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​Dedication




​This book is dedicated to my husband, Don.

My farmer, my rancher, my hero.


​Prologue




​“Big mistake, Susan.  Big mistake.  You’ve never been this impulsive before.”  Matthew didn’t hide his anger.  “You’re not thinking this through or you wouldn’t leave like this.”  The furious man paced the length of the New York City apartment, chewing on his stubby cigar, as he tried to make his point.  “You don’t need to leave.”  He threw his hands in the air.

“I know where you’re coming from, Matthew.”  Susan stopped folding the blouse in her hands to look at him.  “I really do, but I have to get on with my life.  You’re just going to have to understand.  I’m sorry.”  She shrugged her shoulders in mock resignation.

“You know this is breaking my heart.  I understand why you feel this way.  I really do.”  He paced the length of the room.  “I have a past, too.  I have skeletons in the closet.  You don’t need to leave just because you have the same problems as everyone else.”

Susan glared at him, then turned back to her packing.  She knew he wanted to make her feel guilty.  “I’m sorry.  I really am, but this has to be taken care of.  I’ve waited too long as it is.  It’s been six years and it’s time that I resolve this matter.  It’s been eating at me since I walked away from it.”

“Why worry, now?  After six years?  Big deal!”  Matthew threw his hands in the air and slapped them against his thighs.

“Look.”  She turned to face him calmly.  “I’m going and you can’t stop me.  Like I said before, it’s something I have to do.  My leaving is not open for discussion.”

She turned back to the last suitcase and locked it securely.  She lifted it to the floor and looked at him.  “Are you taking me to LaGuardia or should I call a cab?”

“You can call a damn cab for all I care.  I’ll have nothing more to do with this.”  He stomped through the open door.  

“Fine.”  Susan stared at the empty space her agent had just exited.

She walked across the luxurious beige carpet to the French provincial telephone and picked up the receiver, dialed the main desk, and waited for the call to be answered.

“Yes, this is Susan Price in eight-fourteen.  Please send someone up for my bags.  I also need a cab.  I’ll be down in a few minutes to settle the final bill and I’d like for you to have the necessary papers ready.”

She listened intently for a few seconds.  “Thank you.  That’s fine.”  She put the receiver down and stared at the blank doorway.  She hated doing this to Matthew.  He had been nothing but good to her.  But for her own peace of mind, she had no other choice.

Susan put her tired body in motion and walked around the furnished apartment one last time.  She rechecked the closets and cabinets.  Nothing remained of her time here.  Breathing a deep sigh, she headed for the lobby.


​Chapter One




​“Why?  Why now?”  His anger flared with a scalding fury.

Reed McCourt stood on the long porch of the ranch style house of his childhood.  His handsomely rugged face contorted with the anger that blazed within him.  His brilliant sapphire blue eyes saw nothing of the panorama that unfolded before him.

The news he’d received at Nora’s left him with mixed emotions.  His mouth tightened into a grim line as he absently rubbed his hand across his aching, bloodshot eyes.  No, he wasn’t just confused, he was damn mad.

Directing his gaze toward the bright sunlit sky, he seethed with mounting rage,  “Why does she have to come back now, just when it doesn’t hurt any more?”

Unconsciously balling his fist, he repeatedly hit the rustic wooden pillar supporting the roof of the porch.  The more he thought about Susan’s return, the angrier he became.

Raising his battered hand and staring at the trickle of blood that ran from his abused knuckles, his mind would not comprehend that he’d done the damage, as he watched the blood being soaked up by his shirtsleeve.  

White-hot anger coursed through his veins at the thought of her long absence.  Reed groaned and a thin chill hung on the edge of his next words.  “Why the hell now?”  A voice coming from behind him startled him.

“You okay, son?”  Ben Logan, Reed’s hired hand, asked as he came up behind him walking from his house.

Reed turned to confront the voice that had brought him back from the past.  He stepped off the porch, greeting the old man stiffly.  “Morning, Ben.”

“Mornin’, son.  Looks like a perty day.  ‘Bout time too.  These ol’ bones of mine can’t take much more of this cold weather.”

“Yeah.” His mind burned with memories in his preoccupation as he tried to focus on the conversation with Ben. 

“Looks like the carburetor is out on the tractor.  I’m gonna tackle it today.” Ben pulled his pocketknife out of his jeans pocket and started cleaning his fingernails.

“While you’re working on that, I’m going to check the cattle.  I’m penning the rest of them and watching that little white faced heifer.  She could drop her calf any time.”  A grim expression crossed his face as he battled the thoughts going through his mind.

“We’ve got to get the combine and trucks ready for the harvest.”  Reed shook his head trying to focus on his conversation with the older man.

“Sure do.” Ben noticed the blood on Reed’s sleeve as the pair walked to the barn.  “What’d ya do, boy?  Cut your hand shavin’?”  Ben laughed heartily.

Reed wiped the blood on the leg of his tight, faded jeans after looking down at his hand once again.  “No, just went ten rounds with a wooden pillar and lost.” 

Ben chuckled.  “Ya shoulda called me if ya needed some help.”  He launched into one of his many stories that he seemed always ready to tell.

Reed tuned him out and walked on.  He decided it was going to be one hell of a long day.

*     *     *

​Seven days after her decision she’d made in New York City, her grandparent’s old frame farmhouse, came into view.  Susan slowed her new SUV and turned into the dirt drive to park, appraising the land as she stepped out of the vehicle.  She spied her grandmother through the old wooden screen door and walked briskly towards the house as Nora stepped out onto the side porch.  Reaching her with open arms, Susan embraced her warmly. “It’s good to see you.  It’s been way too long.”  

“It’s wonderful to see ya.  I’m so glad you’re here.”  Tears came to Nora’s eyes at seeing her granddaughter.

Susan stood two inches taller than her grandmother at five foot five.  Her chestnut brown eyes glowed with the sparkle of life and her straight nose enhanced her high, elegant cheekbones, and her soft, full, sensuous mouth.  Long golden blonde hair hung straight down her back and her petite, slim figure painted a picture of perfect health.

Retreating into the house, Susan helped finish preparing the noon meal and brought her grandmother up to date on the happenings in her life and what her parents were up to.

As they ate their lunch, Nora watched Susan with a wary expression. “So, are ya goin’ to see Reed while you’re here?”

The words startled her out of her thoughts.  She realized being this close to him and thinking about it almost shattered her.  “That’s my intention.  If he’ll see me.”  Susan’s voice held dread.

“I’m sure he will.  He asks about you occasionally.”

“Really?”  Raising her eyebrows, she questioned her grandmother’s words.

“Oh, honey,” Nora said, patting one of Susan’s hands.  “I think it still hurts him when he asks about ya.”  

“I can hardly believe that,” Susan jeered unladylike.

“It’s true.  I know that boy.  I see him pert-near every day.”

Susan smiled at her grandmother.  She knew Nora would be pleased if she and Reed got back together.

“Grandmother, you’re just a hopeless romantic.  What am I going to do with you?”  Susan gave her grandmother’s hand a little squeeze in return.

She fleetingly wondered what her reaction would be when she did see him again.  Or better yet, what his would be to her.  They would meet.  She’d make sure of it.  Would there be any love left?  Or would she discover that she’d been living in a dream world.

“What’s the matter, honey?”

“Nothing.  Just thinking.”  Susan pulled her thoughts together as they were scattering in all directions.

After lunch they cleared the kitchen table and carried Susan’s cases into her father’s old room.  She put her art supplies in the top drawer of his boyhood desk.

Putting on a pair of worn faded jeans that were a trifle too tight and a red oxford cloth blouse that had seen it’s fair share of washings, she then placed her royal blue pantsuit, that she’d changed out of, carefully in the closet.  Sitting on the foot of the bed she tugged on her scuffed, western boots.

Back in the kitchen, Susan walked up behind her grandmother and hugged her close around the shoulders.  “It’s good to be here.  I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you.  It’s good to have ya back.”

“I’m going to go saddle Creek Bottom and take a short ride, if you don’t mind.”  Susan moved to the kitchen window and looked out at the horse lot.  She loved to ride and hadn’t done enough of it in the last few years.  Sometimes she and Sally would rent horses at a stable outside New York City, but it just wasn’t the same as being on the farm on your own horse.  But even that hadn’t lasted.  Sally Rogers, her best friend, had moved home to Amarillo a year and a half before she’d come to her senses.

Susan heard her grandmother’s voice through her thoughts.

“Goodness no, honey.  I don’t mind.  You go ahead and enjoy yourself.  You know where everything is.  Nothin’ ever changes around here.”

“I know.  I think that’s what I love the most.  I’ll be back in a little while.”  Susan let herself out the back door and headed toward the lot that Creek Bottom called home.

Inside the dusty tack room, she saw the old saddle her granddad had used.  She found a cloth and lovingly wiped the dust from its leather.  Gathering the saddle, bridle, and saddle blanket into her arms, she walked outside.  The old mare came up to her instantly, glad for the attention.  With a little memory work on Susan’s part, she and Creek were ready to go in a matter of minutes.  She swung her slim frame into the saddle and started off down the turn-row, the vehicle path that divided the wheat field from the grass pasture.  She had learned earlier that Reed now leased all of Nora’s land.

Her riding brought her to the cluster of trees where she and Reed had declared their love for each other those long six years ago.  She’d hoped they’d be married that summer.  Susan saw that some of the trees were now thickly overgrown and others were dead and forgotten.  With a heavy heart and deep sigh she turned the mare back toward the barn for the night.


​Chapter Two


​The day looked promising and Susan had slept fitfully waking refreshed from her trip.  After getting up and dressing, she helped Nora prepare breakfast. They enjoyed a good visit over the morning meal.

“I’m thinking of taking a ride this morning.  Do you care?”  Susan walked to the kitchen counter and poured herself another cup of coffee.

“I think that’d be mighty fine.”  Nora smiled with a gleam in her eyes.  “I’ve got several things here at the house I need to take care of.  You go and enjoy.”

“Okay, thanks, Grandmother.”  Susan took another sip of the black liquid, rinsed her cup, and placed it upside down on the drain board.  “I should be back in about an hour.”  She stared out the kitchen window for a moment and turned and headed for the back door.

The sound of Nora’s voice stopped her.  “Susan, I don’t want to be a meddlin’ ol’ grandma, but what about Reed?  What if ya see him this mornin’?”

Susan turned, looked at her grandmother, and took a deep breath.  “I hope I’ve grown up in the six years I’ve been gone.  I hope I’m strong enough to face him.  I felt very betrayed that day by what I saw.  It hurt bad to see Reed with another woman, but I also didn’t stay and confront him.  I ran instead.  Now I have to deal with the situation that we created.”

“You’ll handle it,” Nora assured her.  

Susan walked over to where her grandmother sat, kissed her cheek, and once more turned and headed for the back door.

*     *     *

​It had been a long, miserable night and sleep had escaped Reed, as his thoughts were flooded with Susan’s return.  He rose tired and irritable.  Since starting the day, nothing had gone right and finding a flat tire on the stock trailer, when he went to hook onto it with the pickup, made him furious.  By the time he’d changed the tire he was running an hour late. 

 “I’m going down to the pens and load the cattle, Ben.”

“Okay.  I’ll be finished here perty quick.  I’ll be startin’ over on the east side, next to the Hill place, if ya need me.  I’ll finish up changin’ this oil here in the tractor and then I still gots to go down to the fuel tank and fill up with diesel.  It shouldn’t be too much longer before I git started.”  Ben walked around to the other side of the tractor.

“Just don’t take too long.  We’ve got to get that land worked.  The harvest is going to be on us before we know it and it’ll be taking all our time.  It’s coming up fast.” The gruff impatience in his voice told of the tension mounting in his hard body.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.  Who put a burr under your saddle this mornin’?”  Ben asked, jokingly.

Reed didn’t see the humor in it.  “Just get to work and don’t ask questions.”  He strode off in a direct path for the pickup.

Reed opened the driver’s side door and climbed in, started the motor and carefully maneuvered the stock trailer away from the side of the barn.  In moments, he turned down the turn-row pulling the extra long gooseneck headed for the pens.  The dust, from the trailer and the pickup, fogged the air on the early spring morning as he drove the truck with the skill of a seasoned farmer and rancher, his Silver Belly cowboy hat pulled low over his striking blue eyes.

Half way to the pens, Reed saw the lone rider approaching.  Her long, blonde hair blew in the breeze and her slim figure moved in harmony with the mare she rode.  He knew instinctively Susan rode the horse.  It couldn’t be anyone else.

A shudder ran through him that he couldn’t control.  He didn’t understand it and he didn’t want to.  He needed to see her again hoping to prove to himself that he didn’t want her anymore.

*     *     *

​Susan watched Reed arrive at the pens, in a whirlwind of dust, as she rode a direct path towards him.  She didn’t know how strong her feelings for him were.  Her stomach tied in knots.  She wanted to see him, but the thought scared her.  Even seeing him from this distance, she found it difficult to swallow around the lump in her throat.

He didn’t acknowledge that he’d seen her.  When Reed started leasing Nora’s land, the barbed wire fence had been removed to let the tractor work freely.  Susan had no barriers to cross, on her way to him, except for those in her own heart.

“Well,” she whispered, “I guess now is as good a time as any.”

Five hundred feet from the pens, she reined her mount from a gallop to a walk.  She watched Reed get out of the pickup, walk to the gate, and unwire it.  She saw him look toward her on her continued approach as he walked slowly toward the west side of the pens.  When he reached the fence, he rested his arms along the top rail and loosely clasped his hands together.  He propped one work worn boot on the bottom rail.

His lean, chiseled face looked harder than she remembered.  Yet, she still saw the gentleness in it.  His beautiful sapphire blue eyes pierced her gaze.  His black hair, showing from under his hat, took on blue hues, like the feathers of a raven in the morning sun.

“Hello, Reed.”  She didn’t recognize her voice as her own as she tried to calm her runaway heart.

“Hello, Susan.”  The look he gave her was hard and intense as he answered her in a low, vibrant voice.

“It’s been awhile.”  She ran a sweaty palm down the leg of her jeans as she bit her lower lip.

“Yes, it has.”  The tension showed in his tall frame as he watched her.

“You look good,” she stated.  

“I heard you were coming.”  The bile like taste in his mouth was nauseating as he replayed her leaving him, in his mind, for the hundredth thousandth time.  “Plan on staying long?” 

“Through the summer,” she said, boldly.  “What are you doing with your cattle?”

“Taking them to auction.  Getting them off the wheat to give it time to mature.”  Reed placed both feet firmly on the ground, his stance stiffening noticeably, as he gripped the top rail with both work-roughened hands.  “We might have a fair crop this year,” he added, coolly.

“That’ll be good for you and grandmother.  I wish you the best of luck.”

“Thanks,” he said, tersely.  He felt as uneasy as a sixteen-year-old boy on his first date and he didn’t like it.

He grew impatient.  “Look, I’m running behind.  I’ve got to get to work.”  The conversation made him restless.  “It was nice seeing you again.”  He pushed away from the fence, turning from her.

“Where are you taking them?”  His dismissal was ignored as Susan continued to talk.  “The cattle, I mean.”

He stopped in his retreat, with his back to her.  “Floyd’s Crossing.” He sighed deeply and tightened his lips in frustration.

“You have a new calf!” The excitement built in her voice as she dismounted Creek.

“A little bull born late yesterday evening.” Reed turned his body and head slightly to look at her, as his chest grew tight.  Narrowed eyes studied her as she continued talking.

“He’s so pretty, but he looks awful fragile.”

“He’s strong.  He’ll be all right.” Cold sarcasm dripped from his voice.

Susan licked her dry lips nervously as she turned to look at Reed over the fence.  Her stomach churned wildly while he seemed so cool and composed.

“Do you need some help?”

“Just who did you have in mind?”  He looked at her warily and lifted one eyebrow.  His booted feet were planted firmly in the dry dirt and his hands were on his lean hips.  “I hauled four loads yesterday by myself and didn’t need any help.” His voice was cold.

“I’d like to go with you.” A sense of urgency drove her as the words tumbled out of her mouth.

Reed looked at her in stunned silence.  He squinted his eyes shut and raised a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose with a finger and a thumb, as past memories whirled through his mind.  It took him a minute to find his voice.

“Don’t you think that’s pushing things too far, Susan?  After our past?  I for one do not want history repeating itself.”

“I don’t either.”  She watched him closely for any sign of warmth and saw none.  “We were more than friends, once.”  Quick anger rose in her brown eyes as her voice turned icy.

“That was a long time ago.  Things have changed,” he said, in a low growl.

“I’m sorry I even asked.  I’ll go now.”  She turned dramatically and stomped back to Creek Bottom.

She stopped to mount the horse and heard him speak.

“Come if you want.”

Torn by conflicting emotions, she turned to look at him.  

“Pardon me?” She squinted warily at him.

“I said, come if you want.”  Reed walked hard and fast toward the pen gate.

“I’ll go let grandmother know where I’ll be.  I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”  She couldn’t control the shaking that was moving through her body at his words.

“Make it ten.  I’ll start loading the first bunch.”  He looked at her intently, turned, and strode back to the trailer.

She bit her lower lip as she watched him retreat.  She didn’t know how the day would end, but it thrilled her that she would have a chance to find out.

She turned, pulled herself into the saddle, and rode fast to her grandmother’s.  She didn’t see the man at the gate watching her intently.

Back at the pens within ten minutes, Susan turned Creek out with the remaining cattle.  After loading a few more head, Reed pulled the trailer away from the gate.  Susan closed it and wrapped the thin bailing wire around the gatepost and then around the fence post to secure it.  She tugged on the wire pulling it tight, crossing it, and making an X, twisting the two ends around each other like a braid.  After finishing the task, she walked to the pickup door, opened it, and climbed in next to Reed.  They were soon on their way.

While traveling the turn-row, they didn’t talk.  Reed’s attention stayed on getting the restless cattle off the uneven path, and as he pulled out on the county road, the movement began to ease and the cattle started to settle.

After several moments of no conversation, the pickup cab filled with tension and Susan broke the silence.  “I’m sorry about what happened to your parents.”

“Thanks.”  His face contorted with the painful memory of the car accident that took the lives of both of his parents three years earlier.

Susan witnessed the hurt in his expression and the sadness in his eyes.

“I didn’t know if you’d recognize me when we saw each other again.”

Reed gripped the steering wheel as his jaw tightened and his mouth became a thin hard line.

“How could you think that?”  An icy edge tinged his voice.  “After what we both obviously went through.”

At his stone, cold glare and harsh words, she let the conversation die.

They rode in silence to the auction barn and unloaded the cattle.  After returning to the farm, they worked together to load the second bunch and then headed back to Floyd’s Crossing.  Words had been few, the atmosphere tense.  Around noon Reed suggested they get something to eat at the auction barn’s café.

He parked the pickup and gooseneck, in the parking area, along side other similar rigs.  After walking inside, Reed showed her to a booth in the corner of the room.  Sitting across from each other, they each automatically picked up a small, dingy menu.  The unfamiliar aroma of food, cattle, and manure made Susan’s nostrils twinge.  Reed silently witnessed this reaction and winced, ducking his head so his hat shaded his face.  He feared she couldn’t accept his life style after living in the big cities of the world.

A buxom redheaded waitress walked up briskly to their booth.  She chewed on a wad of bubble gum as she greeted him.  “Hi ya, Reed, honey.  What’ll ya have?”

“Hi, Dee.”  He looked at Susan with raised brows.  “Two club sandwiches?”  Reed questioned her tersely.

“That’ll be fine,” she said, recovering from Dee’s greeting.  “I’ll have iced tea.”

“Coffee,” Reed stated.

“Mighty fine, Reed, honey.”  The redhead picked up the two menus, smiled, and winked seductively at Reed.  “Comin’ right up.”

Susan cringed with the jealously that ran hot through her veins as she witnessed the return smile that Reed gave the flirting waitress.

“A friend of yours, Reed, honey?  You didn’t introduce us.” Susan’s voice turned icy as she glared across the table at him.

“Sorry about that.  Dee works here.  I spend a lot of time here.”  He watched her closely, smirking at the flush that raced across her cheeks, as if she cared.

Susan didn’t pursue the questioning any further and lowered her eyes.  By the time Dee brought their lunch, she had just about lost her appetite.  In silence, Reed ate his sandwich heartily and she barely touched hers picking at it questioningly and sipping on her tea.

“What’s the matter?  Not like those fancy places you’re used to?”

“The environment has nothing to do with it.  I just lost my appetite, that’s all.” 

“Maybe it’s the company.  Would you like me to move so you can stomach your lunch?” 	

“Oh, Reed, really.”  She clenched her teeth and rose to leave.

Reed reached into his pocket, drew out a bill, and threw it on the table.  He caught up with Susan just as Jake Patterson, a neighbor down the road, walked in.

“Hi, Reed.  How are you?”  Jake asked, in his adopted Texas drawl.

“Fine, Jake.” Reed grew tense as he stood there with Susan, facing the other man.

“I saw your cattle penned this morning.  Are you bringing some over?”

“I’m selling out until next fall.”  Reed felt the tension mounting in his body.

“That’s what I’m doing.  The wheat’s looking really good.  We sure do need some rain to bring it along.”

“I could use some.” Reed glared at Jake, at being detained.  He just wanted to grab Susan and get out of there.

“Don’t I know you?”  Jake questioned Susan.

Reed looked from Jake to Susan and back to Jake before saying,  “This is Susan Price.”  The bitterness dripped off Reed’s tongue.

“Susan?  Nora’s granddaughter?”  Jake frowned.

“The same,” Susan answered.

“Well I’ll be…” Recognition dawned in Jake’s eyes.  Sweeping her into his arms he whirled her in a circle. 

“Jake, please,” Susan protested, pushing against him.

“I can’t believe it’s you.”  He set her feet back on the floor, holding her around her slender waist.  “You’re prettier than a blue West Texas sky on a clear day.  Doesn’t she look great, Reed?”

Reed thought he’d been forgotten until he heard Jake call his name.  “She looks real good.” Reed’s anger was building.  

Jake stepped back after releasing Susan and looked at her again.  “Boy it’s good to see you.  The city treated you okay in my book.”

“Thanks.” She twisted her hands in front of her, uncertain of where this was leading.

 “You are a sight for sore eyes.” Jake glanced at the hard look on Reed’s face.  “I remember you used to ride.  Do you still?  Maybe we could take the horses out one day.”

“I don’t know about that, Jake.”  Susan looked at Reed and saw the hostility in his eyes.

“How long you going to be here?”  

“Through the summer.”

“No problem.  We’ve got plenty of time to
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