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Prologue

 

 

Blake Reynolds crested the hill and reined in his horse. He was bone-tired, cold and hungry. The gelding blew hard in the frigid air, his flanks heaving as he caught his breath. They didn’t have far to go now. They’d beaten the night home. 

Blake scanned the horizon, noting with quiet satisfaction that everything was as it should be. He then focused on the house in the distance. The late-afternoon sun gleamed against several windows making it look as if lamps shone in every room. The distance and the waning light hid the disrepair. For an instant he saw the house as it had been twenty years ago–a showplace, gleaming white with dark green trim. Structurally it was still sound. With some repairs, cosmetic work, a new coat of paint, it could become a showplace again.

Only–who had the time or the money?

“Blast the old witch,” he muttered. For what had to be the millionth time, he cursed the old woman who still manipulated people from beyond the grave. This land was his by blood and heritage, but not in the eyes of the law. She’d seen to that.

He’d never forget his shock after his father died, when he’d learned that the title to the ranch, a ranch he’d thought would be his, had remained with Elsa Reynolds–his father’s mother. And she wanted nothing to do with her only grandson. 

His bitterness had festered over the years. He’d returned to Texas immediately after his father’s funeral and sworn he would never return to Wyoming. He’d meant it at the time, but life had intervened.

He hadn’t moved back, however, until he heard of Elsa’s death–and the blasted terms of her will.

He swore again, anger flaring at the thought of Elsa and her egregious conditions. For months he’d insisted he would not be dictated to, would not follow her directive. 

But back working the range his father’s family had first settled five generations ago, he’d gradually felt his bond with the land strengthen. Now the longing for continuity was strong. He wanted to reverse the decay and return the spread to its former standing.

And he had to admit that he’d love to thumb his nose at Elsa’s dire predictions that he’d never succeed and achieve the outlandish goal she’d set.

What vindictiveness had made the old woman ignore the ranch for the dozen years since his father’s death? Revenge against her son’s one act of defiance years before? His father had died trying his best to do what she’d wanted.

Now Blake and Shell and the two hired hands worked from sunup to sundown. For more than eleven months they’d fought a hard battle. Slowly things were turning around. If no catastrophic losses occurred during the winter, he’d have a fighting chance come spring to pull out of the morass.

Had he waited too long, though? Stubborn pride in refusing to knuckle down to Elsa’s outlandish codicil was one thing, but holding on to some righteous principle just to be ornery was foolish.

He calculated the time remaining as he urged his mount forward. He knew he’d cut it close. He’d delayed until he had barely a few weeks over a year remaining of the original two in which to marry and produce a child.

“The old witch,” he said again. She’d suspected the draw of the land would override his anger. The urge to do his best to comply with her challenge grew as the time to do so shortened. He finally realized he was not going to let his principles override good sense. He wanted this ranch. It should have been his the day his father died.

Blake walked the horse down the slope and toward the barn. The sun slipped behind the mountain peaks and the landscape quickly faded into indiscriminate gray. A string of lights came on in the barn. Shell, probably. The boy worked hard.

Blake sighed. Another insurmountable problem. He didn’t know what to do about the kid.

The man. 

He had a difficult time dealing with the fact that his son was grown, especially since he’d only learned of his existence six years ago when Shell turned fifteen.

Was resentfulness a family curse? 

Shell resented Blake almost as much as Blake resented Elsa. 

When Shelly Bluefeather had died unexpectedly of appendicitis, Blake had been stunned to discover they’d created a child together before he’d left Sweetwater immediately after his high-school graduation. She’d never told him. 

When she was dying, however, she’d told their boy his father’s name. When Blake showed up at her funeral, he’d been met by his angry son. Bitter at the neglect from his father, raging against his mother’s death, he’d scarcely spoken to Blake.

Yet Shell had gone with Blake back to Texas to the Bar-XT Ranch, which Blake was managing at the time. When Blake had moved back to Wyoming last fall, Shell had come with him. 

Their relationship had improved since the day Blake had first met his son, but he suspected they’d never be close.

Blake was aware that part of Shell’s continued hostility stemmed from the terms of his great-grandmother’s will. Elsa Harrington Reynolds had refused to acknowledge the illegitimate offspring of her only grandson. 

Join the club, kid, he thought. She’d barely acknowledged her grandson when she’d been alive.

He wished he knew how to heal the breach. The kid had a way with cattle. And he could calm a rambunctious horse like no one Blake had ever seen.

What would happen if they lost the ranch? Would their tenuous tie be severed? Blake could always get a job back in Texas, but would Shell go back with him this time?

Blake rode into the barn, the overhead light bright after the waning daylight. The sweet smell of hay filled the air. A light in the tack room indicated Shell’s location. Blake checked his watch. There was a half hour left before supper. He’d brush his horse and feed him, then squeeze in a quick shower.

After dinner, he’d tackle the books again, chipping away at accounts until he couldn’t stand it any longer. Never his favorite pastime, he kept it up, needing to know at all times where they stood. The bank held the title in escrow and had refused any more loans. Credit was stretched wire-thin. No one wanted to spring for more until it was certain he’d inherit the place and could turn a profit.

He regretted not having the office staff he’d had at the Bar-XT and the computer programs that made every aspect of a ranch–from stock to feed to tack–easy to track. But money was too tight, and there were more pressing needs.

“Fence okay?” Shell came to the door of the tack room, a rag in one hand. His hat was pulled low over his forehead, shading his eyes.

“Two sections were pulled loose. I fixed one. We need more wire for the other. It’s about a mile down from where the creek bends.”

Blake dismounted. He felt stiff. Another sign of growing old, that and the regrets for decisions made in the unchangeable past.

He thought back to his rodeo days–riding, roping, throwing steers and partying well into the night, raring to go again the next morning. Now he was glad to get off the horse at the end of ten or twelve hours and sit in a comfortable chair.

“I’ll get Nolan to repair it tomorrow,” he said, hitching the gelding to a rail. “Did Hank take care of the tally in the far pasture?”

“Yeah, all accounted for,” Shell replied. “If we don’t lose many head this winter, we should have a good count of calves come spring. Loni said dinner will be ready at seven-thirty tonight. She’s running late. She went into town today to see the doctor again.” His voice remained neutral.

Blake nodded, wondering if the kid would ever warm up. “Everything okay with her?”  He pulled the saddle off the horse and slung it on a stand.

Shell shrugged. “She wouldn’t tell me if it wasn’t.”

Blake paused and looked at Shell. He wished he could change the course of the world, could do something to make things come right for his son.

Loni Peterson was eight months pregnant with Shell’s baby, but refused to marry him. Shell was crazy about the young woman, but she insisted she was too young to be tied down. Accepting the job as cook at the ranch had been as close as she’d come to accepting any support from Shell. And that had become necessary only because her own folks kicked her out after discovering she was pregnant by a Native American–a half-breed, they called him. 

Some prejudices died hard in Wyoming.

Blake turned back to the horse, picked up the brush and began the familiar grooming tasks. Nothing he could do about anything right now. He couldn’t seem to get his own life under control, how could he help his son?

“She got the mail in town,” Shell said a few moments later. He leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest, idly watching his father tend to the horse.

“More bills, I’m sure.”

Blake led the horse to its stall, checking to see that the manger was full. He slapped the gelding’s rump as the horse headed for the feed trough.

He was closing the stall door when Shell added, “Yeah. And there was a postcard from that woman who plans to marry you. She’ll be here tomorrow.”

 


Chapter One

 

 

“Whoever heard of a mail-order bride in the twenty-first century?” Julianne Dawson asked aloud for about the millionth time as she pulled to a stop on the deserted two-lane highway to reread her quickly jotted directions.

The very idea conjured up the Old West with covered wagons and homesteaders.

Instead, she was driving a brand new SUV down a paved highway. Not a wagon in sight.

The gravel road heading off to the left had to be the ranch road she was looking for. Couldn’t they have sprung for a sign? She thought ranches had big gates arching over the entrance with their brand clearly displayed. Even a mailbox with a name would have been helpful. 

After checking for nonexistent traffic, she made the turn and left the highway behind. She’d been traveling for a week. She hoped the postcard she’d sent telling them to expect her today had arrived.

Should she have taken time when passing through town to call?

Again Julianne pulled over and stopped. She looked around, acknowledging to herself she was stalling.

The huge dome of blue sky beckoned. She turned off the ignition and climbed out, then leaned against the door, enjoying the solitude. It was cold, and she debated putting her jacket on over her sweater.  But the sun beaming down kept her warm enough. She'd only stop for a minute.

The stress that had been so much a part of her life for so long had disappeared bit by bit as she’d driven closer to her destination, leaving New York far behind.

She couldn’t believe how different each day was. For the first time in years she felt young, carefree, alive–and in perfect health. There were no more impossible demands, no hurried deadlines. No more rushing from here to there or staying up beyond midnight to meet someone else's schedule.

Instead, when she checked into a motel each night, she slept straight through without a care in the world, except the coming meeting.

She gazed around. The landscape was comparable with what a mail-order bride of the 1800s would probably have seen. Except for the graveled road and the barbed-wire fencing, the land was all empty rolling hills and scattered trees.

From that first summer she’d stayed on a ranch near Fort Worth with her uncle, she’d had a love affair with the west. Eagerly she searched the hills now seeking similarities with Texas.

“I’m moving here,” she said softly, the warmth of the late-afternoon sun on her cheeks contrasting with the reality of winter on the breeze. If she said the words often enough, maybe she’d believe them. She’d left one life behind her. Now the future beckoned.

“You’re procrastinating,” she muttered as her eyes feasted on the golden grassland, the rim of distant mountains already dusted with snow.

What she needed to do was take the final plunge. She'd told Blake Reynolds she was coming, and now reality was catching up. She was nine-tenths of the way committed to marrying a virtual stranger. 

It didn’t matter that she’d known him briefly, years ago. She’d been a teenager with a crush on a brash young cowboy. He’d thought her a pest. Was that any kind of basis for marriage?

Marriage!  Living with someone all the time.  Melding their lives.  She knew some of the situation behind this bazaar arrangement.   Were her own reasons strong enough?

Her nerves danced as she considered the next step. She'd never done anything so crazy in her life. 

Nor so awkward. 

She rubbed her palms against her jeans. What would they talk about? Would they have any interests in common? Could she remember what she’d learned those three precious summers spent with Uncle Buck in Texas?

Overshadowing every thought was how would they handle the lights-out part?

That worry had niggled her off and on for the entire drive from Manhattan.

Time enough to deal with that if they chose to pursue the marriage, she thought, still reluctant to get back into the car. They could wait a while, see how things went before doing anything irreversible. 

Heat engulfed her at the thought of sharing a bed with a man she hardly knew, one, moreover, she’d never even kissed.

Once they grew comfortable with each other, they could decide if this would work. And if they did, maybe they would try for a baby after a while. She’d have a child–maybe children–to lavish her love on. A rough-and-tumble little boy to follow in his father’s footsteps. Or maybe a daughter who would learn to cook the old family recipes her mother had passed down to Julianne and she’d brought to Wyoming. 

Julianne could start her own traditions with her children. Didn’t ranches support huge families? Maybe she could have half-a-dozen babies.

Sighing softly, she considered that reality might not be as rosy as she hoped. What if Blake Reynolds chewed tobacco and had a beer belly? What if he was bald and had lost half his teeth and looked nothing like the sexy, daring cowboy she remembered?

No time like the present to find out. Determined to see it through, she climbed back into the SUV, switched on the ignition and started down the lonely road.

Questions and doubts rose and crowded her mind whenever she thought about the new direction she’d chosen. She wished she knew more about the cowboy today.  What had he been doing this past decade and a half? 

The few brief telephone conversations they’d had since she contacted him from the ad her roommate had shown her focused on the possibility of marriage. Or on the mechanics of her driving to Wyoming. 

His voice had been clipped, abrupt, as if talking was something he didn’t do very often. Or maybe it was just her.

His letters had been equally terse. They’d revealed nothing of the man himself, his likes and dislikes, his feelings about his past or the future.

As she drove, Julianne studied what might become her new home. Cattle dotted the hills where the dry, golden grass undulated in the afternoon breeze, like waves in a saffron sea.

She had a moment’s panic about this plunge into the unknown. She’d left everything familiar–her apartment, the deli at the corner, friends and colleagues, the career as an ad executive she’d taken pains to build so carefully. Even Steven. 

Though in truth, she had to admit, he’d left her first.

“You’ll be fine,” she said aloud as she kept her foot firmly on the accelerator. For generations, women had gone into arranged marriages. She was merely one more in a long line. Everyone who knew her would admit she always achieved her goals. This was another one.

As she drove around a bend in the road, she crested a small hill. She stopped once more to look at the scene spread before her. This was her first glimpse of her soon-to-be home.

The house stood on a knoll about two hundred yards away. Instead of a well-maintained home, she saw a shutter was missing from one of the second-story windows and the porch railing was missing several slats. There was no garden or lawn at all, just dirt, weeds and no trees. In fact, the house looked abandoned.

Her heart sank. A spike of panic flared.

What had she done? This was nothing like what she’d imagined. Nothing like the ranches she’d seen on her visits to Texas. Had she given up everything for this?

She’d expected a bustling prosperous ranch. Was this the reason Blake Reynolds hadn’t been able to find a wife before her? The reason he’d advertised for one in Western Ranchers? 

She should have known the solution to her own situation had been too good to be true.

It wasn’t too late to change her mind. She could back up until she found a spot in the road wide enough to turn around. Leave without ever seeing anyone. She could call from town and tell Blake she’d changed her mind.

Or head for California and never contact the man at all.

Panic grew. She tried to reassure herself. She wasn’t committed to anything. He couldn’t force her to marry him.

She stared at the house taking deep breaths.

On the other hand, this particular rancher looked to be in desperate need of a helpmate. Maybe ranching was too much for one person and he didn’t have time for the homey things that women liked. 

The bizarre events that had led her to respond to his personal ad, remembering him from her youth and the letter he’d sent to her mother after Uncle Buck died–all had seemed serendipitous. She'd thought it a sign, a chance to start over at something she thought she’d like.

Optimistically, she’d pictured the place painted a pristine white, with Kelly-green shutters on every window. She’d envisioned mounds of colorful flowers flanking the front porch. The mingling of fragrant scents would greet her as they sat outside in the evenings after working hard all day. A lush tree or two would provide shade from the hot summer sun.

She gave a sarcastic laugh as the image in her mind dissolved in light of reality.

Julianne began to drive the final distance. She'd come this far. She'd see what happened next.

 As she drove closer, she took note of the barn and corrals several hundred yards behind the house.

The barn was bare weathered wood, a rusting tractor parked to the left. Rolls of barbed wire in the midst of knee-high weeds leaned against the outside wall. Three horses stood in the corral. 

It was definitely a working cattle ranch. She'd seen the cattle on the hills. The scents of cattle, hay and dust were at once familiar and foreign. A feeling of nostalgia settled on her. She remembered dreaming of being a rancher's wife the summers she'd spent with Uncle Buck.

She followed the driveway around the house and stopped near the rear. The back door opened and a young blond woman peered out, pulling on a sweater to combat the cool air. Two men appeared simultaneously at the entrance to the barn. Cowboys from their look–dark felt hats, worn jeans, scuffed leather boots.

Julianne had dealt with presidents and CEOs of major corporations, with irate marketing managers and prima donna sales executives in her position as an account executive for a Manhattan advertising firm. 

She’d convinced herself she could handle one down-in-the-heels rancher who owed her family a favor.

And offered her the chance to change her life.

She turned off the SUV, opened the door and stepped out, trying to still the butterflies in her stomach. She could do this. She had to do this.

The taller of the two men walked toward her.

“Julianne Dawson?” he asked, his look scanning her from head to toe.

She nodded, reciprocating with a look of her own. He hadn’t grown any taller since she’d known him, but he’d sure filled out. His hat was pulled low on his forehead, obscuring his hair and shading his eyes, eyes that had once danced in amusement when he teased her.

She longed to see them now, hoping they’d convince her she hadn’t been insane to consider this outlandish plan.

She swallowed hard, her heart beginning to beat heavily. From what she could see, he was a walking heartthrob destined to rob most women of their good sense. He definitely wasn’t fat, hairy or old; to the contrary, he was hot sex in boots and a Stetson. The years had been good to this brash and provocative cowboy.

Julianne held out her hand. “Blake Reynolds. It’s been a long time.”

“You’ve changed a bit, but I’d have recognized you anywhere,” he said. “You made good time.”

Calluses from years of ranch work pressed her smooth skin. Her hand looked lost in his. The flutters in her stomach increased.

Unable to form a coherent thought, she could only stare. He was just the way she’d remembered, only more. Broader, older, with lines bracketing his mouth. He’d gone through a lot, she’d bet.

Once again, she wondered why this man needed to ask a stranger to marry him. It seemed to Julianne that women would line up for a shot at matrimony with Blake Reynolds. What was she missing?

Involuntarily her gaze scanned the house again. Paint was peeling near the windows. The dirt surrounding the place was hard packed and bare. 

Maybe that was why. 

Maybe women expected a house that could be a home, not a building on its last legs.

The seconds ticked by. She began to feel self-conscious as she met his gaze.

“I drove straight through,” she said, tugging her hand from his. “Maybe I should have called from town.”

He released her hand, tucking his fingers into the pockets of his jeans. Julianne wondered where he found the room, they fit almost like a second skin. She raised her eyes, conscious of where she’d been looking.

 “I’m glad you arrived safe. I got your card yesterday so we were expecting you. I hoped you'd make it in time for supper.”

Blake turned to the other cowboy who’d ambled over to join them. “This is Shell Bluefeather, my son,” Blake said with some pride.

Shell was almost as tall as his father, but not as broad in the shoulders and chest. He reminded her of the Blake she’d known in the past.  His skin was a shade or two darker due to the sun.  His features were compelling.  Another one to have the ladies flocking round.

Blake had told her very little about the others on the ranch.  She’d been most surprised when he’d told her he had a grown son.

Shell’s hand was almost as callused as Blake’s, his grip firm.

“Ma’am.” There was no warmth in his voice or his dark guarded eyes.

“Don’t keep her out there in the cold, Blake,” the blonde called from the doorway. “Come in the house.”

He nodded. “Good idea,” he said to Julianne, “if we don’t want to freeze. Once the sun sets these days, the temperature drops like a rock.”

Blake gestured for Julianne to lead the way.

The young blonde woman greeted her at the door with a friendly smile. “Hi, I’m Loni Peterson.” She offered her hand and Julianne took it, trying to avoid staring at her swollen belly. Blake had said they had a cook, but never mentioned she was so pregnant she was about to pop.  

“I’m Julianne Dawson. It’s nice to meet you.”

Julianne stepped inside and looked around the old-fashioned kitchen. A study wooden table sat in the middle.  An old stove was against a long wall and the wide farmer’s sink sat beneath the window.

“I’ve been waiting forever for you to get here. It seems like a year since Blake said you were coming. It’ll be so nice to have another woman around. I get so tired of nothing but dumb old cowboys all the time.” Loni flashed a grin at the two men who’d followed Julianne inside.  But the edge in her voice told Julianne it wasn’t all mocking.

Loni walked to the stove and said, “I have coffee going, want a cup? I can’t believe you left New York City for Wyoming. Tell me all about it. I plan to go there someday. Isn’t it the most exciting place on earth? I want to see Times Square and all the museums, visit every art gallery there, walk down Broadway and take in all the latest shows. Then shop till I drop.”

Julianne tried to keep up with Loni’s chatter as she assessed her surroundings. The stove looked like an antique. How anyone could cook on it boggled the mind. The refrigerator was small and ancient, reminding her of one she and her mother had had in an apartment ages ago–the kind that needed constant defrosting.

Still feeling nervous, Julianne went to sit down at the table. Before she could pull out a chair, Shell was there doing it for her. She smiled at him.

He’d removed his hat and she was able to see his face clearly. His eyes were almost black, and he had yet to smile.  His gaze was wary.

Julianne glanced over her shoulder at Blake Reynolds. He’d taken off his hat, as well, tossing it on a rack by the door. His brown hair was thick, a little ragged around the edges. Not stylishly cut like Steven’s. His jeans and wrinkled shirt were far different from the Armani suits and silk shirts she was used to.

He appeared older than she’d expected. The laughter and happy-go-lucky attitude she remembered were missing. He looked serious, hard and a bit intimidating.

His spurs clinked as he crossed to the table and pulled out a chair. Reversing it, he straddled the seat and rested his hands on the back.

His eyes met hers. She felt suddenly mesmerized by them, as if they could hold hers fast while they looked clear to her soul. She’d had such a crush on him that last summer. Had he ever suspected?

“Good trip?” he asked.

She nodded, still holding his gaze, hoping he couldn’t read minds. She’d just realized that eventually going to bed with Blake would probably not be the problem she’d anticipated.

His touch had made her acutely aware of herself as a female creature, one suddenly and strongly attracted to a male of the species. Good heavens, she’d never felt like this around Steven Forrest, and they’d been involved for two years.

“Here’s your coffee. We have milk but no cream. No one here uses it, but if you want it, we can get some next time we go into town.”

Loni placed the mug before Julianne and sat in the chair Shell held for her. She ignored him, gazing instead at Julianne, her expression curious.

“I can’t believe anyone would deliberately choose to move here. There’s nothing to do. We’re miles from Sweetwater, which is a dump, anyway.”

“Loni,” Blake warned.

“What’s wrong with living here?”  Julianne asked, taken aback by Loni’s outburst.

“She may as well hear it all, Blake.” Loni would not be stopped. “Everything’s wrong. We’re at the back of beyond. Sweetwater doesn’t even have a movie theater. There's only spotty cell service out here, no wifi, no internet. We get one channel on the television, if the wind is blowing right. If you stay, Julianne, you’ll die of boredom within six months–if the work doesn’t kill you first. Or the winter weather.”

“You’ve lived here all your life and haven’t died yet,” Shell said casually. He leaned against the counter arms across his chest, apart from the others as if the scene unfolding before him held little interest. Yet his gaze never left Loni.

“That’s because I have a goal–to get out as soon as I can,” she said quickly.

Julianne noticed the tension between the two of them. What was going on?

“Let Julianne make her own decisions.” Blake’s voice was strong, husky, with a hint of a drawl. As she swung back to him, Julianne wondered what it would be like to hear that voice in the darkness of a bedroom. He'd speak softly and for her alone. 

Hearing him now, she hardly recognized the abrupt terse tone from their phone conversations. The slow drawl was intoxicating, rather like–

Julianne pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind and sipped her coffee.

“Did you live right in Manhattan?” Loni asked brightly. “What did you do there? Were you born and raised in New York?”

“There’ll be time enough for Julianne to fill you in on her entire life, if she stays,” Blake said.

Loni looked at him in surprise. “I thought it’s all settled. You said she was coming to marry you. She drove all this way.” She looked at Julianne. “Aren’t you staying?”

Blake got up and pushed his chair back against the table. “Maybe we better speak in private, Julianne. The office's down the hall. We can talk there.” He waited while she picked up her cup and started for the door he’d indicated.

Was there a problem? Had she come all this way only to be jilted? 

Julianne almost smiled at the old-fashioned term. But that was what being a mail-order bride did for a woman, filled her mind with old-fashioned ideas. 

It was no smiling matter if he'd really changed his mind. 

She'd bet her future on this venture. Granted, she had mixed emotions after seeing the house.  On the other hand–there was Blake himself. 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Why hadn't Blake answered Loni's question? It seemed straightforward to her--yes, we’re getting married. Or no, it'll never happen.

 While minutes before arriving at the ranch she’d hesitated at the thought of marrying this near stranger, now she almost panicked at the thought he'd reject her.  She’d bet all she owned on this venture.  She didn’t have a plan B.

When she paused in the doorway, Blake reached around her and flicked on a light. Julianne stepped into the office. Blake followed and closed the door behind them. The room had probably been a parlor when the house was first built, Julianne thought, as she crossed to the worn leather couch along one wall and sat. The windows were tall and uncovered, allowing in the last weak vestiges of afternoon light. The wooden desk held haphazard piles of papers and magazines. The fireplace looked as if it hadn’t been used in decades. Dust rather than ash coated the hearth.

 Blake pulled the chair from the desk over until he sat opposite Julianne.

 “Who's Loni exactly?” she asked.

 “Shell’s girlfriend or she was. She doesn’t want anything to do with him now. She blames him for the baby.”

 Julianne wasn’t sure why the girl was staying at the ranch, if that was the case, but she had more pressing matters to resolve. “She seems to think I’m here for good. So do I. Is there a problem?”

 “No problem. You made good time from New York.”

 “Is that good or bad?” she asked, twisting the cup in her hand. He kept saying that. Wasn’t she supposed to show up? During one of their brief phone calls, they’d discussed how long it would take her. She'd arrived exactly on the day they'd discussed.

 The warmth of the coffee cup eased part of the chill from her fingers. She wished she felt more comfortable with the situation. How were mail-order brides supposed to feel? Maybe she should have looked up the subject on the Internet before packing her laptop.

“You explained to the others what we’re doing, right?” she asked. “Or is it one look at me and you’re having second thoughts.”

“Are you?” he asked.

She shook her head. That was a lie. She had second, third and fourth.  But she kept silent.

 “Nothing’s set in stone,” he said evasively, looking away.

 Julianne remained silent. 

Being in the same room with the man made it difficult to concentrate. He fascinated her. She wanted to stare at him, take it all in. The changes she saw, the familiar traits.  She hadn’t a clue what he was thinking. Had he expected someone different? Now that he’d met her, was he reconsidering?

 “As you already know, I’m thirty-four, never married and I want a family before I get too old to enjoy them,” Julianne offered, wondering if she was making things worse by blurting out the truth. But the silence was making her nervous.

 “And there wasn’t a man in New York you’d consider tying the knot with, so you chose a total stranger in Wyoming?” Blake asked, settling back in his chair, his long legs stretched out in front of him. He looked at ease, but she could still feel the tension in the room.

 She cleared her throat, swirling the cooling coffee around again. 

“Hardly a total stranger, I remember you from the summers when you worked at the Bar-XT Ranch.” Julianne wished she could think of a way to stave off questions about former relationships, but her mind went blank. She needed to tell the truth–as far as she was willing. At this point, full disclosure could prove detrimental.

 He nodded at her comment, but remained silent.

 “Actually, there was someone I was involved with. But–it didn’t work out. He didn’t want to get married or have children. And I very much want both,” she said candidly. She hoped he wouldn’t push the issue. Even now that the pain from Steven’s defection had diminished, sometimes it still felt surreal.  She’d been so sure their relationship would survive the tests of time. 

 “That’s honest,” Blake said. “Still it seems a bit drastic to pack up and completely leave your life there.”

 “I needed, uh, wanted to make a major change in my lifestyle. I told you that when I first wrote in answer to your ad. I've wanted a family to belong to, a place to call home ever since I spent those summers with Uncle Buck. I've been on my own since my mother died when I was nineteen. I'm not getting any younger. It's not like I’m plunging into something without any idea of how it will be. I think I can be an asset to you. I have experience from helping out at my uncle's ranch.” 

She was babbling and promptly shut up. She knew she should tell him the full reason she’d left her old life, but she couldn’t bring herself to discuss it. Steven had turned from her so fast she was still reeling. 

What if Blake did the same? She had no other plan in mind for the rest of her life.

 A few months earlier she'd collapsed at work. The emergency-room physician had diagnosed her as having a TIA--a transient ischemic attack. A mini-stroke, granted, and the TIA had left no permanent damage. However, events like that could presage full blown strokes, hence the need for preventing their recurrence by taking steps to eliminate the cause–in her case her stressful lifestyle. Counting on her doctor’s being right, here she was, embarking on that change.

She would tell Blake, just not today.

 The way she saw things, Blake needed her as much as she needed him or he wouldn’t have run that ad in Western Ranchers.   He had to need her as much as she needed a change in life. If that were the case, this partnership might work.  At least she hoped he wouldn’t desert her as Steven had.  But she couldn’t take the risk. Not yet. She was counting on everything turning out fine. She was betting her future on it.

 Once Blake realized who she was, he’d proposed on the phone. He’d mentioned a debt he owed her uncle. Even though the man had been killed from a fall from a horse years ago, shortly before her mother died, Blake still felt obligated to honor that debt.

 Crazy reasons for marriage–a necessary change of lifestyle and the discharge of a debt.

 Life didn’t come with any guarantees, she knew that. At one time, she'd hoped for love before marriage. Ironically, she'd had that. She’d loved Steven and now she would marry Blake.

 He stared at her for a long moment.  Julianne forced herself to take another sip of the lukewarm coffee. Caffeine was something else she was supposed to give up. But a sip or two wouldn’t hurt and she needed the fortification.

 “I wonder why you’re really here,” he said slowly.

 She stared at him. There was no way he could possibly know the full story. 

She tried to smile. “I just told you.”

 “Seeing the ranch must have been a disappointment. I know it looks as if it’s on its last legs.”

 She was surprised he’d brought that














































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
" McMahon

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR






OPS/image0.jpg





