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            First baby of the New Year . . . delivered by a cowboy!

          

        

      

    

    
      When Wyoming cowboy Brice DeWitt hired a housekeeper-cook sight unseen for his Flying D Ranch, he expected a sturdy, mature woman—not a petite, pregnant, applicant who was about to deliver on his doorstep.

      Madison Carlyle needed his protection—and his name.  But an isolated Wyoming ranch in the middle of winter was no place for a new mother and child.  If he let them stay, he risked his heart.  But if he sent them away, would he miss his best chance at having the one thing he’d always wanted?  A family?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A Romantic Times Top Pick and W.I.S.H. award recipient for outstanding hero.  “…A true delight and Mindy Neff makes it work on every level.”  --Romantic Times 4 ½ GOLD Medal.
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      “….Mindy Neff gives us a hero to die for . . . and a story chock full of touching scenes that will wrap around your heart.  Brilliant . . . a marriage of convenience with a fresh new twist!”  --WCRG on AOL Reviewer Board.
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      They called him “BAD” DeWitt. And it wasn’t just his initials that had earned him the reputation in four counties of Wyoming.

      For a while, after his wife had left, Brice had gone out of his way to raise hell. He’d drunk too much, caroused more than he cared to remember and earned himself a healthy amount of respect over the use of his fists—not to mention the dent in his checkbook over paying for busted-up bar furniture.

      Well, those days were behind him now; time had a way of healing wounds.

      Or so he thought. An uneasy feeling nagged at him tonight, a sense of expectancy shimmering in the crisp night air that slid in through the partially opened window. He stood in the middle of the living room, trying to shake the prickling sensation, listening to the familiar sounds of the ranch. A coyote bayed in the distance, disturbing the horses. From the barn, Samson nickered then settled down. The low of cows carried across the prairie, and Brice wondered if he should get the twelve-gauge and ride out to check on the herd, just to make sure some hungry critter wasn’t eyeing his heifers as a midnight snack.

      He made it as far as the window, barely noticing the near-freezing wind that whistled through the slight opening at the bottom. It was below ten degrees out, but that didn’t matter to Brice. He always left at least one of the windows or doors cracked, a habit he’d developed after being trapped in a well as a kid—the very day his mom had run off, making his dark, prisonlike terror a lasting nightmare because nobody had been around to look for him.

      He shook away the memory.

      Behind him, the TV, via state-of-the-art satellite dish, belted out sounds of revelers on one of the traditional New Year’s Eve broadcasts.

      Brice looked at the clock. It was one hour to midnight. One hour to the beginning of the new year.

      And here he stood, alone in his living room, with only the sound of television partyers—strangers—to keep him company, telling himself that he was not lonely.

      Hell, the guys had asked him to come down to the bunkhouse to ring in the new year, but he’d declined. There was even a message on the machine from Janie Perkins inviting him to drive to the city.

      But he just hadn’t been in the mood to socialize. Rubbing the back of his neck, he glanced again at the Waltham mantel clock, wondering what the new year would bring.

      Hopefully a housekeeper and cook. Moe had threatened to quit three times in the past week, usually after Brice had burned the flapjacks or forgotten to start the coffee. Oh, he knew how to cook, it’s just that it had been a while since he’d had to do it and he was rusty.

      And he flat-out didn’t have the time. As it was, he’d been burning the candle at both ends ever since his housekeeper, Lavina, had gone off to care for her daughter and grandkids, leaving him with a three-thousand-square-foot ranch house to clean and eight hardworking cowboys to feed.

      And since then only one woman had answered his ad for the housekeeper-cook position—a woman by the name of Madison Carlyle. He hoped she wasn’t so old that she couldn’t handle the heavy duties.

      On the other hand he hoped she would just show up. He’d expected her two days ago and had lost precious hours hanging around waiting.

      He couldn’t keep sending Moe out to ride ramrod in search of stray cattle or to keep the troughs from icing over. Moe was getting too old for these cold-weather conditions, even though the stubborn cuss wouldn’t admit that his rheumatism was darned near crippling him.

      The revelers on the television were starting to annoy Brice. A man could only take so much screaming and yelling and happiness, especially a man who was used to and appreciated silence. But just as he headed across the room to shut off the program, the doorbell pealed.

      Ah, hell. Surely Janie hadn’t made the two-hour drive from the city just because he hadn’t returned her phone call. He liked Janie well enough, but there was something missing between them. Besides, Janie Perkins was a city girl through and through, and Brice had learned his lesson well in that regard.

      Steer clear.

      Prepared to be polite but firm, he pulled open the door, a cold gust of wind sucking out the heat. The woman who stood shivering on the porch was tiny—all bundled up in a fancy coat with some fussy fur around the hooded collar.

      Definitely a city gal and definitely not Janie.

      For a minute all he could do was stare, feeling as though he’d been kicked in the gut by an angry mustang. Her face was china-doll smooth and glowing with good health. She wasn’t beautiful, but there was something about those clear blue eyes that nearly knocked him senseless.

      “Your car break down?” he asked when he finally found his voice. With only eight families living along a fifty mile stretch of road, strangers happening by wasn’t a common occurrence. Then he glanced down at the oversize, cloth suitcase at her feet, its handle still extended, its wheels resting drunkenly half on and half off the top porch step.

      “As a matter of fact it did,” she said in a rush. She tucked a strand of golden hair back into her fur-lined hood. “First, I got lost—I didn’t think that was possible with all this flat land—then, when I gained my bearings, the car quit on me. I’m Madison Carlyle, by the way, the new housekeeper.” She shivered and pulled her inadequate coat more tightly around her. “Is your father home?”

      He felt his hairline shift in surprise. “He died about five years back.”

      “Oh! Oh, I’m sorry. I’d expected someone older. Are you Mr. DeWitt, then?”

      “Brice.” He still felt poleaxed and couldn’t stop himself from staring. She had a light, musical voice that made his blood sing. The fact that she assumed he was young played right into his battered male ego. Sometimes he felt more like eighty-two rather than thirty-two.

      “Well, thank goodness I’ve got the right ranch. I stopped in a little town about forty-five minutes back, and a gentleman at the filling station gave me directions.”

      ‘‘That was probably Leonard. He’s the town mechanic. Didn’t you ask him about your car?”

      “There wasn’t any need. It was running fine then. The darn thing only decided to act up a mile or so back.” She rubbed the small of her back and gave him a tentative smile. “I know it’s an ungodly hour to show up for work, but...can I come in?”

      “Sorry.” Hell, DeWitt, your manners stink. He grabbed her suitcase, then stepped back as she entered and shut the door behind her. “Here, let me take your coat.”

      She tightened her hold on the furry lapels. “I’m a little cold at the moment.”

      He frowned at the hesitation and evasion. “And so’s your coat. You’ll warm up faster by the fire.”

      Something in her soft blue eyes telegraphed reluctance—or guilt? But at last she sighed and released her death grip on the thin, wool material. Removing her gloves, she slipped the oversize coat buttons through their loops.

      If he’d been staring before—and admiring—now his eyes went even wider when he finally registered what he was actually seeing. Beneath her fuzzy red smock, her belly was the size of a watermelon.

      At a total loss for words, Brice realized that his one and only applicant—whom he’d hired sight unseen—was pregnant as all get-out.

      Ah, hell. True, she wasn’t elderly as he’d feared, but she was definitely pregnant. And aside from her condition, she was no bigger than a minute. He needed somebody who could cook for his ranch hands and see to the house. With the weather threatening to turn nasty, the last thing he needed was worries over being snowed in with a woman in labor. He already had enough on his plate, thank you very much.

      But he couldn’t toss her back out the door at eleven o’clock at night. And it was too dark to check out her vehicle tonight.

      She massaged her back and held his gaze, those eyes of hers hinting at vulnerability—yet her stubborn chin jutted out as though inviting him to find fault. He had an idea this little lady would give as good as she got.

      Still, his words wouldn’t be silenced. “Seems you forgot to mention something on your application.” He glanced at her belly, then for some dang reason, felt shy at doing so. “You also didn’t mention there being a Mr. Carlyle.”

      “There isn’t one.”

      “Just a baby Carlyle.” Divorced? he wondered. He gazed at her finger, didn’t see a ring.

      “Look, Mr. DeWitt—”

      “Brice.”

      “Brice, then. I need a job. And I assure you, I can—” Her eyes widened and her breath hitched on a gasp as she doubled over. “Oooh.”

      Forgetting about absentee husbands and wedding rings, Brice dropped her coat right there in the entry hall and hovered, his heart slamming against his ribs in a surge of adrenaline brought on by pure masculine panic.

      “What?” He didn’t mean to shout. “What’s wrong?”

      “Um...” She took a deep breath, her cheeks darkening with a flush. “I think my water just broke.”

      “Your...?” He glanced down, saw the dampness on her stretch pants, saw the moisture on the floor. “Holy cow!” His gaze lifted from her bulging stomach to the indignant frown lines created by her tightly drawn blond brows. “Er, not you! I wasn’t calling you...I meant...ah, hell.”  He felt totally out of control. Damn it, he was out of control. And the fool woman was actually smiling at him. A little trembly, but a smile nonetheless.

      “I’m fine—I think,” she said.

      “Not according to that puddle of water at your feet.” His words broke off as she moaned and bent double again. “Oh, man, tell me what to do.” He hovered some more, but she waved him back, breathing deeply.

      After less than a minute she straightened.  “That was a rough one.”

      “Is it done?”

      She nodded.

      Thank you, God. “Okay, uh, maybe you better sit down somewhere. Anywhere. I’ll call...” Who, damn it? “Well, you sit. I’ll call.” Somebody! At the moment not a soul came to mind. Man, he was a mess. Heck of a New Year’s Eve. He was so flustered that in spite of his ridiculous command for her to sit, he swooped her into his arms and carried her to the sofa.

      “No! I’ll ruin your furniture.”

      “Right now I don’t care squat about the furniture.” But he changed directions and headed toward the bedroom. Women in labor were supposed to be in a bed, weren’t they?

      “I’m sorry to be such a nuisance. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I’m not due for another three weeks.”

      That gave him a little hope, yet the eerie sense of expectancy he’d felt earlier returned full force. “So maybe this isn’t the real thing?”

      “That’s what I told myself this morning.”

      He came to an abrupt halt just inside his bedroom and nearly dropped her. “This morning!”

      “Being in pain doesn’t make me deaf,” she admonished.

      He made an effort to stay calm. “If you were in labor this morning, why did you keep driving?”

      “I thought it was just Braxton Hicks contractions.”

      “Braxton...”

      “False labor.”

      “Could it still be?”

      She shook her head, her silky blond hair tickling his chin. “'Fraid not. How close is the nearest hospital?”

      “Two hours.”

      She groaned.

      “My sentiments exactly.” Balancing her with one arm and the support of his knee, he yanked the covers back on the king-size bed and eased her down on the mattress. “Stay put. I’ll call the doc and get some advice.”

      “I don’t think I could go anywhere if I tried,” she mumbled, a hint of amusement and false bravery in her voice.

      But he was already hurrying out of the room. He knew plenty about pulling breech calves that wouldn’t drop on their own, and he’d sat up many a night with a mare in labor, but a human baby—and delivering it— was totally out of his experience. And if he wasn’t mistaken, just such a creature was going to be born this evening.

      Snatching up the phone, he stabbed out Doc Adams’s number, nearly jerking the old black phone off the hall table as he paced—and prayed.

      A woman answered, and for some reason that made Brice feel calmer.  “Nancy? This is Brice DeWitt over at the Flying D. Is Doc in?”

      “Of course, Brice. Hold on just a moment and I’ll get him for you.”

      Not only was Nancy Doc’s wife, she was the only nurse in the county. He probably should have just saved some time and asked her what to do, but he was so rattled he wasn’t thinking straight.

      “Brice?” Doc’s voice boomed. “Happy Almost-New Year, son.”

      “Same goes, Doc. Listen, I’ve got this lady here and her water broke—”

      “Shouldn’t you be calling Simmons?”

      “No. The lady’s a lady—I mean a woman. I don’t need a vet, I need a doctor. She’s having a baby.”

      “I see. Well, just calm down and give me the details.”

      How was he supposed to be calm when a tiny woman with soul-deep blue eyes was having a baby in his bedroom? “Like I know the details,” he snapped, then reined in his agitation. “All I know is she’s in pain and her water broke.”

      Doc wasn’t even fazed by Brice’s lapse into rudeness. “How far apart are the contractions.”

      “I don’t—” He looked at the clock. She hadn’t been here more than ten minutes, maybe less. Man alive, it felt like a lifetime. “Not far. Pretty much on top of one another.”

      “Hmm. Not a good sign.”

      “That’s not what I wanted to hear. What’re the chances of me getting her to the hospital?”

      “Hard to say without me examining her, but with the iffy weather I wouldn’t advise it. I’ll come on out and have a look. Could take me a while with this fog rolling in, but I’ll get there. In the meantime, remind her to do deep breathing, to focus. Nancy swears by that method. And if worse comes to worst, you’ve got enough experience with the animals to handle the situation. Check for signs of the head crowning and if it comes to that, use your instincts and let Mother Nature take her course.”

      Any calm Brice had been feeling vanished. ‘‘Check for... Oh, man, hurry.” He hung up, hesitated, then called the vet just to be on the safe side. He’d get on his knees and beg if need be. Hell, he’d pay triple the emergency rate if somebody, anybody, would just get out here and take this problem off his hands.

      He was not delivering a baby!

      And he wasn’t gonna look for... Sweat beaded his upper lip. He couldn’t even bring himself to finish the thought.

      By the time he got back to his bedroom, Madison Carlyle was sitting on the side of the bed, clutching the pine bedpost, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

      His insides turned to mush. Tears unmanned him, made him feel like a big, lumbering fool.

      He squatted in front of her, brushed the hair back from her face. Her eyes were unfocused and glazed with pain.

      “Another one?” he asked, softly this time.

      She nodded. ‘‘It’s getting worse.”

      ‘‘Doc will be here soon.” And the vet, but he didn’t think she’d appreciate hearing that bit of information. “Lie back.”

      “I can’t!” Madison clutched at her stomach and doubled over. The books on childbirth hadn’t prepared her for this horrible pain. It was huge, all encompassing, clawing at her like a savage beast, wiping all thought from her head. Panting, praying, trying not to humiliate herself by screaming, she became aware a moment later of the gentle hand cupping her chin. Lifting her head, she met concerned, deep navy eyes bare inches from her own.

      Maddie pulled back, embarrassed that he was witnessing her indignity.

      “Easy, sunshine,” he soothed. “Breathe with me now. Slow and easy.” She did. “That’s a girl.”

      Sunshine? His words were soft, his voice hypnotic. She wondered if confusion went hand in hand with labor, because she hadn’t realized a man could speak with such tenderness. Especially a man as big as Brice DeWitt—and one who wasn’t averse to shouting when he was off balance.

      Well, he certainly seemed centered now, or maybe that’s because she felt so uncentered. With his fingers tunneled through her hair, his palms gentle against the sides of her face, he held her gaze, taking slow, deep breaths, then releasing them, encouraging her to do the same.

      She knew the drill; she’d gone through the childbirth classes, but somehow in the midst of the mind-numbing pain, she’d forgotten every lesson she’d learned.

      But Brice’s patience, his sturdy presence, was bringing it back to her. Their breaths mingled, in and out in unison.

      Finally Maddie realized the contraction had stopped.

      “Okay now?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I’m really sorry about this.”

      He waved away her apology and opened her suitcase that he’d brought into the room. She might have objected to him rooting though her stuff, but right now she simply didn’t have the energy. “You got in touch with the doctor?”

      “Yeah. He’s on his way.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.”

      “Don’t be too hasty with your thanks. The fog’s rolling in pretty thick. It might take him a while to get here.”

      “But that’s not a problem is it?”

      He held up a flannel nightgown, frowned at it, then walked back toward the bed. “Maybe you should change or something,” he said, instead of answering her question, making her nervous. “The bathroom’s right through there.”

      Maddie felt her face flame. She’d applied for this job, desperate to get away. In the past few weeks, her life had literally fallen apart, and she was basically on the run, with only her car and its contents to her name. Now, on top of all that, her new employer, a stranger, a tall cowboy with a tough frown and gentle hands, was advising her to get undressed.

      It was the sensible thing to do. She certainly wasn’t about to chance a two-hour ride to a hospital. Still, she felt weird. “Um...isn’t there a woman, uh, here?”

      He pinned her with a look that was mildly accusing. “Nope. Just a bunch of cowboys. That’s why I hired you.”

      “Oh.” She stood and reached for the gown, just as another pain slammed though her abdomen.

      Brice automatically reached out to her, supporting her. Man, she was so small, it was a wonder she could even stand with the weight of her pregnancy. He hated to see anyone in pain, and he felt so helpless.

      Where was this baby’s father? And what kind of man would let the mother of his child go off on a cross-country trek at a time like this?

      Well, not exactly cross-country, but still, his daddy had taught him that a man’s supposed to take care of his woman. Provided you could get the woman to stay, that was.

      Shutting his mind to that line of thought, he gazed at the tiny woman in front of him. He couldn’t believe she’d actually walked a mile in labor—and in freezing temperatures. It said something about her character, and he imagined she’d need every bit of that stubbornness to get her through this night.

      He knew she was making an attempt at bravery when she tried to wave him away, but he could still see the fear. And he could identify with it, because he felt it himself.

      He also felt light-headed and wondered at the strange sensation. Why was he dizzy? The sound of his own breathing gave him his answer. He was inhaling and exhaling through Madison’s contraction, and doing a much better job of it than she, he realized.

      Ignoring her attempt to ride this one out on her own, he pried her fingers from the bedpost and stuck his face directly in her line of vision. “You’re not concentrating, sunshine, and I’m about to hyperventilate trying to do it for you.”

      She gave him the barest hint of a smile and suddenly he felt ten feet tall.

      “We can do this,” he coached. “Doc says to find a focal point, and relax and concentrate on it.”

      In between pants, she rolled her eyes.

      “Ah-ah, you’re not following the program.”

      This time her gaze locked directly with his, defiance fairly screaming. The power of that look nearly turned his knees to water. He wanted to break the eye contact, but didn’t dare for fear of spoiling her concentration. Evidently she was using him as her focal point. He didn’t think he’d ever been anybody’s lifeline like this, and he wasn’t quite sure how he felt about it.

      “Over?” he asked when he felt her muscles relax.

      “For the moment.’’

      “Think you can make it to the bathroom to change? Or do you need help?”

      “I can manage, thanks.”

      He felt like an idiot hovering this way, but he didn’t know what else to do. The door closed with a soft click, and for a moment, Brice stood in the middle of the room, wishing he was anywhere but here. It was ten degrees outside and the bedroom held a slight chill, but Brice felt a line of sweat dampen his spine. If somebody didn’t get here soon—be he animal doctor or people doctor—Brice had the uneasy feeling he was going to have to deliver his first baby. He was out of his element and flat-out scared silly.

      But he was a man of action and normally fairly adept at hiding his emotions.

      He’d do what had to be done.

      Resigning himself to the inevitable, he gathered up extra sheets, scissors, alcohol and an impressive first aid chest he kept in the kitchen. With the ranch being so remote, he and the men did a lot of their own doctoring.

      But delivering a baby was a far cry from putting on a bandage!
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      Madison stepped out of the bathroom, and if she hadn’t been so darn scared, she would have wanted to die from embarrassment. Brice DeWitt stood by the bedside, his gaze glued to the bathroom door as though he’d been impatient for her to come out.

      Lord, the guy had to be at least six foot five if he was an inch.

      “You ever go out for basketball?” Oh, what an inane thing to ask! But, dear heaven, she was standing in a stranger’s bedroom in a threadbare flannel nightgown.

      “I played some in school.”

      “And the pros didn’t snap you up?”

      There was the barest curve to his sexy lips. “Wasn’t interested. I’m a cattleman, not a jock.”

      Cattleman as in cowboy, she thought. Tall and in excellent physical condition. She noticed the breadth of his chest, the silver buckle at his waist, the scuffed, well-worn boots. It surprised her that the hem of his jeans bunched that way on his boots, nearly dragging the ground. For a man his size, she would have thought he’d have trouble finding a hem long enough.

      Another rending pain put an end to any thoughts of sexy cowboys. In an instant, he was by her side, scooping her in his arms, settling her in the bed.

      “They’re getting closer, aren’t they?”

      “Yes. I’m scared.”

      He smoothed the hair back from her damp forehead. “Everything will be fine.” His gaze wouldn’t quite meet hers when he said softly, “I’ve, uh, got to look.”

      Madison stiffened. There were several heartbeats of dead silence. She understood what he meant, but she couldn’t bring herself to agree. Logic warred with emotion. Then another fierce contraction made up her mind, squeezing the breath out of her.

      Fighting the pain, heart beating double time, face flaming, she nodded, slid down in the bed and raised her knees. Feeling utterly self-conscious and terrified beyond words, she stared at the blue and yellow tulips on the wallpaper, unable to look at him as he slowly lifted the hem of her gown—and encountered her cotton panties.

      His frustrated groan brought her head whipping around. Well, darn it, parading around in her nightclothes was bad enough. She’d stupidly kept the underwear on to at least preserve a shred of modesty.

      Now she realized what a big mistake that had been. Thankfully Brice turned his head as she slipped them off.

      Gently he squeezed her knee in reassurance, then draped a blanket over her bent legs.

      Tears of pain and embarrassment and gratitude over his thoughtfulness leaked from the corners of her eyes. She felt his tentative touch on her thigh and moaned.

      His hand jerked. “Am I hurting you?”

      “Everything’s hurting me.” She tried to think of anything except what he was doing...what he was seeing. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      “Probably just enough to be dangerous. No, don’t stiffen up on me. Relax.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      He heard the fear in her voice and prayed his own wouldn’t show through. “If you want to cast aspersions on the character of all men, feel free. I won’t be insulted.”

      Maddie thought of doing just that, but another pain slammed into her like a sucker punch. Intuition told her this one meant business. Brice’s muttered curse lent strength to the intuition.

      “Ready or not, here we go. I think you should push with this one, Madison.”

      She tried, she really did. It felt as though her insides and everything along with them were ripping.

      She screamed.

      Brice gritted his teeth so hard his jaw ached. Either she’d been in labor longer than she’d suspected, or she was one of the lucky ones who went from start to finish in record time.

      In either case, this baby was in a big hurry.

      “Come on, sunshine. We’re almost there.” He spoke in a quiet, calm voice when all the while he wanted to scream right along with her. God Almighty, he was scared spitless. “You’re doing just fine, darlin’.”

      “No!” She panted and gripped at the sheets until they ripped. “Briccccce!” His name tore from her on a rasping cry as the contraction peaked.

      Brice watched in horror and fascination as her swollen belly shifted. He wanted to soothe her, give her focus, but his eyes remained riveted on the crowning of the baby’s head. He swore to God right then and there that if the possibility existed, he’d never make a woman pregnant. No woman should have to go through this!

      “Where the hell is the doctor?” he muttered.

      “What’s wrong?” She panted. “Is there something wrong with the baby?”

      He heard the hysterical note in her voice and cursed his loose tongue. “Everything’s fine. Calm down, love,” he said softly.

      “If you say that one more time, I’m going to hit you!”

      He would have smiled if he hadn’t been so preoccupied. “When this is over, I’ll stand still and let you take your best shot. In the meantime...”

      The grandfather clock began to chime. The noise from Dick Clark’s annual New Year’s Eve countdown escalated as the apple undoubtedly began its descent in Time’s Square.

      The baby’s head was fully crowned now.

      Brice began to sweat in earnest.

      Voices on the television screamed, “Ten...nine... ”

      “Oh, man. Push, darlin’. Once more. I see the head. Oh, help!”

      ‘‘You’re doing just fine, son.”

      He nearly jumped out of his skin. Doc stood in the doorway, as did Jared Simmons, the vet. Brice wanted nothing more than to turn over the whole operation into Doc’s capable hands, but at the moment his own hands were cradling the head of a tiny child, facedown.

      “Turn it gently,” Doc coached, both he and Simmons right by Brice’s shoulder. “Pretend it’s a calf.”

      Madison’s groan mingled with the television revelers—as did Simmons’s. Calves generally dropped on their own.

      “Six...five...”

      And this was definitely no calf! He turned the baby gently as instructed, his heart pounding, and felt a tiny shoulder.

      “Three... two...”

      Cheers erupted from the TV.

      The grandfather clock drew out its twelfth chime.

      A second shoulder now, tiny, slick, incredibly soft.

      And before his astonished, stinging eyes, the baby slid right into his waiting hands.

      Brice stared in awe as the little girl let out a lusty wail.

      Looking up at Madison Carlyle, he felt a smile bathe him from the inside out, felt as though, somehow, his life would never be the same again. Powerful, possessive feelings surged through him, filling him, making him want to laugh and cry at the same time.

      “Happy New Year,” he said softly, emotion roughening his voice. “You’ve got a fine baby girl.”

      He tried to hand the squalling baby to Doc Adams, but the older man shook his head.

      “Put her on her momma’s tummy.”

      When Brice stood to obey the directive, Doc took his place at the end of the bed.

      “Glad I was here to witness the first baby of the new year,” Doc commented as Jared Simmons clapped Brice on the back. “Too bad you couldn’t make it to the hospital, missy. Would have been famous—picture in the paper and all.”

      Madison was trembling all over from the exertion of giving birth, but the doctor’s words made her shake even worse.

      The last thing she needed was publicity focused on her and her baby.

      Especially this baby.
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      Brice saw a hint of sadness mixed with obvious love come over Madison’s face as she stared at her baby. Something wasn’t quite right here, and he wondered about it.

      Her hair hung in limp, wet strands around a face pale with exhaustion. As he watched her tenderly stroke her tiny daughter’s downy head, his vision blurred. Was sweat dripping in his eyes? It had to be, because he sure wasn’t the emotional type.

      He started to turn away, then stopped when he felt a light touch on his hand. Madison’s eyes were shadowed with both pain and elation.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, then looked back down at her child, clearly awed, her fingers trembling as she stroked the baby’s wet cheek.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      “All right you two,” Doc Adams said. “You can be patting each other on the back later. Right now we got ourselves just a bit more work to do. What’s your name, sweet pea?”

      “Madison,” Brice answered for her.

      “Maddie, if you like,” Madison said.

      “Okay, Maddie, you’re gonna feel a needle prick now. Just a little something to numb the pain. Hold on to that cowboy’s hand if you’re of a mind to. This is probably gonna smart some.”

      Brice looked down at his hands. They were a mess. He glanced around helplessly and spotted Nancy Adams hovering by her husband’s shoulder. He hadn’t seen her behind Doc and Jared. Of course he’d been a little preoccupied.

      “Uh...Nancy, maybe you could...”

      The older woman smiled and winked at him. “I never thought I’d see the day that Brice DeWitt was speechless. You go ahead and wash up. I’ll get over here and act like I’m doing my job, shall I? There now, dear,” she said, turning her attention to Madison. “We’ll have you fixed up in no time at all, then we’ll get this little daughter of yours bathed and presentable, how does that sound?”

      “Good. I wouldn’t turn down a healthy dose of morphine if you offered it.”

      Nancy laughed and expertly wrapped the baby in a blanket, then gripped Madison’s hand.

      Brice felt the need for flight. His bedroom had turned into a social gathering with the doctor, nurse and vet all congratulating one another, appearing to forget about him.

      And in his bed was a strange woman.

      No, not a stranger anymore.

      After what they’d just been through together, he felt as though he’d known her for years, felt as though a bond had been forged.

      Ridiculous. He barely knew her name—or anything else about her except that she wore prissy, inadequate coats and was from the city.

      He nearly groaned. He wanted to be alone, wanted his life back to the way it was before Madison Carlyle and her baby daughter had interrupted it and turned everything upside down.

      And he didn’t particularly care for the way Jared Simmons was hovering and making jokes. Jared was a good-looking son of a gun, the most eligible bachelor in these parts—aside from Brice.

      And Brice didn’t consider himself eligible at all.

      A sour marriage had cured him from ever wanting back in that trap.

      As if in a daze, Brice made his way to the kitchen, squirted liquid soap into his callused palms and began the process of washing up. The slippery feeling of the soap reminded him of that tiny being he’d just held it his hands.

      Good God, he couldn’t believe he’d delivered a baby!

      It was a miracle, plain and simple, and it had shaken him down to his toes.

      Drying his hands on a dish towel, Brice stepped aside and made room for Nancy, who came bustling in, cooing nonsense to the crying infant in her arms.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Concern had him peering over the nurse’s shoulder. In his opinion that little baby was too darned tiny to suffer any upsets that would produce such wails of agony.

      “Not a thing in the world,” Nancy said happily. “Except this little girl is madder than all get-out. She’ll be even more so when I douse her with water.”

      Even as she said the words, the nurse put action to them, sticking that impossibly small head beneath the running faucet, lathering soap around the baby’s hair and scrubbing it with a soft brush.

      Brice felt the need to object. For God’s sake, she was tossing that infant around like it was a football or something. And wasn’t there a tender spot on the head someplace? An area you were supposed to be real careful about?

      “Aren’t you hurting her?” The baby was pitiful looking, all red and wrinkled, eyes squeezed tightly shut, chin quivering, emitting sounds that resembled a sick kitten. Then again that queer melting sensation in the region of his heart kicked in, and he decided she was pretty cute for such a miniature thing.

      Nancy chuckled. “No. Babies are a lot tougher than they look.”

      Brice knew he was crowding the nurse, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. He felt possessive, territorial, wanting to touch, yet afraid.

      He dogged Nancy’s steps, supervising every aspect of this hurried bath, then made severe objecting noises when Nancy blithely jabbed an injection needle into a tiny thigh.

      “Oh, man...” For a moment, Brice thought he, too, might cry—or faint—as he watched the delayed reaction of the baby, noticed the instant pain registered in its brain, bringing forth a chin-quivering wail that weakened his knees. He glared at the woman who’d had the audacity to perform such a cruel act.

      “To clot the blood,” Nancy explained, laughing at Brice’s fierce expression. “Vitamin K.”

      Brice watched in astonished awe as the nurse poked and prodded, bending the baby’s wrist almost double, running her fingers over the outer shell of its tiny ears. Twice he reached out to stop what appeared to be torture, then stuffed his hands in his pockets. Nancy didn’t have a mean bone in her body.

      “By feeling the cartilage in an infant’s ears, we can tell whether or not certain internal organs are developed.”

      Brice was impressed despite himself, then immediately went on guard when the woman bundled the baby tightly in a blanket and held her out, expecting him to take over.

      He jerked his hands out of his pockets as though she’d just hollered, “Think fast.”

      “I don’t...”

      “Might as well go on and take her, son.” Doc Adams ambled into the kitchen and began washing up at the sink. “You did most of the work, now comes the part that’s pure-dee joy.”

      He’d held her before, when she’d been wet and slippery. But that had been instinct and necessity. He hadn’t even thought about it. Now, with her all cleaned up and wrapped like a mummy, he was scared to death to touch her. What if he dropped her or hurt her? His hands were almost bigger than her whole body.

      Doc Adams chuckled. “You won’t drop her, boy.”

      Awkward at first, then with increasing confidence Brice accepted the warm life he’d had a hand in bringing into the world. She fidgeted a bit but didn’t cry.  Carefully, he reached down to move the blanket out of her face.

      His heart slammed against his ribs, and he was filled with a sense of almost unbearable incredulity, for a that moment, the tiny child wrapped her fingers around one of his, effectively and forever wrapping herself around his heart.

      Well, princess, you’re about the best, most unspoiled accomplishment I’ve ever had.

      “You did a fine job with her,” Doc said. “First baby of the new year. Born right here on the Flying D. Frank would have been tickled.”

      Yeah, Brice thought. Frank DeWitt had enjoyed kids, had been a good father.

      He just hadn’t been good at getting women to stay.

      Like father like son.

      Brice didn’t want to get attached to this baby. Just like he didn’t want to get attached to her mother. A little devil inside him taunted that it was too late.

      “Madison?” he asked. “How is she?”

      “Tired, but she’s a trooper. Who is she, by the way?”

      “The new housekeeper.”

      Doc’s brows rose. “Be a couple of weeks before she feels up to working.”

      “More than that,” Nancy put in. “She told me to let someone know that there are baby supplies in her car. You’ll need to go after them pretty soon. I brought a couple of infant diapers over, but that won’t last you long.”

      Brice nodded. “I’ll see to it.” He wondered what would cause a woman in advanced pregnancy to apply for a live-in job, to show up in the middle of the night in a fussy, inadequate coat and a car full of baby supplies.

      “Better see to getting this baby in her mama’s arms,” Jared Simmons said. “The lady’s getting anxious.”

      Brice looked around the room, hoping someone would offer to take over. Standing still with the baby in his arms was one thing. He’d have felt more secure sitting down. But walking and holding at the same time?

      “Go on, boy,” Doc urged. “I’ll come back in a few days and check on them.”

      That brought his head up. “A few days? Shouldn’t we move them to the hospital or something?” She’d said there was no Mr. Carlyle, but that only meant she wasn’t married. Obviously this baby had a father. A father who could well show up to claim them.

      “No need. Both mother and baby are healthy. And I’m only a phone call away.” Doc gathered up his medical bag and slung an arm across his wife’s shoulders. “Besides, Nancy and I could use a little privacy. We missed our New Year’s kiss.”

      Nancy tittered and elbowed her husband, but profound love shone clearly in her hazel eyes as she gave her husband a peck on the cheek. “That’ll hold you for a while.” Then she moved to Brice and placed a kiss on his jaw. “Happy New Year, Brice. And congratulations on the new addition to the Flying D.” Before
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