floor. 

Wearing tight pink jeans and a fringed western shirt, Cissy Burton crossed the store, sashaying over to the heater with a flirtatious smile on her face. She placed her hand on the shoulder of the cowboy in the black hat, her voice pitched low and sultry as she leaned over to make some remark.

The men in the group grinned. 

Nora looked away, remembering the girl she'd known in school. Even then, Cissy had worn tight jeans and lots of makeup, and would chase any guy that caught her eye. 

Even though Cissy had been popular for obvious reasons, Nora had never envied her. Her flirtations always seemed desperate, her attention shifting quickly from one boy to another. 

Cissy had boasted of her sexual conquests in a way that was distasteful to Nora. It always seemed as if Cissy was hungry to belong, always offering what she thought people wanted. 

Her current animosity toward Nora probably stemmed from Cissy's high school crush on Richard. Before Nora started dating him, Cissy hadn't appeared to give her a thought, but since that time, the girl hated her. 

Giving her announcement one more glance, Nora turned away from the bulletin board. 

The black-hatted cowboy caught her gaze and held it before letting his stare slide down to her chest. 

Nora felt the burn of his inspection from across the room; it was as if he believed that she was available to every man she met.

Lifting her chin, she met his stare angrily, resentment flooding her at this undeserved insolence.

The cowboy turned his head a little, still staring at her body, and made a comment to Cissy.

The group around the heater erupted in laughter, Cissy's high-pitched squeal rising above the men's chuckles.

Nora felt an angry knot of tension in her chest. For whatever reason, she'd become Richard's scapegoat, and the object of this idiot's moronic humor.

She grappled with the range of possibilities presented by her furious brain. Unfortunately, getting an Uzi and wiping them all out might lead to some jail time. They probably weren't worth it.

As Nora stood there, talking herself out of committing murder, a sneer appeared on Cissy's face. Challenge in her eyes, she pitched her voice louder and said, "I just hope Bret knows what he's doing letting slime like her crawl into his bed."

"Who says they do it in a bed?" the cowboy questioned with an ugly grin. "Some women'll put out anywhere. "

Hot, angry words quivered on Nora's tongue, urgent and heedless. Before she realized it, she'd taken several impetuous steps in their direction.

Stopping in front of the circle of men, Nora said to the cowboy, "Considering who's draped over you now, I guess you speak from personal experience."

The men around the stove erupted in laughter as Cissy stiffened, her face darkening as Nora's meaning hit home.

"Oh, I could never match you," Cissy spat out. "I don't have the stomach for sleeping with old men for money." 

Nora stood before the group, aware of the men's avid, expectant gazes. They wanted a cat fight, and would obviously relish a brawl between the two women. 

She should have known better than to have responded to their slurs. Nothing good could come of this kind of mudslinging.

Turning away, she walked quickly to the door as a swell of murmurs and snickers rose from the group.

"Nora." Hoyt's voice caught her as she grasped the handle. 

She turned her head, struggling to keep her emotions off her face.

''I'll make sure and point out your announcement to anyone who might be interested," he said. His eyes were kind, his compassionate gaze comforting.

"Thank you, Mr. Daniels," Nora said before pushing open the door. 

Once outside, the chill wind gusted in her face like a slap. Nora caught her breath, an angry sob escaping her.

It wasn't fair! She'd done nothing to entice Richard's boss. If anything, she had tried to avoid the man!

Stewing over it didn't do any good. All she could do was grit her teeth and wait for the jackals to find fresh meat. But she'd show them. Someday her riding school would be the biggest thing in Stoneburg. She'd make it happen or die trying.

~~~********~~~
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Red Hot Liar: Chapter Three

[image: ]


The warm smell of horses and sweet hay filled the barn, warding off some of the chill in Nora's bones. Winter's return to North Texas had made a rough workout for her and Chessie this afternoon. She'd cut it short when the wind picked up, but not before heading out to the fields for a wild gallop that set her heart pounding.

Nora kept up a steady rhythm, brushing Chessie's coat in even strokes, focusing on her movements in hopes of ignoring the prickle of excitement that ran across her skin.

Every now and then, a clatter from the tack room reinforced her awareness of Bret's presence in the barn. He'd breezed in after she started working on Chessie, his brief greeting and tantalizing grin igniting a flurry of awareness in her.

She tried to dismiss the memory of the sensation of being in his arms, the rush of breathless passion his kiss brought. Unfortunately, her efforts weren't very successful.

The dim light in the stall seemed almost cozy, while the mare's breathing accompanied by the shifting sounds of animal life filled the barn. Blowing on her hands to try to warm them, Nora ignored the wind shrieking around the building.

This was where she felt the most peaceful, sharing a silent communication with a horse. Putting Chessie through her paces every day gave a structure, a purpose to Nora's time that far exceeded anything she'd gained from her days living with Richard.

A niggle of frustration tugged at her. How long would it take for the people of Stoneburg to accept her again? The scene in the feed store still grated on her nerves. She'd regretted responding to the taunts. It hadn't done any good and might have strengthened Cissy's determination to cause trouble.

The sound of the barn door opening broke into Nora's thoughts, and a rush of cold air swept into the building.

Nora glanced over her shoulder and spotted Eve struggling to tug the door shut.

"Nora?" her friend called out in an anxious voice, her brow furrowed as her eyes adapted to the dim light.

"Over here."

Eve tugged at her gloves as she walked over to Chessie's stall. "God, that wind is awful." 

"A real blue norther. Come in and warm up." The other woman stuffed her mittened hands into her pockets.

"How did Jessica feel about her lesson the other day?" Nora asked when Eve didn't say anything more.

"Good. Really good." She paused, a nervous expression on her face. 

"Is something the matter?" 

"No, I just dropped by to talk to you about a ... a change in our class schedule. I'm afraid we need to postpone your visit to talk to the class."

"Postpone?"

"Yes, we have a really busy schedule now. The TACS test is coming up-" 

"I thought you said that was later." 

"Well." Eve cleared her throat. "Yes .. , ."

Nora put the currycomb down on the post. "Eve? Is there a problem with my coming to talk to your class?"

Eve's face puckered. ''I'm sorry, Nora. I'm really sorry! Mr. Stewart, the principal, told me not to have you come."

"What? Why?"

Her friend looked down, catching her lip between her teeth.

"Because of the gossip," Nora answered her own question, her voice hard. "That's it, isn't it?"

"Yes. I'm really sorry."

"I'm such a terrible person that he thinks I'll corrupt little children just by talking to them about riding?" The thought sliced her to the quick. This was too much. 

"Oh, honey. You're not terrible." Eve placed her hand over Nora's where it rested on the stall. "Stewart's just worried about his job. He's always been a real suck-up."

"Can't they see I'm not like that?" Nora could hear the hurt in her own voice as outrage flooded her. "I'm not a witch."

"I know," her friend said miserably. She glanced nervously at her wristwatch. ''I'm really sorry. I have to go. Jessica's playing at a friend's house and I'm already late picking her up. I just had to tell you about this in person."

Nora picked up the currycomb, her hand clenching on the handle.

"You're not mad at me, are you?"

Glancing up at her friend, Nora said quickly. "No, of course not. Go get Jessica. I'm okay."

Eve hesitated a moment longer. ''I'll call you." 

"Good." Nora turned away, combing Chessie's mane, holding her feelings in check to keep from further upsetting Eve. 

''I'm sorry," Eve said again. "Bye." 

"Goodbye." A moment later the barn door opened and slammed shut with a swirl of wind and hay. 

Slumping against Chessie, Nora trembled with the anger that rushed in. Never had she believed it would go this far. Kids like Jessica were the reason she wanted to teach riding. How could anyone think she'd damage school children? 

Instead of dying down, the gossip just seemed to be mushrooming. She had to face the possibility that it might even affect her being able to buy the Turner property. Mrs. Turner was one of the most upstanding women in town, the daughter of a former governor, the mother of the mayor of Stoneburg.

She'd been part of the group of women at the diner that day.

What were the chances that Mrs. Turner would sell her homestead to a hussy like Nora? It just wasn't fair! Nora sobbed beneath her breath, her hands shaking so badly she gave up trying to groom Chessie. The big horse shifted, tossing her head gently as she eyed Nora.

Leaving the stall blindly, she turned to slam her hand against the rough wall. 

Bret heard a thud. There was no point continuing to look for the bridle. From the moment he'd turned his attention to the conversation between Nora and Eve, he hadn't really seen the stuff on the table in the tack room.

He told himself it was rude to eavesdrop and even ruder not to let the fact be known, but he couldn't hide in here, knowing how Nora must be feeling.

Pushing open the tack room door, he stepped into the barn and saw her slumped against the wall next to the mare's stall. Even from this distance, he could see that she was crying. 

So much for staying out of it.

He crossed the cement floor to where she stood. Nora stiffened at his approach, surreptitiously wiping at her cheeks.

"It's a real bitch, isn't it?" Bret made no pretense he hadn't overheard. "Here you are paying for something you never did." 

That brought her head up. She studied him through narrowed eyes. "What do you mean?" 

"All this gossip about you seducing Richard's boss." 

Nora tilted her head. "You don't think I seduced him?"

Bret laughed softly. "No, I don't."

"Why not?" she asked bitterly. "Everyone else in town has tried me and found me guilty." 

"The way I see it, not only are you too smart to play footsie with a guy on the side, you're also too honest." Bret couldn't say how, but he knew she'd never cheat on a man.

"Honest?"

He shrugged. "You just don't work that way. I could see Cissy doing something like that, but not you."

"Thanks." She straightened from the wall, her normally soft face still hard with anger. 

"But the real problem," he went on, "is that you're letting people in town run over you." 

"What?"

"All you need to do is show them who's boss and they'll leave you alone."

"How? By talking back when they say nasty things? I've tried that. It just stirs things up more."

"You have to convince them that you can't be kicked around." 

"I can't imagine how I could do that," she said. 

"See, Nora, it's not that you've supposedly done such a terrible thing. Most folks here in town have done worse or had worse done to them." 

"So why are they tormenting me?" The words seemed wrenched from her. 

" 'Cause you're letting them." 

"What can I do about them having trashy minds?" She shoved away from the wall and paced in front of Chessie's stall. 

"Well, for one thing," he said, "you can stop acting like a guilty woman." 

Nora stopped. "I am not acting guilty!" 

"You don't go out anywhere or do anything fun, except with Eve and her family. Other than when you're here, you hide in your mother's house. And when you meet people on the street, you march past them with hardly a smile." 

"They've judged and condemned me! What am I supposed to do? Invite them over for tea?"

"Maybe not invite them for tea, but smiling at them is a good idea." 

She stared at him, disbelief on her face. "You've got to be kidding. Me having a cheerful expression will make them change their minds about me?" 

"Honey, you need to show them you don't care what they think about you. Show them you're not cowering in your room. You need to throw this stuff back in their faces." 

"I don't have a clue about how to do that." She'd stopped pacing and he thought he saw a glimmer of interest in her eyes. 

He smiled, ready to jump on the opportunity to help her out and maybe earn himself another of her kisses. "Go out with me tonight. We'll kick up our heels, drink and laugh." 

Nora looked up at him, an arrested expression on her face. "Going out with you will show the town that I can't be run over?" 

"It'll show them that you're not gonna be controlled by the talk. We'll go to the Roadhouse, have a few beers and dance till dawn." And maybe more, if his luck held. 

"I can't go to a place like that," she gasped. "People will talk even more." 

Bret shook his head. "It's just a bar, not a cathouse. Stop thinking like your mother." 

"I am not my mother," she said distinctly. "Not that there's anything wrong with her." 

"No, of course not," he agreed, privately amused at her response. "But refusing to go to a bar just because it used to be a little rowdy—that's something your mother would do." 

"I probably shouldn't be seen with you on a date anyway," Nora said. "Your reputation is far from spotless. “

"That's why I’m the perfect guy for the job," he claimed. "Going out with some goody-two-shoes guy would just look like you're desperate to reclaim your reputation. We've got to go show them that you don't care about what they're saying." 

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. 

Nora looked in the mirror and swallowed hard. She had to be out of her mind. Why did insanity surface at the worst moments? 

She'd been unbalanced three months before when she'd bought the dress on a rash impulse, and she was just as crazy this afternoon when she agreed to go out with Bret. She couldn't believe that she was actually wearing the thin red slip of a dress tonight. The woman in the mirror even had a bit of a wild-eyed look. 

The soft silk slid over her body with loving faithfulness, snug around her breasts, smooth over her hips, stopping daringly at mid-thigh. 

She drew in a rough breath. Whatever was she thinking? And what's more, how on earth did she propose to get out of the house wearing this? Her mother would have a heart attack. 

The thought stiffened her backbone. She'd promised to go out with Bret tonight and she was determined to see it through. 

She couldn't wimp out. There were too many things to prove...to the town scandalmongers...to Principal Stewart...and to herself. 

Tired of getting pushed around, Nora felt decidedly defiant. 

What was more, she had something to prove to Bret. It was his fault she was wearing the red dress for the first time. She couldn't let him think he effected her so strongly that she was afraid to be in his company.

And it wasn't as if they'd be alone for the whole evening, she reminded herself. How far could things go in a crowded bar? 

Nora ran a nervous hand down the skirt of the dress. Bret Maddock was too darn sure of himself.

He was right about one thing, though. She had been holding back, waiting for the storm to blow over. Darn it, she hadn't done anything wrong. Why shouldn't she go out with an attractive guy?

She turned away from the mirror, her stomach quivering. 

Because this particular man seemed to tap into something inside of her that she knew better than to give into. Bret made her want to be held, made her want to lean on him. 

Even when she knew she shouldn't. Self-reliance kept a woman from finding herself at the mercy of a man's deceit. 

But she'd committed herself to going out tonight. With Bret, of all people. The one man who awakened desires she'd never felt before.

She could control herself, and him, tonight, surely. Would she be able to resist if Bret stormed her fortress? She had to be sure, had to reassure herself of her own strength, and so she'd accepted his challenge and upped the ante with the weight of one flimsy red silk dress. 

The jangle of the doorbell jolted Nora from her thoughts. Snatching up her coat, she pulled it on and left the room.

Bret stood in the tiny front foyer, his tall, lean frame delectably encased in snug jeans with
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