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CHAPTER ONE 

Annie Kincaid stomped a small bare foot against the ground, and said, "I don't want a nanny, and I won't do what she says!" 

Matt Kincaid clenched his jaws to keep from letting out an expletive, and said to his daughter,  "Look pal, don't jerk my chain. You're going to have a nanny and you'll do what she says, and that‟s that." He knew his anger was aimed more at Annie's mother than at Annie. Jody had been spoiled, self-centered and stubborn, and whenever Annie showed those traits it made him mad as hell. He also didn't have the time or patience to deal with a stubborn six-year-old this particular afternoon. Snaring a nanny willing to live at the ranch was tough enough. Keeping her on afterwards was damn near impossible. Annie could be a real pain in the butt when she wanted to get rid of a nanny. 

He also knew Annie might get her way this time. The first woman he‟d interviewed had fingernails chewed to the quick, the second wrung her hands through the entire interview, and the third was a mouse of a woman who stared at him, unblinking. Granted, he'd been hard on the women, but if they couldn't stand up to his interrogation, they wouldn't survive either Annie or the rugged, isolated existence of living on the Kincaid. 

Annie glared up at him. "I hate nannies. They're bossy and stink like perfume. If you get me another nanny I'll jump in the bull pen and get stomped to little pieces." 

Matt clenched his jaws. He refused to let a pint-sized prima donna manipulate him. But, with less than twenty minutes before the arrival of Annie's next potential victim he'd have to change tactics. Softening his tone, he said, "I can't be all things to you, honey. You're a little girl, and I'm a man. You need a woman to see to your needs." He saw Annie's bottom lip quiver and knew he'd made some headway. 

"No one has to look after me," Annie lamented. "I can look after myself." 

"Sorry, that's not an option. When I‟m out on the trail you need a nanny." He glanced at his watch. "Meanwhile, Miss Crawford will be here in twenty minutes for her interview and I promised I'd put together Aunt Jane's glider while we‟re here. But first, I want a smile and a hug." He crouched and opened his arms. An impish glimmer came into Annie's big brown eyes and she slipped her hands around Matt's neck. "That's my girl." 

Matt cranked up the volume on his radio and grabbed the wrench he'd been using to assemble his sister-in-law's lawn glider. And Annie scrambled up the ladder leading to a tree fortress built over, around, and between the sturdy limbs of an ancient oak... 

Twenty minutes later, Matt glanced up from his crouched position, startled to find a woman staring at him. He hadn't heard her arrive and had no idea how long she'd been there. Which he concluded was probably often the case with this particular woman. If he were to describe her in one word, it would be: limpid. A plain woman with not a trace of lipstick on her prim, tight lips, she peered down at him through the lenses of wide, round glasses. She wore her drab, brown hair caught in a knot on top of her head, and her shapeless frame was clad in a loose-fitting brown suit coat that hung over a matching skirt that reached mid-calf. Serviceable brown shoes with broad flat heels completed her garb. A woman well into her thirties, she obviously had no desire to catch a man, which suited him fine. 

She offered her hand. "Mr. Kincaid, I'm Ruth Crawford, and I'm sorry I'm—" 

With a whoosh, something dropped from the boughs of the oak and glanced off the woman's head, drawing an audible gasp from her while dislodging the knot. She looked up, then repositioned the knot and impaled it with a wooden pin. 



Matt scooped up a rubber chicken that lay at the woman's feet. Jaws clenched, he looked toward Annie's perch. The little twit was really testing him. 

Miss Crawford, having recovered her composure, offered her hand again, this time somewhat tentatively, and said, "I'm sorry I'm late, Mr. Kincaid. That rarely happens." 

Matt glanced at his watch. Six minutes was hardly late. Still, he wouldn't let it pass. "I hope you're right," he said, "because my daughter needs structure." He wiped his palm on his jeans and shook the woman's hand, finding it moist and cold, which didn't surprise him. In fact it would have shocked the hell out of him to find the woman's hand anything but cold. A hot little number she was not. "Please have a seat." 

She sat on the edge of a lawn chair, feet together, hands folded across her brown leather shoulder bag, a sedate pose that whispered distinctly,  don't touch. But she also looked practical, sensible and pragmatic, qualities that did nothing for him, but would help keep Annie in check. 

She seemed to be studying him though, as if  she were here to interview  him. He dragged a lawn chair over and sat opposite her. Now he'd see the kind of stuff Miss Ruth Crawford was made of. 

He had no intention of painting a rosy picture. He'd had his fill of nannies packing up and leaving with little more than a moment's notice. 

Looking directly at her, he said, "I'm going to lay it out for you, Miss Crawford. If you're looking for an easy job you've come to the wrong place. The Kincaid's a working ranch located in an isolated valley twenty miles from the nearest store, so you can't run into town for every impulsive female whim you've a mind for. And Annie's a scrapper. She's got a mind of her own. 

And she's independent as hell." 

Holding his gaze, the woman said in a confident tone, "I pride myself in being able to cope with difficult children.” 

"Good, because you'll need all your skills to cope with Annie. She doesn't have a very high regard for mothers or mother substitutes." 

The woman's inscrutable eyes unmasked momentarily. Did he glimpse despair in those eyes? Then it was gone. 

"As I said, Mr. Kincaid, I've handled difficult children. They‟re not a problem for me," she said, her voice businesslike. 

Unquestionably no-nonsense, Matt decided. And she reeked of self-control. Probably never had a fit of temper or uttered a cuss word in her life. Good. She wouldn't cave in to Annie's melodramas or manipulations. "I assume you can ride." 

"Ride?" 

"Horses, Miss Crawford. The Kincaid's spread over a lot of rugged territory, much of it accessible only by horse." The woman's eyes sharpened, not so much in surprise, but something more akin to... panic?  "You do ride, don't you?" 

She blinked several times. "Well, yes. I did once when I was a child." 

"Once! Oh geeze!" 

"I'm a fast learner, Mr. Kincaid," she said. "If you're willing to give me some instruction, I'm willing to learn. I'm not afraid of horses. I assume that's half the battle.” 

"Okay, I'll give you four days. You'll work with your horse from the ground up—do the feeding and grooming, clean its hooves, tend your own tack. And if you fall on your butt you'll be expected to pick yourself up and get back on. You'll roll into bed bone tired at night and wake up aching from head to toe the next morning. I'm not meaning to scare you, but if you don't learn to ride fast, Annie will leave you in a cloud of dust. Besides, if you don't know horses, you and Annie will never bond." 



Ruth Crawford‟s lips parted and fell into a downward curve, and behind the round lenses of her glasses, Matt saw sad green eyes that glistened with unshed tears. Though nothing about the woman attracted him, he had an illogical urge to hold her in his arms, like comforting a lost child. Then with a mercurial shift of mood, the woman blinked away the sadness, the corners of her mouth lifted from their downward droop, and she said, "I assure you, I'll be riding well within the week." 

"Yeah, well, we'll see. Any questions?" 

“Am I supposed to cook or clean?” 

“Nope. We have Edith for that. You just look after Annie. Anything else?” 

"No." 

"Then the job's yours if you still want it." 

"Yes... yes I do." She smiled then, her first real smile, and Matt noted two small dimples in her cheeks. Appealing little dimples that made years vanish from her face. He made a vow to coax that smile from her often. "Thank you, Mr. Kincaid." 

He returned her smile. "Honey, just call me Matt." 

"Yes, well, thank you... Matt." 

"Right. And one thing more. Annie will be home schooled. Can you handle that?" 

"Home schooled?" A distinct look of alarm crossed the woman's face and her smile faded, replaced by... wariness? "Is there a reason why?" she asked. 

"Sure," Matt replied, "the ranch is located in an isolated valley miles from the school." 

"But it's my understanding that there is school bus service in that area," she argued. Which puzzled him. Home schooling was not uncommon these days, though his reason for keeping Annie on the ranch had nothing to do with the logistics of getting her to school. He studied the woman's sober face and wondered if he was making a mistake with this one. She seemed unusually astute. But there was also a tough side to her that gave him the gut feeling she could handle Annie. "There's school bus service," he admitted, "but for the first couple of years I've decided to keep Annie home. Would that be a problem for you?" 

"Well, no," the woman replied. "I'm certain I could manage her studies." 

"Good. Since that's decided, it's time you met Annie." He looked up at the tree fortress and caught a glimpse of a young, sassy face before Annie ducked out of sight. He should climb up there and tan her little bummer for dropping the rubber-chicken. Instead, he stood at the base of the tree and called up, "Annie, get your fanny down here and meet your new nanny." 

"Annie, fanny, nanny... Annie, fanny, nanny,” she mimicked in a sing-song voice. 

“Don‟t push my buttons pal. Do as I say.” 

A very strident young voice bellowed down from the boughs of the tree.  “I don't want a nanny and I'm not coming down!"  

Matt looked askance at Ruth, and said, "Go on inside and have a cup of coffee, sweetheart. 

The pot's on the stove. I‟ll bring Annie in and you two can meet and get acquainted." 

Ruth's lips parted, as if to respond, then she nodded vaguely and turned away. 


*** 

As Ruth walked toward the house, the realization that in moments from now she might come face to face with her own little Beth suddenly hit her, and everything about that horrifying day four years before came rushing back. The shock, the hysteria, the helplessness, the waiting, the fear of leaving home because she might miss a call from the police. The fear of  getting a call from the police. And the terrible, ever present guilt. If only she hadn't left Beth with a baby sitter. 

If only the baby sitter hadn't left Beth alone for an instant while she answered the phone. Alone in a fenced yard. In Beth's own front yard. If only the clock could be turned back. 

If only... if only... if only... 

By the time she reached the house, Ruth felt so lightheaded she had to lean against the door jam for support. But after the dizziness passed, she willed herself to again take on the character of the nanny she held herself out to be, the nanny Matt Kincaid just hired. That woman was calm, collected, in control. A woman able to cope with difficult children. She'd come prepared for that possibility. When she learned from Bill McFadden, her private investigator, that Matt Kincaid was in Portland at his brother's house, interviewing for a live-in nanny, she also learned that finding new nannies was often the case. "They don‟t stay long because the ranch is so isolated and the child so unruly," Bill told her. 

Was her little Beth a difficult child now? And had Matt Kincaid made her that way? If, in fact, Annie Kincaid was Beth. The possibility was very real. This had been their best lead yet. 

And for some reason Matt Kincaid wanted his child home schooled. Maybe so he could keep her away from authorities who might learn the truth? Learn that she was not Annie Kincaid, but instead, a little girl named Beth Sinclair who'd been stolen four years ago. In due course she'd find out, but for the moment, she'd set aside Matt Kincaid's reason for keeping his daughter at home and concentrate on carrying out the plan. 

She stepped into the kitchen and scanned the surroundings. The presence of a child was everywhere—a scattering of broken crayons by a picture of a horse, a plate with a half-eaten jelly sandwich, a plastic cup with a coiled plastic straw. She walked over to the refrigerator and studied the photos attached to the door with magnets. In one, Annie sat on her father‟s shoulders. 

In another, he held a pony while Annie stood with arms out, balancing on the pony's back. In another, Matt Kincaid crouched behind Annie, who held a winner‟s ribbon, a proud smile on her face. And in another, Annie was slung over her father's shoulders like a sack of grain, Annie making a silly face at the camera. As Ruth studied the pictures, one thing stood out above all else. Annie and Matt Kincaid looked truly happy together, as if no one mattered but each other. 

Ruth was about to turn from the refrigerator when a magnetic frame with a head-and-shoulders image of Annie caught her up short. Unzipping her shoulder bag, she retrieved a computerized image that morphed Beth's two-year old face into that of a six-year-old girl, and held it up to the photo in the frame. Her gaze shifted between the two. The dark curly hair, the clef in the chin, the brown, almond-shaped eyes.... The likeness, right down to the scar on Beth‟s chin, was more than uncanny. Annie Kincaid  had to be Beth. Ruth knew it in her heart, and on some higher plane, she knew it in her soul. 

She felt prickles of pain in her hand and realized she'd been clenching her fist so tightly her fingernails had impressed half-moons into her palm. But the pain was mild compared to the deep, heartfelt fear that, even with everything pointing to this child being Beth, it could yet be another false lead. She closed her eyes.... 

 Please God, don't let me down again. Let this child be Beth. 

Not Beth. Annie... Annie.... This child is named Annie. Annie Kincaid. 

Ruth started trembling, and hot tears welled. She patted her cheeks and blinked away the tears then silently practiced her opening words. '  Hello, Annie, I'm pleased to meet you. I'm certain we'll get on fine. Please call me...'  Always she stumbled here. Since the kidnapper would be familiar with the name, Jennifer Sinclair, using her middle name, Ruth, and her mother‟s maiden name, Crawford, had been a compromise... 

She glanced out the window and saw Annie making her way down the tree ladder. When her foot hit the ground, Matt snagged her by the arm and headed toward the house. Before Ruth could remind herself to take a deep breath and stay calm, Matt walked through the door, the child tugging against his grip. As Ruth stood, silent and rigid and clinging to the strap of her shoulder bag, Matt nudged the sun-kissed, slip of a child toward her. 

Ruth's throat tightened, and when she tried to speak, words wouldn't come. Nor could she take her eyes off the small scar that followed the line of the child's jaw, a scar about where Beth's would have been. For an instant, everything in the room faded. Only the compelling dark eyes staring back at her seemed to exist, as if she and the child were frozen in time. As she held Annie‟s unwavering gaze, she searched for some sign of recognition in the child‟s eyes, but all she found was hostility. Forcing a smile that felt as stiff as it was feigned, she said, "Hello, Annie, I'm pleased to meet you." 

Annie‟s brows gathered in a frown, and for an instant Ruth was certain she'd detected bafflement in those dark eyes. But the moment was fleeting, and Ruth wondered if she'd simply deceived herself into seeing something that wasn't there. 

Matt nudged Annie. "Mind your manners, bucko. Say hello to Miss Crawford." 

Annie pinned Ruth with a cold glare, shot a defiant look at her father, and said, "I don't want a stupid nanny," then fled through the open door and never looked back. 

Ruth stared after her, feeling confused and uncertain. During the terrible empty years without Beth she'd held onto the hope of this moment, to the dream of a tearful, joyous reunion, of taking Beth in her arms and holding her for dear life. And now, if the moment had come and gone, she could never have prepared herself for this kind of reception from a child who might be her daughter. Complete aversion. 

Matt looked at Ruth and shrugged. "Nannies aren't her favorite people." 

"And her mother?" Ruth asked. "Does Annie see her frequently?" 

"Annie's mother's not a part of Annie's life," Matt said, in a tone that told Ruth the discussion was over. Which made Ruth even more determined to learn why Matt Kincaid had sole custody of his daughter. Bill had not been able to glean that information. But he had pointed out the power in the Kincaid family when he'd first begun piecing things together. "Kincaid's the son of a judge, the youngest of four boys," he told her. "One brother's a high-powered attorney, one's a state senator, and another's the state Attorney General. Seems Matt Kincaid's the maverick in the family... left home when he was sixteen and moved around, hiring on as a ranch hand. Then he married the rancher's daughter, divorced her, and ended up with the ranch and sole custody of their daughter. Obviously used his family's influence to come out on top..." 

Ruth looked at Matt Kincaid and realized he was waiting for an answer She flicked her tongue against her dry lips to moisten them, and said,. "I imagine Annie must feel somewhat insecure with only one parent." 

Matt gave a short, ironic laugh. "Annie's about as insecure as a rutting bull. She's got more family at the ranch than she knows what to do with. And she knows the only way she'd ever be separated from me would be over my cold, dead body. If anyone's insecure it's me. Without Annie, there wouldn't be much meaning to my life, something someone without kids wouldn't understand. Just take my word for it." 

Ruth clenched her jaw to keep from screaming,  How dare you say I don't know how much meaning a child can bring to a person's life.... Or how meaningless life can be without her... 

Matt smiled a slow, contemplative smile. "There's no doubt, Annie's the best thing that ever happened to me." And in that moment, Ruth knew that Matt Kincaid would go to any length to hold and protect his child. And at this point, she couldn‟t be sure that Annie wasn't his child, just as she couldn‟t be sure the little girl was Beth. But time would tell. 



If Annie was Beth she‟d have a past that didn‟t include Matt Kincaid. Photographs from birth to two years of age would be missing. So, inquiring about pictures of Annie as a baby would be one of her first objectives. Locating Annie's birth certificate, and verifying that she was adopted, would be another. For now, she'd still cling to hope. If Annie truly were Beth, the worst of Ruth's fears would be dispelled. Beth had not been snatched by a sexual predator, or a child killer, or a psychotic woman desperate for a child. She'd been cared for by a devoted man who would lay down his life for her, a man with the money and wherewithal to take the child he claimed was his and hide her where she'd never be found. And Ruth didn't question for a moment that Matt Kincaid would do precisely that, if boxed into a corner... 

"We'll be flying to Pendleton in the morning,” Matt said. 

Ruth looked up from her distracted thoughts. "So soon?" She'd have no time to get the DNA kits before leaving. Bill only recently brought up the idea of DNA self-collection tests, if she was able to get the nanny job and would have access to the child. The results wouldn't be admissible in court, but if they confirmed a biological relationship, it would be enough to start legal action that would force Matt Kincaid to allow the Chain of Custody collection procedure done, which would be admissible in court. More important, it would determine if Annie Kincaid was Beth... 

"I need to get back to the ranch," Matt said. "We'll fly from Pendleton to Cedar Grove, where we'll stock up on supplies before heading to the Kincaid by truck." He scanned the full length of her. "I hope you have some more suitable clothes… jeans, shirts, boots, a hat." 

“I have a few pairs of slacks.” 

“Slacks won‟t do. We‟ll get you outfitted in Pendleton." 

Ruth shook her head. "No, I can't allow you to buy my clothes." 

One corner of the man's mouth tipped up in an ironic smile. "Sweetheart, I don't need your permission." 

Ruth stiffened. This sweet talking cowboy with his overbearing attitude set her blood boiling. She wasn't one of his range hands, and she definitely wasn't his sweetheart. She was, however, a hired hand of sorts, with the most important job of her life, and she‟d better remember that if she wanted to hold the job. 

Giving him a faltering smile, she said, "I'd rather you didn't." But as she said the words she already knew he'd get his way. 

But Matt Kincaid‟s domineering manner and use of endearments and all the other irritating qualities about the man were irrelevant, because in her heart, Ruth believed she'd found Beth, and she had no intention of leaving her side until Beth was returned to her own bedroom, where she'd find her toys and dolls and stuffed animals waiting for her to come home, waiting to hear her gleeful laughs and sweet young voice fill the house once again. 

But to accomplish that goal, she'd be forced to put up with the bossy, arrogant likes of Matt Kincaid, something she didn't look forward to doing. 


*** 

After a bumpy flight in a twin engine Cessna, they arrived in Pendleton, where Ruth was outfitted in the clothes she didn't want—snug fitting jeans, western-cut shirts with pearl snaps, a western hat with a wide brim, several bandanas, and a pair of stiff, brown cowboy boots for riding. It was dusk when they touched down in Cedar Grove, but since the plane was to remain there for servicing, the rest of the trip was in a truck with an extended cab. 

They arrived at the ranch shortly before midnight. Pole lights lit up a compound of outbuildings that included a huge barn. But the structure that dominated the complex was the large, rustic, two-story log ranch house with a wrap-around porch and a high, dormered roof that sloped steeply to shed the snow. A huge stone chimney, which rose from one end of the building, was topped with a rotating chimney cap with a vane to catch the wind, a large, ornate script K 

emblazoned on the vane. 

With Annie sleeping cradled in his arms, Matt lead Ruth through a spacious, rustic living room, up a wide half-log stairway, and down a hallway, stopping in front of a bedroom with a door ajar. He nudged the door open with his toe, and said, "This is your room, and Annie's is the next one down the hall. Have her dressed and down for breakfast by seven. Normally morning grub's at six, but we'll bend rules this once." With not so much as a "Good night," he continued down the hallway to Annie's room. 

Her hand on the doorframe, Ruth was a heartbeat away from yelling after him,  'The hell with ranch rules! A child needs sleep!'  Not only would it get her fired, but Matt Kincaid was obviously too dictatorial and set in his ways to heed anything a lowly nanny might offer. 

Yet, there was also another side to the man. 

Prior to takeoff, he'd issued orders with the commanding presence of someone used to doing so. But once airborne, he shed his authoritative demeanor, turned back his cuffs and became totally absorbed with Annie, telling her stories while playing endless games of tic-tac-toe and connect-the-dots, until Ruth felt as if Matt and Annie existed in their own little world. Except for those unexpected moments when he‟d look towards her as if suddenly remembering she was aboard. But it gave her time to study the man, unobserved. A big man with a lean, sun-bronzed face and broad muscular shoulders, he was all cowboy, from the crown of his weathered Stetson to the tips of his scuffed brown boots. 

She remembered the first time she‟d seen a picture of him. Bill handed her a photo and said, 

“Matt Kincaid owns a large cattle ranch in eastern Oregon... sometimes visits his brother, Brad Kincaid, an attorney who lives in Portland. Take a look. See if you recognize the man." 

Ruth had braced herself for what she might find.  Someone familiar... a friend of the family... 

 someone the child would trust...  Words from police officers, social workers and concerned citizens who had read of Beth's abduction. But when she looked at the photo, all she saw was a tall, broad-shouldered man who, with his dark eyes and dark hair, looked more akin to Beth than Ruth did, with her ash-brown hair and hazel eyes. 

Heaving a wearisome sigh, Ruth flipped the light switch and stepped into a bedroom outfitted with solid furniture that included a peeled-pine chair with faded upholstery, a pine dresser with horseshoe drawer pulls, a bureau with a full-length mirror on its wide door, a double bed, also of peeled-pine logs, and a quilted bedspread with ranch patterns. At the foot of the bed was a stack of towels and washcloths in mismatched colors. 

While she was turning back the bedspread, a ranch hand named Seth delivered her suitcases, along with the numerous shopping bags with her new clothes. After fetching the pajamas she bought for Annie in Pendleton, Ruth went to Annie's room. By the light funneling in from the hallway, and while Annie was sleeping soundly, she stripped off Annie's tie-dyed tee shirt and mini sweats and eased on the new pajamas, then tucked the covers around her. Annie would not remember any of it, but she‟d be happy to wake up wearing new PJs. But before leaving the room, Ruth looked at Annie‟s restful face, taking in the child's quiet features bathed in soft light. 

But when Annie stirred, Ruth backed into the hallway. 

As with most nights, Ruth knew she wouldn't fall asleep without a book to make her drowsy, but when she'd packed she'd been so anxious about what lay ahead that she‟d forgotten to include any books. But as they'd passed through the living room on their way to the stairs earlier, she'd noticed that the huge stone fireplace with its high arched opening was flanked on both sides by bookcases. Intending to fetch a book and crawl into bed with it, she made her way down the stairs. But when she entered the living room, she was surprised to find Matt settled into a leather overstuffed chair, reading. Ankles crossed, bootless feet propped on a low coffee table, a pair of reading glasses perched on his nose, the whole scene appeared incongruous. Cleaning guns or soaping boots seemed more appropriate... 

The floor creaked beneath her feet and he looked up, then waited for her to speak. She shrugged. "I need a book and I thought I could find one here." 

"Help yourself," he replied, then went back to his reading. 

She scanned the books, surprised to find so many of the old classics, including Plato‟s Republic and Homer‟s  Odyssey. She also found books of poetry interspersed with  Aesop’s Fables,  The Boy’s Book of King Arthur and an illustrated,  Children’s Bible. A small area included books on child psychology and single parenting. Definitely not what she'd expected to find in Matt Kincaid‟s library. Reaching for a book on child psychology, she turned and said, 

"I‟ll just take this one and be on my way." 

He looked up, as if surprised she was still there, gave a nod, and returned to his reading. 

For a moment more she studied his face as he sat absorbed in his book, brows gathered in concentration. Photographs could not begin to do justice to the flesh-and-blood man. Light from the lamp beside him emphasized his deep-set eyes, his strong, angular jaw, the little splinters of day-old beard pressing up through his sun-darkened skin. His was the face of a man of power. 

Not the kind of power that comes from years of studying law, like his father and brothers, but the kind of power that comes from knowing what he wants and going after it. And as she stared at him, she had the eerie feeling that somehow her life would be altered irrevocably by this man, though she feared it may not be for the better. 


*** 

Morning came quickly. So quickly, Ruth realized that for the first time since Beth had been kidnapped, she'd slept through the night instead of waking with a start to twist and turn between guilt and hope and despair. And for the first time she could remember, she had not prayed,  Dear God, please send me some sign that she's dead, knowing it would be easier to accept. A frisson of hope rushed through her. Maybe God had at last spoken. Maybe the sense of calm enveloping her was His way of telling her the search was over. 

Anxious to call her parents and let them know she'd arrived safely, she flipped open her cell phone and started to punch in the numbers, only to read,  out of service area,  on the screen. And the sense of calm she'd felt moments before was replaced by a frisson of fear. She was trapped at a ranch in an isolated valley, twenty miles from the nearest town, and she had no way of calling for help there was trouble. But then, maybe she was overacting. Matt Kincaid had given her no reason to feel threatened. But she had another concern. Without cell service she'd have no way to communicate with Bill unless she could get to town, because it would be too risky to call him on the ranch phone. But she'd worry about that later. 

Curious to see the ranch by daylight, she went to the window and pushed the curtains aside and gazed at the view beyond. Behind the eastern hills the morning sun painted the sky like polished copper. Bathed in the pink-gold light of dawn, and just distant enough to seem dreamlike through the haze and mist of morn, barbed wire fences stretched into the distance, separating sprawling pastures dotted with black cattle. Closer in, peeled pole fences crisscrossed the landscape, enclosing corrals and paddocks, some connected to a large rambling barn with a row of half-doors. Several saddled horses stood tied to a long hitching pole. And just below her window, a shaggy black and white mongrel chewed on a beef joint the size of a man's arm. 



Turning from the window, she made the bed, then she rummaged through her canvas tote bag for her hairbrush. While twisting her hair into a knot, she contemplated the various aspects of Matt Kincaid. With Annie, he was firm yet gentle, and when he looked at her it was always with a twinkle of affection in his eyes. With Seth he was often jocular, yet he maintained a demeanor of authority that Seth seemed to respect. It was also clear that Matt Kincaid was a man who wouldn't be trifled with, a man who made demands and settled for nothing less than precisely what he wanted. But, was he a man who‟d stoop to illegal means to acquire a child? If so, to what extent would he go to keep that child, if his right to her was challenged? 

 …the only way she'd ever be separated from me would be over my cold, dead body. 

She had her answer. With the Kincaid money and influence, she‟d stand little chance in court. She hoped it wouldn't come to that, but was beginning to fear it would… 

“Miss Crawford?” 

Ruth turned to find a square-shaped woman with a round ruddy-face and graying-red hair standing in the doorway. "Yes?" 

“I‟m Edith Jenson, Mr. Kincaid‟s housekeeper. I do the cooking and run the domestic end of the place. I just want to welcome you here and let you know I‟ll be watching Annie after breakfast this morning since you‟ll be learning how to ride a horse.” Ruth stared at the woman, wide-eyed. She was absolutely not ready to ride a horse. “Are you sure I‟m supposed to ride…today? I mean, I‟ve barely just arrived.” 

“Mr. Kincaid‟s orders. He said he'd be working with you right after breakfast, so you might want to get yourself ready now since he doesn't like to be kept waiting,” she said, her voice trailing off as she walked down the hallway. 

Ruth tried to convince herself that sitting on a horse, six feet off the ground, wasn‟t any more terrifying than being on a six-foot ladder. But a ladder didn't have teeth and pawing hooves and the ability to run away with her. Then she remembered that the man who'd be teaching her to ride was the imperious, irritating cowboy running the show, and suddenly, sitting astride a horse seemed the lesser of her worries. 

Hearing noises, Ruth knew Annie was awake. She slipped into her robe and went to Annie's room and found her sitting in bed within a circle of Ken dolls, her hair a tangle of dark brown curls, imprints of the pillow on her cheek. She'd changed back into her tie-dyed tee shirt and mini sweats, and the new pajamas lay in a heap on the floor, a silent statement of what she thought of Ruth's gift. Ruth picked up the pajamas. "Good morning," she said. Annie ignored her. 

Ruth hung the pajamas in the closet. An elongated Giraffe Growth Chart taped to the inside of the closet door caught her attention. Marks at intervals denoted Annie's height, starting on her third birthday. Ruth stared at the chart, the lack of marks before the age of three underscoring the years of Beth's absence. Turning, she said to Annie, "Why don't we mark your chart. I'll bet you're a lot taller now." 

Annie eyed Ruth with annoyance. "Daddy does that." 

"Well, we'll make sure he keeps it up." 

Annie glared at Ruth. "Daddy never forgets." 

"I see." Ruth realized she'd overstepped her bounds. However, the thought of Matt keeping up Annie's growth progress touched her in a way she hadn't expected. Closing the closet door, she looked around at the disorderly array of toys and books. On a shelf above the bed was a collection of carved wooden figures. Ruth lifted a squirrel from the shelf and noted the workmanship on its appealing little face, with its pointed nose and polished black eyes. Next to where the squirrel had stood was a short squat cowboy, fancifully dressed in boots, chaps, a vest and a cowboy hat. He sported a drooping mustache beneath his oversized nose, and bushy brows overhung his deep-set eyes. Beside the cowboy was what looked like a princess wearing cowboy boots. “You have a nice set of carvings,” she said. “When we‟re in town maybe we can find one to add to your collection.” 

Without looking up, Annie replied, annoyed, “There aren‟t any „cause Daddy carves „em when he‟s on the trail and nobody gets any but me.” 

Ruth returned the squirrel to the shelf. “Your daddy does nice work,” she said, surprised to learn this facet of the man, and finding it hard to believe that those large calloused hands she'd seen could be capable of producing such sensitive pieces. 

She looked at the collection of Ken dolls surrounding Annie. One had a string lasso taped to his hand, another had a paper-clip branding iron, and the rest wore construction-paper riding chaps. The Barbie doll Annie held in her hands was nude. Annie seemed to be contemplating Barbie's upper torso. Pressing against Barbie's breast to push it flat, she pursed her lips and announced, "When I grow up I'm not gonna have boobs. They're gross and make you hot." 

Ruth pulled open a dresser drawer to select Annie's clothes. "They're not gross, and what makes you think they make you hot?" 

"'Cause they do. Lorinda has big boobs—" Annie popped off Barbie's head "—and Daddy told Seth Lorinda's hot." 

Ruth tried to hide her uneasiness with their offbeat conversation. While pulling out a pair of purple jeans, she asked, "Who is Lorinda?" 

"The lady at the café that Daddy takes out sometimes." Annie shoved Barbie's head back onto its neck post. "She must like havin‟ big boobs 'cause she's always bending over so Daddy can see them. But I'm not gonna have any at all." She tossed Barbie aside. 

"When you become a woman you won't have a choice," Ruth said, reaching for the tee shirt she'd bought for Annie in Pendleton, a pink shirt with a kitten chasing a butterfly. "Like it or not, you will have breasts." 

Annie examined Ken's chest. "Why do you call 'em that?" 

"Because that's what they are. All girls eventually have them." 

"You don't. Daddy said you're a flatchested old maid who probably sleeps with your legs crossed." 

Every muscle in Ruth's body seemed to go slack. Tears of suppressed rage stung her eyes. 

She tried to keep her voice steady as she said, "Your father told you that?" 

"No, he said it to Seth last night when he thought I was sleeping. He also said that's the kind of nanny he wants „cause they're not a straction for him. What's a straction?" 

Agitated, Ruth replied, "He meant distraction, which is like bothering someone." 

"I guess old-maid nannies don't bother Daddy." Annie eyed Ruth's chest. "Do you have boobs?" 

 Stay cool, she's just a child. Smile. 

"Sure. Like I said, all girls eventually have them." 

"How come they don't stick out like Lorinda's?" 

"Because I don't want to flaunt them." 

"What's flaunt?" 

"Showing off." 

"Why would anyone show off boobs? They're obtuse." 

Miffed as she was, Ruth had to stifle a laugh. "Do you know what obtuse means?" 

"No. But when I do something Daddy doesn‟t like he calls me obtuse, so it's something bad, like boobs. I'm still not gonna have any when I grow up because cowboys don't have boobs and I'm gonna be a cowboy. Do you sleep with your legs crossed?" 

"Sometimes." 

"Why?" 

"Because I want to." 

"Do all old maid nannies sleep with their legs crossed?" 

 Count to ten. One, two, three, four, five... 

"Come on, it's time to get dressed," Ruth said, ignoring Annie's brazen question, though she was fairly certain Annie had no idea what she was talking about. Still, it was an inappropriate conversation to be having with a six-year-old. "Breakfast will be served soon." 

"Do all old maid nannies sleep with their legs crossed?" Annie pressed. 

 "Enough!  Now get up this instant and get dressed!" Ruth snapped. 

Annie stuck out her bottom lip. "You can't make me." 

 Be calm, be patient. Be creative... 

"If you don't do as I say this instant," Ruth clipped, "I'll pop all the heads off your Ken dolls and replace them with Barbie heads, and all your precious cowboys will grow boobs!" 

Eyeing Ruth dubiously, Annie edged her way off the bed and stood still while Ruth tugged off the tie-dyed tee shirt and mini-sweats and replaced them with the kitten tee shirt and purple jeans—the only jeans in the dresser that were not faded, threadbare, tattered, or all three. But shortly after Ruth returned to her room, Annie rushed past the open doorway wearing her tie-dyed tee shirt and sweats, shrieking for her father at the top of her lungs. 

Ruth shut herself in her bedroom, determined to let Matt handle the intractable child. On passing the bureau, however, she peered into the full-length mirror. What she saw was a pathetically plain woman in a shapeless robe, a woman she barely recognized. Slowly she approached the mirror and peered into it. When had the corners of her mouth begun to droop? 

When had the lines of tension appeared around her eyes? When had her face become haggard? 

When had she stopped caring? 

In the early days after Beth's kidnapping she'd been caught in a vicious circle, breaking into desperate fits of crying, pulling herself together, patching up her makeup because she had to keep busy, had to strive for some semblance of normalcy, had to do  something. But somewhere along the way she'd stopped looking in the mirror because it didn't matter. She didn't matter. Life didn't matter. All that mattered was finding Beth. 

Now, as she tried to absorb the image of the unfamiliar woman in the mirror, she saw what Matt had seen.  A flatchested old maid who probably slept with her legs crossed. If she didn't look so pitiful with her unmade face and homely owl glasses she might laugh because his assessment was so accurate. Turning sideways she sucked in her breath, expanding her chest. She wasn't stacked, but she certainly wasn't flatchested. But who could tell. All she wore were shapeless, loose-fitting clothes. And her hair. Who but an old maid would wear it pulled up in a knot on top of her head? There had been a time when soft curls framed her face, a time when she'd brushed her hair till it shone with rich highlights. 

Reaching up, she pulled out the slender wooden stick holding the knot, and the rope of hair she'd twisted into submission unraveled and fell around shoulders. She didn't know if it was Matt's crass assessment of her, or because she may have at last found Beth, or maybe because it was time to put behind a tragic, unalterable past, but for the first time in four years she wanted to look pretty. But she'd packed no makeup, not even a lipstick. But in the bathroom she'd noticed an array of cosmetics, which she assumed belonged to the last nanny, along with some scissors. 



Maybe she'd cut her hair. And the ugly round glasses would go. She'd brought along contacts, which she rarely wore because they were too much bother. 

Feeling a long-forgotten sense of exhilaration, and a new determination to make Matt Kincaid eat his words, she headed for the bathroom. Flatchested old maid indeed! 





CHAPTER TWO 

Matt looked with disgust at the tabloid Edith brought from town the day before, his eyes focusing on the front page spread with its color photograph of Jody leaning into her husband, her huge breasts brimming over her star-studded, western-style gown. The word that came to mind as he eyed the woman he'd been married to for twelve years was  slut. Her body was designed to catch a man's eye. It sure as hell caught his a half-a-lifetime ago. He'd been a sixteen-year-old at the time with one thought on his mind. Jody was a master at making that thought a reality, smothering him with her breasts, awakening his body with a range of sexual practices she'd been hitting on the boys of Cedar Grove with since puberty. And three years later, when she agreed to marry him, he felt like the town stud to be the one to finally catch her. 

Shifting his attention to the article, he reread the parts he'd circled in red: "My ex-husband has custody of our daughter, but Wayne and I will be filing for joint custody..." and further down 

"...now that Wayne and I are married, my daughter will be living with us half the time. We have a bedroom suite prepared for her..." and on down... "I've missed my daughter terribly over the past three years, but that's about to change. It will be a blessing having her with us..." 

The article went on to talk about their mansion on the outskirts of Nashville, and the half-million dollar motor home they toured the country in. Matt clenched his jaws. There was no way in hell he'd let Jody take Annie to that cesspool of drugs and sex and extramarital affairs and everything that made up Jody's world, not even for a day. 

Although lately he'd made an effort to mend some of the bridges he'd burned years ago, when he stormed out of his parent's house against his father's will, to strike out on his own, he hadn't asked his family for anything since. But it was time to put pride aside and do whatever it took to keep Jody out of Annie's life. During his recent visit to Portland, his brother, Brad, gloated that he'd never lost a custody case. His gloating seemed irrelevant at the time because Jody made no effort to have contact with Annie, but now it was time to roll out the big gun. Brad Kincaid. 

Tossing the paper aside, he poured a mug of coffee and glanced out the window. Annie sat just outside with Digger, one of the ranch dogs, stroking the dozing mutt. After her outburst earlier she seemed remarkably content, unlike Ruth, he suspected. He was curious to hear Ruth's side of the story. What Annie related about her Ken dolls had been highly inventive, but didn't measure up with Ruth's straight-laced demeanor. 

Hearing footsteps coming from the direction of the hallway, he turned... 

And stared in stunned silence. 

Ruth stood in the doorway, her western-cut shirt emphasizing high, firm breasts and a tiny waist, and the new jeans molded to her slim frame, delineating gently tapering hips and long coltish legs. Her hair, released from its austere knot, framed her face in a casual disarray of brown waves. And the owl glasses were gone, her wide-eyed stare seeming to murmur to him, look at my eyes, see how beautiful they are...  

His gaze swept over her, taking in the rosy blush of her cheeks, the pink gloss of her parted lips, the new light that flared in her eyes. In fact, her whole face glowed. He stared openly and with increasing fascination at the transformation, which seemed more a change in attitude than appearance. What little makeup she wore couldn't account for the change. 

She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips, leaving them moist, and said, "Where's Annie?" 

"Outside." He arched a brow. "I take it you had to whip her into submission earlier." 

Her face flushed. "Is that what she told you?" 



"No, but why else would she come hollering down the stairs like a wounded coyote?" 

"I swear, I didn't lay a hand on her," Ruth said, in an anxious voice. 

Seeing the worry on her face, Matt said, "Relax, sweetheart, I know you didn't. I'm familiar with the shriek of an intractable child. Coffee?" 

"Oh... yes, please." She sat at the table, opposite him. 

He poured a cup of steaming coffee, then nudged the platter of eggs, hash browns and sausages in front of her, followed by a basket of warm biscuits, a crock of fresh butter, and a jar of homemade peach jam. She stared at the coffee, brows gathered in deliberation, then looked at him, and said, "Do you have cream?" Her eyes captured his attention. Their color fascinated him, ranges of greens flashing with golden highlights as she waited for his response... 

 Get a grip, Kincaid. She’s just the new nanny… 

"Cream. Right." He set a pitcher of fresh cream in front of her and watched as she poured half the contents into her coffee. Next she'd probably want to adulterate it with— 

"Sugar?" She pinned him with those large luminous eyes and waited. 

"Yeah, sure." He plunked a sugar bowl next to the cream pitcher. While she shoveled several teaspoons into her coffee, he said, "I forgot to tell you, Annie doesn't like being bossed." He took a slow sip of coffee. "Can't figure how she got that way though." 

"Yes, that is kind of hard to figure." 

Matt looked up to see her staring directly at him, a wry smile touching her lips, and he realized, for the first time, that Miss Ruth Crawford might have a sense of humor. "Yeah, well, I suppose it's because she's around so many men," he said, "which suits her fine. Annie doesn't relate too well to women. They keep walking out of her life." 

In a flash, Matt saw a series of fleeting emotions race across Ruth's face. Remorse, as if she held the weight of the world on her shoulders. Desperation, as if the ground beneath her was about to crumble. Vulnerability, as if she were holding back tears. Then the corners of her mouth lifted, erasing the forlorn droop, and she smiled. But it was a wistful smile, and the earlier light that shone in her eyes was gone. For whatever her reason, she'd crawled back into her protective armor. He studied her face. Strange, how he hadn't noticed before her nicely proportioned features—her straight slender nose, her high delicate cheekbones, her full well-defined lips. It wasn't a beautiful face, but it was a pleasing one, a face that could grow on a man. 

"So, what was the problem with Annie?" he asked. "She told me her side, something about you threatening to decapitate the Kens." He cocked a brow. "Sounds intriguing." 

A scowl touched Ruth's lips as she replied, "I told her if she didn't do as I said I'd replace her Kens' heads with Barbie heads and her Kens would—" she stopped short. 

"Grow boobs?" Ruth nodded, her face turning a delicate shade of rose, its color heightened in her cheeks. He smiled. "An interesting thought." 

Her flush deepened, and in the depths of her green eyes he again saw the dancing flecks of gold. He hadn't realized how long her lashes were, or how deep their color, as if they'd been dipped in golden brown molasses. Maybe she'd hook a man yet, though as long as she was stuck at the Kincaid, her chances of getting hitched would be zilch. But then, she didn't seem to be a woman who‟d be eager to warm a man's bed, so maybe she was happy enough with her lot. 

Which pleased him. Annie needed a woman to relate to, and he had a gut feeling Ruth Crawford could be that woman— 

"Is something wrong?" Ruth stared at him, unblinking. 

He snapped out of his musing. "Why do you ask?" 

"The way you're looking at me. You seem puzzled." 



"Just trying to figure out what makes you tick. I keep getting mixed messages." 

She bristled. "I'm not meaning to send you any messages at all. I'm here to look after Annie, pure and simple." 

"Yeah, well, I wasn't meaning  you were sending  me messages. You just seem to switch moods midstream. It's damn baffling at times." 

"Maybe that's because I'm not used to being studied like I was something in a curio shop," 

she said. "I know I'm out of my element here, but like I said, I'm a fast learner, so maybe it's time you stopped trying to figure me out and started showing me how to ride a horse.” 

"Right." He scooted his chair back and jammed his hat on his head feeling like a school kid who'd just been put in his place by his teacher, and that didn't sit well with him, made him want to take Miss Crawford down a notch or two. Or kiss the hell out of her, just to see her reaction. 

Now that was an idea worth considering. 


*** 

Ruth peered up at her mount. Until now she'd had no idea how tall a horse actually was. Her only experience had been with a pony at the fair when she was eight. The thought of sitting atop this giant did nothing to calm her nerves. But she'd be damned if she'd let the boisterous bunch straddling the corral fence, or their little sidekick, know. She'd conquer the beast or die trying. 

"What's his name?" she asked the cowboy holding the reins. 

"Dynamite." 

A tremor of fear rushed through her. "Why is he named that?" 

"Don't know, ma'am. I'm new around here and don't know all the horses yet.” 

"Are you sure this is the horse I'm supposed to ride?" 

"Yes ma'am." 

"What about that one?" She pointed to a dozing, sway-back horse tied to the hitching rail in front of the stables. 

"You mean old Judd? You wouldn't want to ride him, ma'am. He's ornerier than a mule with a burr under his blanket." 

Dynamite pawed the ground and bobbed his head. "Why is he doing that?" she asked, growing increasingly apprehensive. 

"I guess he's ready to go." 

Snickers rustled among the onlookers. She eyed Dynamite with mounting trepidation. Surely Matt wouldn't deliberately put her up on an unmanageable horse. 

A muffled guffaw from one of the fence sitters, followed by sniggers from the rest, brought her head around. She pursed her lips. Maybe Matt wouldn't do it, but she didn't doubt for a moment that the cocky bunch on the fence would. In fact, she suspected there was nothing they'd enjoy more than seeing the old maid nanny from the city lying sprawled on the ground. She vowed she would  not give them that pleasure. 

"Hey! Why are you boys hanging around here?" Matt yelled. "Get off your butts and get to work. Seth, get the auger mounted on the tractor so we can set the fence posts for the new corral. 

Tanner, there's fencing that needs mending over in the south pasture. Deke and Slade, get done cutting those young bulls or they‟ll be mounting everything in sight." The men scattered, leaving Annie sitting alone on the fence. “You too, bucko. You've got a stall to muck out and hens to feed. And Skeeter's got more burrs in his coat than a dog's got fleas. Get on over there and brush him down or he'll get saddle sores. JT's waiting for you." He took the reins from the young cowboy. "I'll be taking over, Randy. Go help Slade with the auger." The young man strode off. 

Matt turned to Ruth. "You ready?" 



She looked at him with a start. "You mean, I really am supposed get on this horse?" 

“Unless you can think of another way to ride him." 

Ruth glared at him. "I told you I was willing to learn to ride and that I'm not afraid of horses, but I'm not willing to risk breaking my neck just to prove a point." 

Tiny lines gathered between Matt's brows. "You want to run that past me again?" 

“Which part do you find confusing?" 

“The whole damn thing. From what I make of it, you intend to master riding a horse without getting on." 

Ruth stabbed a finger in the direction of Dynamite. "Without getting on  that horse!" 

Matt snatched his hat off his head, mumbled a string of expletives under his breath and said, 

"I've met illogical females in my time, but you beat everything. Mind telling me what you have against this horse, or is it too complicated to explain." 

Ruth felt blood pumping through her veins. "For starters, his name!" 

“Well excuse me," Matt said, "but I don't match horse and rider by name. I match them by disposition. Seems I might have misjudged things this time though. Maybe I should put you up on old Judd instead." 

Ruth planted her hands on her hips and said in a low, impatient tone, "Is that what you think of me, that I'm ornerier than a mule with a burr under its blanket?" 

"You said it, not I. But it fits." 

She refused to take insults from an irritating, hotshot cowboy. "And maybe you should look in the mirror!" Her statement seemed to amuse him, which only served to infuriate her. Feeling her temper rise, she sucked in a deep, mind-clearing breath to quell another outburst. She hadn't come this far only to get herself fired the first day. "Look," she said, "I don't know how we got so far off track, but there must be a logical reason why that horse is named Dynamite. I assume it's not because of his gentle nature." 

A gleam came into Matt's eyes and the lines bracketing his mouth crinkled with his smile. 

"So that's what's got you worried." 

"Well?" 

He shrugged. "Because it takes about a keg of dynamite to get the lazy critter to move. He's also the horse Annie learned to ride on." 

Ruth felt heat climb up her face and knew she was beet red. "I guess I jumped to conclusions," she admitted, "but your hired hands seemed overly amused, and with the name Dynamite..." She shrugged. "I figured they'd lined the fence to watch the show." 

Matt looked at her soberly and said in a serious voice, "We don't play those kinds of games here, not with greenhorns, and not with seasoned riders." 

His heartfelt words stirred something inside Ruth, something deep, and elusive, and indefinable—a longing she couldn‟t quite grasp—and she found herself at a loss for words. As she held his gaze, the wind tossed a shock of hair across her forehead. Matt reached up to brush it aside then rested his hand on her shoulder. She stirred uneasily. She didn't like the warm feeling she got when Matt looked at her as he was, as though he cared. She also had the uneasy sense that the stakes had just gotten higher. She was living a lie for the sake of her daughter and she'd never felt more deceitful in her life. 

 Beware. Don't open your heart to him. If Annie is Beth, you'll have to take her away from him. If Annie isn't Beth, he'll be irrelevant... 

“Lighten up, Ruth," he said. "I see that little frown between your brows again." 

Ruth twisted from his grip. A tight feeling settled in her chest and it was with some effort that she said, "We'd better get on with my riding lesson." 

His smile faded, and the unspoken moment they'd shared vanished, as if it had never been. 

The spell broken, she looked up at the horse, then glanced around for something to stand on. 

Finding nothing, she braced her hands on her hips, and said, "There's no way I can get on this horse. He's too tall. I need something to stand on." 

Matt jammed his hat on his head. "If you're out riding and your horse dumps you on your backside," he said, irritated, "you'll either get back on or have a long walk home. Now, grab the horn, get your foot in the stirrup and swing up. Even Annie can do that." 

Ruth met his challenging eyes. Some day she'd tell him what she thought of the lot of them, that they were nothing more than the grown-up version of little boys playing cowboys. But for now, she was determined to somehow get herself up on the horse, just to show the cocky cowboy she could. Reaching up high, she managed to clamp onto the saddle horn, but after she'd braced her foot in the stirrup, when she attempted to haul herself up, she seemed stuck midway. 

"Geeze!" Big hands curved around her hips and Matt hoisted her up. "From here on out, you're on your own to mount your horse." 

As she settled against the saddle, she stiffened her spine and said, "Isn't there someone else who could teach me to ride? We don't work very well together." 

He gave a kind of grudging laugh, and replied, "You're right, I have a problem with helpless females. I'll send Randy to take over." 

Matt strode towards the stables in long, ground-eating strides. He couldn't remember when he'd met a more infuriating woman. And he knew damn well Ruth was anything but helpless. 

The odd thing was, he liked this spunky side of her. He liked the way her eyes flared when she was miffed, and the stubborn way she lifted her chin when confronting him. And when she pressed her lips in disapproval, all he wanted was to kiss them into soft submission. Nor had her shape escaped him—her nicely-rounded butt, her small waist, her high trim breasts. And he'd bet his last buck that the skin beneath her western-cut shirt and tight-fitting jeans was as soft as the muzzle of a newborn foal. 

She was also right about him teaching her to ride. They didn't work well together. Exactly what she did that made him short fused, he couldn't figure. He'd always prided himself on his tolerance and self-control when teaching a greenhorn to ride. 

He looked ahead and saw his newest hand. The kid had a nice way about him and was young enough to view Ruth as an older woman to be treated with respect. He was also about as skilled with horses as any wrangler he'd ever had. "Hey Randy," he called out... 


*** 

Several hours later, Ruth swung down from her horse like a seasoned rider. She slapped at her jeans, sending puffs of dust into the air. Though her butt was sore, her face sunburned, and she ached in places she hadn't known existed, she felt a gratifying sense of exhilaration with her newfound skill. Randy, unlike his intolerable boss, had the patience of Job. After having her spend the first ten minutes learning to mount and dismount, she was able to bend her leg, give a little hop, and be up on the horse with relative ease. And she'd learned terms like cinch and pommel and skirts, as well as most of the parts of the horse, though she still got the terms confused. Randy promised to write it all down, and she was determined to memorize it before her riding lesson the following day. What pleased her most was that after only a few rounds in the corral, she could stand in her stirrups while the horse ambled around the ring. And when the horse trotted, she remained square in the saddle... 

"Relax and use your stomach muscles to swing back and forth with the gaits," Randy told her. And he was right. It worked amazingly well. 

They'd spent the next four hours riding fence, though Ruth knew that Randy, on his own, would have covered far more territory than they had together. But he never let on. She'd also sat her mount while the horse waded knee-deep in water as they crossed the river. And although she'd hung onto the saddle horn for dear life when the horse lunged up the opposite embankment, she'd nevertheless, hung on. Randy laughed like he was enjoying the outing, and praised her skill as a beginner. He also assured her that before the four days were done, she'd be scaling the embankment without the aid of the saddle horn. 

And she was set on proving him right and Matt Kincaid wrong. 

A few minutes later, as she stood inside the barn while brushing Dynamite, a shadow fell across them. She looked up to find Matt's tall, broad-shouldered frame in the doorway. A big man with a commanding presence, he was here, she suspected, to pick up where they'd left off. 

She couldn't remember exactly where that was, but it made her annoyed. 

Matt pushed his Stetson back with one finger. "I see you made it back in one piece." 

Gripping the brush, Ruth began brushing in short, quick strokes. "Yes, thanks to Randy's patience and pleasant disposition." 

Matt ambled over to where she stood, and with an amused smile on his lips, said, "Honey, if you're trying to brush that horse bald you're going at it the right way." 

"I am not your honey," Ruth said. She'd had her fill of this sweet talking cowboy. The brush strokes became harder, faster. "Is there something you want," she snapped, "or are you just here to irritate me?" As soon as she said the words she knew she'd overstepped her bounds again. 

Matt was, after all, her boss. He also had a knack for bringing out the worst in her. 

A large calloused palm came around to cover her hand, stopping the frantic motion. 

"Simmer down, sweetheart, or you'll brush the coat right off the dang horse." 

Ruth tightened her mouth. Her objection to his hollow endearments didn't phase the man. 

She jerked her hand from under his and looked up to meet a pair of amused eyes and a cocky grin. "What's so funny?” 

A rowdy expression came in his eyes. "I don't think you really want to know." 

"I asked, didn't I?" 

"Suit yourself. I was enjoying the way your butt sashayed back and forth when you were brushing the bejesus out of that horse." 

Ruth stopped brushing momentarily, gave him a sharp look, and said, "I‟d appreciate it if you‟d save those kinds of remarks for Lorinda!" 

Matt arched a brow. "Who told you about her?" 

"I have my sources." 

Matt snickered. "Annie-Big-Mouth." 

"You're not exactly subtle around her," Ruth said. "Annie's very aware of your fascination with Lorinda's... attributes." 

Matt let out a short guffaw. "Every cowboy within spitting distance of Lorinda is fascinated with her attributes." 

Ruth moved to the other side of the horse to put some distance between them. Focusing on the brush in her hand, she said, "Well, your salivating over the woman is not a very good example to set. Annie will think that men are only interested in women as sex objects." 

"Annie's not into that right now." 

His self-assured comment riled Ruth. "You have no idea about the mind-set of a little girl. 

You and the rest of the bunch around here treat Annie like she was one of the boys. I doubt she‟s ever had her hair fixed with ribbons or even owns a dress. 

"Annie wouldn't wear a dress if she had one," Matt said. "And there'd be hell to pay if anyone tried to put ribbons in her hair." 

"How do you know? Have you ever tried?" 

Matt gave a cynical snort. "No, but you can have at it." 

"Fine, I will." Ruth realized she was frantically brushing the horse again and slowed her movements. She also made a firm vow to get Annie into a dress and put ribbons in her hair if it was the last thing she did. 

The barn darkened and Ruth turned to find Annie's small frame standing in the doorway. 

Annie pressed her hands beneath her eyes and pulled downward, distorting her features while sticking out her tongue. Ruth feigned a smile, but she couldn't shake the hurt she'd felt on seeing Annie's hostile, deliberately distorted face. If Annie was Beth, how could she feel such enmity towards a mother who'd loved her with all her heart? 

Unless she also felt betrayed by that same woman who disappeared from her life without saying goodbye. A woman Beth's soul would remember, even if Beth did not. Which might explain Annie's contentious behavior. But there was another side to the issue, a side Ruth found far more troubling than Annie's enmity. She was finding it hard to  like Annie. 

How could a mother feel anything but tenderness and heartfelt love for her own child? How could there be anything but a deep, soulful affinity? Still, there were moments when she'd wanted to take Annie by the shoulders and shake her, that she also longed to take her in her arms and hold her. And those were the moments she'd keep close to her heart, because to concede would be to fall back into the hopelessness that had marked her life for the past four years... 

Matt looked in the direction of Ruth's gaze and Annie's face fell back into normalcy. He motioned for Annie to join them. "Did you finish in the henhouse yet?" 

Annie shook her head. 

"Then get on back and finish your chores so you can take Ruth around and introduce her to the ranch dogs." 

"I don't want to show her the dogs." 

"Sorry pal, you don't have a choice." 

Annie rolled out her bottom lip in a pout and didn't budge. 

Matt folded his arms and peered down at her. "Tuck that slab of ham back in your mouth, and do as you're told." 

Annie pinned Ruth with dark, resentful eyes. "She keeps staring at me." 

Matt's gaze darted between the two females, coming to rest on Annie. "She's probably trying to figure you out," he said. "You're like a puzzle with missing pieces. Ruth has some of the pieces—she knows you're smart and have pretty brown eyes and a great pair of lungs. But she wants to know more. And frankly, kiddo, you haven't made it very easy on her. In fact, you've been a real pain in the butt." 

"I still don't like her." 

"Yeah, well, that's your problem." 

"Will you take me shooting if I do everything?" 

"You got a deal." He gave her a high five. 

"Yippee!" Annie slapped Matt's big palm with her little one and skipped merrily toward the chicken yard. 

Matt stared after her in amusement. "Manipulative little filly." He gave Ruth a lopsided smile. "She's also got her old man pegged. All she has to do is roll those big brown eyes at me and name her ticket." 

"And that ticket is going shooting." Ruth said in a cynical tone. "I assume she meant shooting guns, not pool, not that shooting pool would be any better." 

Matt shrugged. "Annie has a 22 rifle she got for her birthday. The boys chipped in and bought it for her and she's real proud of it. She's pretty good with it too," he added. 

Ruth glared at him. The idea of a six-year-old sporting a rifle, a girl no less, brought her temper rising just below the surface, whether that child was Annie or Beth. "Do you really think shooting a gun is appropriate for a little girl?" 

Matt's face sobered. "It is when she's out riding and a rattlesnake crosses her path." 

Ruth looked at him in alarm. "You have rattlesnakes here?" 

"Sure, the hills are crawling with them. It wouldn't hurt you to learn to shoot too." An amused glimmer came into his eyes. "In fact I'll teach you myself." 

"You forget, we don't work well together." 

"Yeah, well, we'll work on that because I‟ll be the one to teach you." 

The thought of standing with her back to Matt in the circle of his arms, and his hands on hers to steady her rifle, made Ruth's breath catch. It was with some effort that she dismissed the unnerving thought, and said, "I don't suppose it would make any difference if I told you I didn't want to shoot a rifle." 

"None at all." 

Resigned, Ruth returned to the issue of Annie. The man was hopelessly off track when it came to raising a daughter. He was also as oblivious as his men, she suspected, when it came to gifts for little girls. While returning to brushing the horse, she said, "What did you get Annie for her birthday?” 

"A new saddle," Matt replied. 

Annoyed, Ruth said, "Hasn't anyone around here ever thought of giving her jewelry or pretty dresses, or maybe a doll house for her Barbies?" 

"Dresses and doll houses for Annie?" Matt smiled then, a warm, comfortable smile that had the odd effect of triggering a dull, hard thumping in Ruth's chest. "Knowing Annie, she'd rather have a toy barn and horses for her Kens. And let‟s just slow that brush down…" He placed his hand over Ruth's, and this time she didn‟t pull away. The warmth of his hand moving with hers invoked a bizarre sense of longing that was as strong as it was unexpected. She glanced up at him. "Still, I want to get her something pretty." 

His hand still covering hers, Matt stopped the movement of the brush, peered down at her with eyes that shone as if each possessed its own little sun, and said in a quiet, soulful voice, "I'm glad you've come to us, Ruthie girl. This place needs a woman's touch." 

For a moment, Ruth couldn't breathe, or speak. All she could do was look up at him, while a silent little voice in her head said,  Don't do this to me. Don't smile your crooked smile and look at me with eyes that make my heart flutter.... 

Wariness settled inside her. Something insidious and unwanted was stealing into her existence, directing her mind to oppose her will. Whatever it was, she didn't like it. 

Matt lifted his hand from hers and stroked her bottom lip with the pad of his thumb. "So serious. Give me a smile. Show me those dimples you keep hidden beneath a frown." 

Ruth offered a smile, but it quivered and flattened. And the pleasure she‟d felt was replaced by the terrible awareness that she was becoming attracted to the man who might have kidnapped her daughter. She'd heard it could happen, a victim drawn into a kind of perverse bond with her perpetrator. She'd guard against that. Matt was merely a means to an end. Nothing more. 



*** 

That evening, while Matt and Annie were occupied with their bedtime story-telling shenanigans, as Matt laughingly referred to it, Ruth stood on the porch, contemplating her day. It had not gone as she had planned or wanted. She'd intended to endear the child and dislike the man, but that's not the way it turned out. As untouchable as Annie had been, Matt had been the opposite. After their encounter in the barn, he'd shown her around the place, and during that time he frequently touched her—his palm at the small of her back or beneath her elbow as they walked, his finger pushing a wisp of hair from her forehead or brushing a smidgeon of dust from her cheek, his hand grasping her arm to pull her out of the way of a frolicking dog. He'd treated her as if she were special, someone who, in some way she could not hope to understand, made a difference in his life. She wanted to think the worst of him, but couldn't. 

An unfamiliar sensation began to well in the area of her solar plexus, a mixture of uncertainty and anticipation and elation. She breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of horses and warm earth and night blossoms, and the feeling began to subside. Perhaps it had only been a touch of fatigue. It had been a long day. 

A small, insistent voice inside her said,  No, Ruth, it's not fatigue, nor has it been a long day, and you know it.  But she dismissed the voice and concentrated instead on the bright moon peeking from behind gauzy clouds while weaving a gossamer web of ethereal light and shadows on everything it touched. The night was filled with a chorus of sounds—the hooty, hoot, hoot of an owl, the winsome flute-song of a night bird, the ceaseless drone of frogs at the pond, the cacophony blending with the whirring of crickets and the far-off laughter of the men in the bunkhouse. But gradually, all the sounds seemed to grow faint, until not a leaf moved, not an insect stirred. The very air seemed to hang motionless. But while the sounds around her faded, the sensation of being watched grew, until it was so strong, tiny hairs on the back of her neck began to tingle. Nervously she turned. And stilled. 

Matt, standing in a pool of ochre light beneath the porch fixture, watched her solemnly. The directness of his gaze was like an intimate touch, the powerful awareness of his physical presence making her feel at once disarmed and vulnerable and desirable. For a moment, she basked in the notion that life could again be fulfilling. She imagined how it might have been in another time and another place when she'd still clung to a young girl's dreams—the stranger across a room, a discreet glance, an engaging smile, an unspoken promise of love, and she'd walk into his open arms.... 

Warm tears filled her eyes, tears of longing for something she dared not wish, for fanciful notions and impossible dreams and wanting a man she could not love. But when Beth was taken from her, it was as if all capacity to love had died. There were no words to describe the shock, the anger, the terrible emptiness that would not go away... 

A tear slipped down her cheek, and another, and before she could react, Matt closed the gap between them and stood before her. Peering down at her, he cradled her face in his palms and brushed the tears away with the pads of his thumbs. "What is it, Ruth? What are you holding inside?" 

Her throat felt scratchy and raw, and she had to swallow before words could come. "It's nothing," she said. "I was just feeling melancholy... homesick, I suppose." 

"What I saw goes deeper. Was it a man?" 

Ruth nodded. A small lie. But there was no way she could tell Matt the truth. Everything about her life at the moment was a lie, her name, her contrived background, her reason for being there. The only truth was that someone had stolen Beth from her and that someone could be Matt. Another tear rolled down her cheek... and another... 

"Come here." Matt took her in his arms and held her against the firm wall of his chest, and she didn't try to break free. She couldn't. If she did, she knew her knees would buckle. It felt so good to be held, to hear the beat of another human heart close to her own, to forget that there existed a universe beyond the microcosm where she now stood. "Is that why you wore shapeless clothes, so you wouldn't attract a man ?" he said against the top of her head, his deep voice seeming to resonate through her. 

Ruth sniffled, inhaling the musky scent of him, of horse and smoke and leather. "You think my clothes were shapeless?" she said, because she couldn't think of anything else, finding his nearness disconcerting. 

His arms tightened protectively around her. "Only the clothes,” he replied, “because what I'm holding is definitely not shapeless. When I first saw you I had no way of knowing you had a small waist and nice hips and other curves that would turn any man's head." 

"I'm not interested in catching a man," she said, bracing her hands against his chest. “Right now, my only goal is to be the best nanny I can be and to win over Annie. And I'm sorry about what just happened. Sometimes I get a little emotional, but it doesn't last long." 

Matt curved a finger beneath her chin and lifted, forcing her to look at him. Regarding her with a directness that was unsettling, he said, "You don't need to be sorry, Ruth, or feel ashamed with me. Not now. Not ever. Trust me. I'm your friend." 

A dolorous pain gathered in the back of her throat, and for several seconds she was aware of nothing around her but the erratic beating of her heart, and the tightness in her chest, and the earnest brown eyes that seemed to be peering into her soul, sincere eyes that asked nothing of her but her trust...  Her trust in the man who might have taken Beth. "I can't... I mean...." 

"You can't what? Trust me?" 

"No.... Yes.... That is...." Noises swarmed around her then—wind rustling through leaves, thorns scraping against windows, muffled voices in the bunkhouse.... 

Abruptly, she backed out of his arms. "I really have to... get to bed. You see... I'm very tired." She slipped past him and dashed into the house, vowing not to let him touch her again. 

His nearness stripped her mind of all logic and her body of all defenses. 

 Trust me. I'm your friend. The words lingered… 

 No, she reaffirmed later that night as she peered out the bedroom window at the eerie crisscrossing of fences bathed in moonlight. She would not trust him. Nor would she have silly thoughts of walking into his arms. She would also forget how giddy it made her feel when he winked at her, or how his smile made her heart flutter, or how secure she'd felt in the circle of his arms, the beat of his heart in cadence with her own. She would forget it all. Yes. All of it.  In fact, she had done so already. 





CHAPTER THREE 

 "...feeling a little melancholy... not interested in catching a man... sometimes get a little emotional... doesn't last long...."  Ruth's words kept whispering to Matt in the dusky twilight of the barn, her face coming between him and the tin of saddle soap and the soap-laden rag he was busily daubing at his saddle, not because his saddle needed soaping, but because he was trying to rid himself of restless energy. 

He breathed in the crisp morning air heavy with the musky odor of hay and grain and aged barn boards, and for the umpteenth time, tried to decide what it was about Ruth that shattered his defenses and wrapped itself around his heart. He'd been trying all morning to figure it out, and all morning the elusive thing had evaded him. He'd run the gamut from believing it was innate male helplessness when confronted with irrational female tears, to Ruth's simple acknowledgement that she was crying over a man. Whatever it was that laid his heart bare, it came at him silently and stealthily, like a shadow moving in the night. It happened on the porch, during the eerie silence when Ruth turned and saw him watching. In that spellbound moment he'd heard her unspoken promise, and saw the smile she hadn't smiled, and felt her warm in his embrace. And when her eyes filled with tears and he took her in his arms and heard her soft sobs, and felt the beating of her heart beneath his, the elusive thing closed around his heart and refused to let go. 

Hearing footsteps, he looked up to find Seth, whose eyes shifted between the saddle and the rag in his hand. "Didn't you soap that saddle yesterday?" Seth asked, perplexed. 

"Might have." Putting muscle into the job, Matt continued soaping the saddle, while wishing Seth would leave. Solitude was what he wanted, a time to sort through his feelings and try to make sense of them. All his life he'd prided himself on his ability to take control of things, make order out of chaos, rid his mind of the extraneous and focus on the relevant. But for the first time in hell-and-gone he felt that control slipping. 

Seth leaned a shoulder against the wall and folded his arms. "Keeping a respectable distance from the new nanny?" 

Without looking up, Matt said, "What's it to you?” 

"Nothing," Seth replied, "but when you left her in the corral with Dynamite yesterday, she looked mad enough to spit." 

In his mind‟s eye, Matt confronted a pair of angry hazel eyes with dilated pupils, a snug-fitting shirt clinging to every female curve as Ruth's chest rose and fell in agitation, a rapid pulse throbbing in her throat. "She was." 

"What did you do? Proposition her?" 

Matt jammed the cloth against the saddle. "Find something else to do because right now you‟re irritating the hell out of me," he said scrubbing with short, choppy movements. 

"Geeze, you're pricklier than a horny toad," Seth said. "Or maybe you're just hot for a lady who sleeps with her legs crossed." 

"Stop being a horse‟s ass," Matt said in a dry tone. 

Seth gave him a sidelong glance. "You aren't, are you? Hot for the lady?" 

"If I was, pal, you'd be the last to know." He moved around to the opposite side of the saddle, presenting his back to Seth. 

"She's not exactly like you described," Seth's words came from behind. "Fact is, she comes across as anything but a sexless old maid. You're loosing your touch, boss. You're usually pretty good at sizing up women but this time you were dead wrong." 

Matt couldn't refute it. Ruth had seemed like a sexless old maid at first. But when she walked into the kitchen and took him by surprise, with her flushed face and tight-fitting shirt, and hip-hugging jeans, he couldn't deny, she'd made him more aware of the woman than the priggish nanny he'd thought her to be. He cocked a brow. "She's Annie's nanny, that's all. I feel nothing for her but a hell of a lot of gratitude." 

 And affection and tenderness and protection…. 

A strange and perplexing conundrum of feelings. What he couldn't figure out was the totally illogical reason why he should feel anything at all for a woman he'd only just met. Or why he couldn't shake her from his mind, no matter how hard he tried. 

"And Annie? How does she like her new nanny?" Seth asked. 

Matt let out a short, ironic laugh. "You know Annie. With her it's always a rocky start. But she'll come around with Ruth. Fact is, I'd bet my last buck Annie's already starting to cozy up to her..." 


*** 

 “Annie stop it!"  Ruth grabbed the dresser drawer before Annie could dump everything on the floor to join the contents of two other drawers. Annie had been testing her all morning, and Ruth was through cajoling and conceding. 

"It's my room," Annie scoffed, "and I can do whatever I want in it." 

"Oh no, you can't!" Ruth shoved the drawer shut and stood in front of the dresser. 

"Yes I can!" Annie climbed onto the bed and started jumping up and down. 

“Stop it this instant!” Ruth said. “You'll fall." But when she reached for Annie, Annie jumped down and raced to the drawer and yanked it open again. 

Cursing under her breath, Ruth shut the drawer while Annie was pulling clothes out, trapping a shirt. "It took me thirty minutes to put this room together and I'm not going to let you trash it in five! Now pick up those clothes and put them back in the drawer!" 

"No!" Annie braced her hands on her hips. "And you can't say you'll pull off the Kens' heads either because I hid the Kens where you'll never, ever find them. So there." 

"Annie, I'm not going to put up with this. Now, I'm going to count, and when I get to ten, I'll expect your clothes to be put away. One... two... three... four...." 

In a sing-song voice, Annie said, while springing up and down on the bed, "I'm not going to pick them up and you can't make me, ha ha ha,.. ha ha ha." 

"No, I suppose I can't," Ruth said. "But I don't have to keep picking them up either." She turned, unlatched the window and raised it wide open. 

Annie stopped jumping and eyed her, dubiously. "What are you gonna do?" 

"This." Ruth scooped up an armful of clothes off the floor and heaved them out the window. 

They fell to the yard below. She followed with another armful, and another. 

Annie shrugged. "Daddy‟ll be real mad at you for throwing my clothes away." 

"We'll see." 

Annie gave a little sniff of disgust, then went to her toy box, and started tossing out toys. 

"Oh, no you don't!" Ruth cried. "Put those back!" 

Annie ignored her, continuing to launch toys into the air. Ruth positioned herself between Annie and the toy box. Bracing her hands on her hips, she said, "Fine. If that's the way you want it—" She scooped up the toys and tossed them back into the toy box then dragged the box out of the room and into the hallway. 

"Where are you taking my toys?" Annie called after her. 

"Out to the pickup," Ruth yelled back. "Since you don't give a hoot about them, maybe the poor kids in town will. This way, you won't have to pick them up and neither will I." Ruth dragged the toy box along the hallway, bumped it down the stairs, pushed it out the front door, tugged it across the porch and down the front walkway, then dumped the contents into the bed of the pickup truck. She hauled the toy box back up to Annie's room, where she found Annie peering out the window in disbelief. 

Ruth dusted her hands together. "If you decide you want your things back, you may go down and get them and put them where they belong. But if you don't, it makes no difference to me." 

She marched out of Annie's room and into her own room, shutting the door with more force than she'd intended. She stood at the window, peering down at the scattering of clothes below and the pile of toys in the back of the pickup, frustration and anger stinging her eyes. She'd behaved no better than Annie. But Annie was only six. Maybe she should go down and pick it all up... 

 Stand firm and don't let her bully you...  Matt's own words . 

The whole, stressful episode had been a combination of noncompliance on Annie's part and nerves on hers.  You're just tired and edgy... Of course she was tired and edgy. She'd spent half the night reliving her intimate encounter with Matt on the porch. Matt had looked at her with a directness that was as unsettling as it had been provocative, and she knew, as surely as she knew the sun would rise at dawn, that if he'd tried to kiss her out there on the porch, beneath the golden light, while he held her in his arms, she would have let him... 

Her jaws clenched. Stupid, idiotic, fool of a women. She was here in this isolated valley, cut off from the town but for a long, bumpy, dusty road, because the man who'd employed her as nanny might have stolen her child. A man who insisted his daughter be home schooled for reasons that made no sense, unless he was hiding something that Annie might reveal. And she must not lose sight of her objective, which was to figure out a way to get to town to order the DNA testing kits and have them delivered to her at the ranch without anyone knowing. In the meantime, she needed to confirm that Annie was adopted and then find her birth certificate. 

She stopped her restless pacing and stared at the closed door to the hallway. Maybe she could glean information from Edith, while also learning something about handling one unruly little girl. Stepping into the hallway, she peeked in on Annie and found her sitting in the middle of the bed, her face a combination of perplexity and deviousness. Deciding to hold firm about the clothes and toys, she headed downstairs to the kitchen. 

She found Edith standing over a cutting board, a paring knife in her hand. Edith glanced back at her and smiled. "I saw the boys lining the fence yesterday like a rodeo was about to begin, and when I learned you were what they were carrying on about, I had a notion to go out there and whip the lot of them," she said, while slicing a spiral of skin off a potato. "But don't pay them no mind. They're nothing more than a bunch of overgrown boys." 

"You're right about that," Ruth said. "Matt tells me JT and Tanner are your sons." 

Edith's flashed a bright smile. "Yep. They may be too big to smack with a willow stick," she said, shaking the knife, "but they're not too big for a tongue lashing." 

Ruth chuckled. "I'm sorry you didn't do that yesterday. I would have enjoyed it." 

Edith quartered the potato and dumped the chunks into a big enameled pot of water on the stove, then reached for another potato. "When my boys were little," she said, paring out a potato eye, "they were about the sweetest pair I ever laid eyes on. My heart near burst with love. Then they grew and got headstrong and mouthy, and my heart still burst with love, but there were times when I didn't like them." Her hand paused, and she looked up, eyes contemplative. " Funny how that is, a mama loving, but not liking, her boys." 

Edith's words were like an awakening, lifting something weighty from Ruth's mind. Could she possibly love Annie, her own little Beth, and not like her? Could the sweet little toddler who had cuddled in her lap and pressed her tiny hand to her cheek and said, "Wuv voo," have become a mouthy six-year-old with a mind of her own? A child she could love with all her heart, but not always like? It was a curiously gratifying notion, one she desperately wanted to embrace. 

Hearing footsteps, she looked toward the hallway between and saw Annie scurrying past, arms filled with clothes and toys. Ruth bit back a smile. She shouldn't gloat, but it was almost impossible to suppress the mirth that bubbled up inside with her minor victory. However, while Annie was busy retrieving her things, it would be a good time to glean from the Edith a few facts about Annie's past. Trying not to sound as if she were prying, she said, offhandedly, "Annie really seems to adore her father, and there's no doubt she's the light in her daddy's eye." 

Edith looked up and smiled. "She is that, the light in her daddy's eye. As far as he's concerned the sun rises and sets on Annie. They're like two peas in a pod." 

"Does Annie have friends to play with around here?" Ruth asked, wanting to lead into a discussion about home schooling, and Matt's reason to do so. 

"There are one or two kids down the road a ways," Edith replied, "but she doesn't see them very often. Still, she's about the busiest little person I know." 

"Yes, she does seem that way," Ruth said. "If there are children down the road, doesn't the school bus come out this way?" 

"Oh sure. It turns around at the entrance to the Kincaid." 

Ruth pondered that for a few moments before commenting, "Mr. Kincaid mentioned that Annie would be homeschooled. Wouldn't it be better for her to be where there are kids her age to interact with? She's so isolated here." 

Edith's brows gathered as she replied, "I mentioned that to Mr. Kincaid, but he's set on keeping her here, and it's not my place to question his decision. Quite a few folks around here home school, so it's not so unusual in ranch country." 

Ruth made a mental note to pass that on to Bill the first chance she could get word to him. 

But the issue of home schooling was one small piece to the puzzle. After a few moments she asked, "What caused the breakup of the marriage?" 

"Don't rightly know," Edith said. "Mr. Kincaid never talks about it." Giving a little shrug, she added, "I've always thought it had something to do with adopting Annie." 

Ruth stared at Edith unblinking, heart pounding, mind racing. Then in a voice barely audible, she said, "Annie is... adopted?" 

Edith nodded. "Mrs. Kincaid couldn't have children. At least that's what she claimed. But I figured she didn't want any, her wanting a singing career and all. It wouldn't have surprised me if she was on birth control pills, all the while acting like she was crying over not being able to have a child. Mr. Kincaid was real broken up too, got the notion that adopting would fix the marriage. 

Then one day he just showed up with Annie..." 

Although Edith continued talking, Ruth heard nothing after the words,  just showed up with Annie....  Images of Matt snatching Beth whirled in her head. Surely he wouldn't steal a child. But it made no difference in the scheme of things whether Matt took Beth himself, or got her through a black-market agency, he was harboring a child who wasn't his. But, by whatever means he came to have Annie, it was a heady reminder of how powerful the Kincaid family was... 

"You okay?" Edith's words jarred Ruth. 

She looked up, then realized her eyes had been closed and her fingers pressed to her temples. She quickly composed herself. The fact was, there was no proof  that Matt was harboring a child that wasn't his, because there was no proof that Annie was Beth. But what was just is troubling was that even though Annie might not be Matt's biological daughter, regardless of the means by which he'd come to have her, he was the father of Annie's heart. 

Aware that Edith was waiting for a response, she said, "Oh... uh... yes. I was just distracted. 

You were saying something about Mr. Kincaid showing up with Annie. Didn‟t he and his wife have to go through some sort of adoption process?” 

“I suppose they did," Edith replied, "but I'd been away a couple of months, taking care of my sick mother, so I didn't get in on the details. But Mr. Kincaid was sure excited about having a little one.” She let out a snicker. "Everyone around here was tickled... Mr. Kincaid fusing over a baby like that. But he didn't pay them no mind. He had his little daughter and she had her daddy and the pair of them took to each other like they were true blood kin. But, then, the boys took to her too, like they were all uncles. It was the darndest thing I ever saw, the bunch of them cooing and carrying on like that." Edith smiled at what were obviously fond memories. 

But Edith's memories only served to underscore the hollowness of those missing years and the knowledge that while Matt's world was filled with the joy a child brings to one's life, she was going through hell, stripped of all the joys she'd ever known, devastated by the loss, her entire being filled with uncertainties and unspeakable fears. Dragging her thoughts back to the issue of the adoption, she said to Edith, “Did Mr. Kincaid say where he got Annie?" 

Edith shrugged and glanced over her shoulder at Ruth. "One of those adoption agencies where unmarried girls go, I suppose." 

"Then Annie's natural mother didn't die?" she asked. 

"No. According to Mr. Kincaid, the woman just up and gave Annie away. Don't know how a mother can do that, no matter what the reason." 

Ruth fought the urge to defend herself, to yell for all to hear that she did not give her daughter up, that her daughter had been stolen from her. Instead, she said, in a tightly controlled voice, "Does Annie know she's adopted?" 

Edith chuckled. "Oh sure. Mr. Kincaid told her as soon as she was able to understand." 

"What did he tell her, about her real mother, that is?" 

"Nothing much, only that she didn't have any money, so she gave Annie up to someone with money who could raise her and give her lots of nice things. It doesn't bother Annie none though. 

She has her daddy and that's all she wants." 

“They do seem to have a special relationship,” Ruth agreed. Determined to ferret out of Edith as much information as she could, while she had the chance, she said, “Mr. Kincaid mentioned that his ex-wife never sees Annie. I find that strange.” Edith let out a short, cynical snort. "Mrs. Kincaid never took to mothering. All she wanted was to make it big in Nashville. Scarcely more than a year after they got Annie, she walked out on the two of them to take up with some country and western boys. Finally made it to the Grand Ole Opry and her career took off from there. Didn't surprise us though. She had one of those low husky voices that makes men sit back and take note. Mr. Kincaid liked her singing too, but that's not all he liked. She had a pair o' jugs on her like Dolly Parton. Knew how to use them to get men looking too." Edith chuckled. "I imagine that's what first caught Mr. Kincaid's eye.” And in Matt's eyes you, Ruth Sinclair, are a flatchested old maid who sleeps with her legs crossed.  A silly, foolish woman who‟d spent a fitful night fantasizing about a man whose nature it was to charm the pants off women, though she doubted he was aware he was doing it. But Edith's description of Matt's ex-wife, along with Annie‟s account of Lorinda, left no doubt in Ruth‟s mind the kind of woman that attracted Matt. And it was obviously not for their brains. It was also the catalyst she needed to harden her heart against cushy, obtuse—yes, that was a good use of the word—obtuse feelings about him. 



With a new sense of emotional detachment from the man, and steadfast resolve to get some answers, she drew in a steadying breath and braced herself for the answer to the next question, which could be the deciding factor whether she stayed on as nanny, or left to continue the search for Beth. "How old was Annie when Mr. Kincaid adopted her?" she asked. If Annie had been newborn, Beth was still out there somewhere. 

"She wasn't yet two. I think maybe around twenty months." 

A pain shot through Ruth‟s heart as if it had been pierced. Annie had already turned two when she was taken. But the scar, and the face on the computerized photo....  Annie  had to be Beth. But how could she be if Matt adopted her before she was two? 

 Black-market adoption... bogus birth certificate.... Bill's words. He'd said the date on the fake birth certificate would be different. 

Before she could ask if Annie had been large for her age, Edith said, “I have the photo Mr. 

Kincaid sent me of Annie‟s second birthday. I was visiting my mother at the time. I'll get it." She wiped her hands on her apron and left the room, then returned with a framed photo, which she offered to Ruth. "Annie wasn't very happy about celebrating." 

Ruth took the photo from Edith, prepared to look at a picture of Beth as a toddler, one photograph that would settle things once and for all. But what she saw was a red-faced, squinty-eyed child with chocolate icing smeared across her face, screaming at the top of her lungs. There was no way of knowing if it was Beth. 

"Turn it over," Edith said. "Mr. Kincaid wrote something on back." 

Ruth turned the photo and read the words scrawled across the cardboard backing:  This is our sweet little Annie on her 2nd birthday. Typical woman, thinks she's already over the hill. She's got a hell of a pair of lungs though... 

Ruth set the framed photo on the table. 

Edith snickered. "Doesn't that sound like Mr. Kincaid?" 

"Doesn't what sound like me?" Matt strolled into the room, a small cowboy shirt in one hand, a stuffed pig wearing cowboy boots and chaps in the other. 

Edith replied, "What you wrote about Annie." 

Matt tucked the stuffed pig under his arm and picked up the photo. "Annie-Big-Mouth," he said, with affection. The memory of that day filled him with warmth. And misgiving. Warmth, because after that he was able to hold Annie without her crying. In fact, she fell asleep in his arms. And he fell in love with the kid. Hopelessly, irrevocably... 

And misgiving, because for the first time since the hasty adoption, he'd realized his pride and stubbornness could ultimately cause him to lose her, a weight he'd continue to carry on his shoulders until Annie was eighteen. 

He glanced at Ruth and saw her staring at him, intently. Forcing a smile, he said, "Annie was screaming her head off because she couldn't shove her little hand into the cake until after I took the picture. Obviously she won the battle." He set the photo down. "And speaking of Annie-Big-Mouth—" he held up the pig "—were you being creative, or was Annie being a pain in the butt again?" 

Ruth shrugged. "Annie wouldn't pick up her things," she clipped. 

Matt tossed the pig and shirt aside and pulled out a chair. “Want to tell me about it?" He flipped the chair around, straddled it, folded his arms across its back and waited for Ruth's response. When she said nothing, he added, "Obviously she was a pain in the butt, so maybe we can find some humor in what happened." 

“Fine then," Ruth said. "Annie dumped her clothes all over the floor right after I‟d straightened her dresser, so I threw them out the window, and when she started throwing toys all over the room, I tossed them into the toy box, dragged it outside, and dumped it in the back of the pickup. Try and find humor in that." She continued to hold his gaze, daring him to challenge her, Matt realized. Which he wouldn't. Her actions with Annie were about as innovative as he could imagine. He'd never have thought to do that himself. 

He studied Ruth at length, trying to figure out what it was about her he found so captivating now, and why he had initially thought her so plain. Something to do with the eyes, sparkling green eyes that held a myriad of ambiguous emotions. Eyes holding yet another light. Not a friendly one, he noted, but a fascinating one, a light that shone with a blue-green flare, like a tiny cold flame. Impulsively, he reached across the table and squeezed her hand. He felt it stiffen before she tugged it free. "Sorry Annie gave you a bad time," he said, flatly. 

She let out a short, ironic laugh. "We got through it." Then she compressed her mouth in a harsh line and folded her arms across her chest. 

He eyed the pearl snaps on the pockets of her western-cut shirt, rising and falling above her folded arms with each rapid breath. She wasn't stacked like Jody, yet, her trim figure made Jody's buxom one seem less desirable by comparison. 

"Is there something wrong?" she clipped. 

He looked up, aware that he'd been staring pointedly, and said, “I was just thinking that the shirt makes you look less like a city girl and more like you belong on the Kincaid.” 

“Fine,” she snapped. “Then I take it you have no problem with the way I handled Annie.” Clearly a challenge, not a question. 

Determined to mollify her testy demeanor, he said, "I think it was brilliant. And I can say with certainty that you made progress with her, though it might take a few days for it to show.” She smiled then, and said, “Do you really think so?” 

“Absolutely.” 

She unfolded her arms and looked toward the hallway. “Maybe I should help her bring in the rest of her things. There was quite a pile." 

"Not anymore," Matt said. "The shirt and Miss Piggy were all that was left when I followed Annie into the house. Her arms were crammed with stuff. I think the little scrapper's met her match.” He winked. “Congratulations, nanny girl. You done well." 

Ruth's face took on the flush he'd come to know each time he complimented her, and she rewarded him with a smile that brought the two little dimples out of hiding. It was one of those rare occasions when her smile reached her eyes, lighting up her face. And for the moment, he forgot how clever she'd been with Annie, and how subdued Annie had been toting in her toys and clothes, and how enticing the pearl snaps had seemed. All he was aware of was Ruth‟s 

"…beautiful eyes," he said, impulsively. 

Ruth‟s smile withered and her pupils dilated. And he wished he'd learn to keep his mouth shut, at least with Ruth. But, whenever he could coax from her that appealing smile with its little dimples, and see the smile move up to light her eyes, he wanted to give her reason to do so. "I'm glad things are coming together with you two," he said. "But I never had doubt." He shifted his gaze when he saw movement and found Annie staring at them from the hallway. He shoved his chair back for her to climb onto his lap, but she walked over to Ruth instead, and said, matter-of-factly, "I can read." 

At first Ruth didn't reply, and Matt hoped it wasn't because she was still mad at Annie. That would undo everything Ruth had accomplished. But then, Ruth blinked several times, and said, 

"Really? Who taught you?" 



"Daddy. Would you like me to read to you?" 

Ruth smiled. "I'd like that very much." 

Annie scampered off, and a few moments later, returned with  The Cat in the Hat. She handed the book to Ruth and leaned heavily against her. But before Annie started to read, Ruth hefted Annie onto her lap. Annie settled against Ruth, placed her small hands over Ruth‟s bigger ones as Ruth held the book, and began to read, slowly and deliberately, "The... sun... did... not... 

shine... it... was... too... wet... to... play... so... we... sat... in... the... house... all... that... cold... 

cold... wet... day..." 

Matt watched with amusement and pride as Annie read, eyes narrowed in concentration, her small mouth enunciating each word. But when he looked at Ruth and saw her wistful face—eyes shimmering like ice in the sun, golden lashes spiked with tears—the elusive thing that had closed around his heart squeezed tighter. And he sensed that the course of his life had just been subtly, but irrevocably, altered. 


*** 

From her perch on the fence, Ruth watched Annie twirl a lasso in a wide circle and launch it toward a fence post. The circle collapsed, missing its target. Annie collected the rope and returned to her position by the fence. “You need to loosen up, baby,” Matt said. “We‟ll try it together." Matt stepped behind Annie, and with his arms curved around her, arranged her fingers around the rope. Then he jiggled her elbow, and said, “Don‟t tense up, keep your arm loose. And this time be sure to let your arm follow through." He twirled his hand along with hers and together they sent the rope flying through the air, looping it squarely over the fence post. 

“Good,” Matt said. “Now try it again by yourself.” He retrieved the rope and handed it to Annie, then leaned against the fence where Ruth sat watching. 

Chewing on her bottom lip, brows drawn in concentration, Annie twirled the rope in a wide arc and sent it flying. It missed the target and flopped to the ground. Matt called to her, “That‟s better, but you‟re still tensing up before the throw." He collected the rope. “Here, let me show you, and this time watch my wrist and elbow.” Effortlessly, he twirled the lasso and looped it around the fence post. He winked at Annie. “If that post was a young bull he‟d be down and squalling his head off. Keep practicing and you'll get it. With roping, it takes lots of practice.” He started to walk away, but Annie rushed after him and caught him by the arm. “Don‟t go yet, Daddy. Show me how to do it again.” 

“You‟re doing fine, honey. You just need practice. Besides, Uncle Brad‟s flying in from Portland this afternoon and I have to let Edith know.” 

“What about Ruth? Aren‟t you gonna teach her?” Annie smiled at Ruth, and Ruth smiled back. During the past week she and Annie had come to an unspoken agreement. She wouldn‟t tread on Annie‟s Daddy‟s territory and everything would be fine. 

Matt looked at Ruth and his mouth curved slightly. 

Ruth jumped down from her perch on the fence. “No thanks," she said. "Riding a horse is one thing. Roping is another." She definitely did not want to deal with the proximity involved in Matt giving her rope throwing lessons. 

Matt collected the rope, and while wrapping it into a coil, started walking toward her. 

“Annie‟s right,” he said, closing the gap between them. “Who knows when you might be out on the range and have to rope a critter of some kind.” 

“Yes... well... I don't plan to be out on the range, and I‟d rather not—“ 

“Just remember what I told Annie,” he said, ignoring her appeal. “It‟s all in the wrist.” Before she could protest further, he was around behind her, his chest against her back, his arms encircling her. “Raise your hands,” he said over the top of her head. She could barely compute what he was telling her, his nearness so unsettling. “Your hands, honey,” he said. “You can‟t throw a rope by remote control.” 

Ruth raised her hands and he placed the coil in her right hand and tucked the tail of the rope in her left. To her shock, he bent down, and with his lips brushing against her ear, said in the deepest whisper she'd ever heard, “Just relax, sweetheart, and we‟ll throw it together a few times.” His large hand encircling hers, he started twirling the rope with her. It wasn‟t until the loop swung free and landed over the fence post that she realized his other hand was around her ribcage. “Good throw,” he said, his lips a breath away from her cheek. “Now, we‟ll try it again.” She didn‟t respond. All she was aware of was the feel of his palm snug against her ribs and his muscular chest hard against her back, and the tingle of his breath wafting against her temple. 

What finally snapped her out of her daze was Annie‟s giggles. 

“Daddy, you should see Ruth‟s face. It‟s as red as a baboon‟s butt.” Matt slackened his hold, and Ruth snatched the chance to duck out of the circle of his arms. 

But when she started to walk away, his hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. She turned and waited for him to speak. He winked at her, and said, “Annie‟s right. You‟ve got some color to your cheeks Ruthie girl. It suits you.” 

Ruth pulled her hand from his grip and glared at him. Her cheeks prickled with heat as she said, “I can‟t imagine you'd teach men to rope like you did me.” 

“Yeah, well, maybe not," Matt said, "but it‟s not as much fun either.” As she walked away, he called after her, “Be down for dinner a few minutes early so you can meet my brother, Brad.” Ruth waved him off and headed for the house, disturbed by the host of feelings rushing through her. It was as if his nearness heightened her senses, his touch awakening every nerve beneath the surface of her skin, his breath filling her nostrils with his musky male essence, his voice resonating through every filament in her body, until she felt as if he were her twin soul... 

Her twin soul from hell, she reminded herself. The Devil disguised himself in many ways, she'd learned in Sunday School so many years ago. He'd temp, and tease, and toy with you and bring you to his will. How easily the Devil could manipulate her. Here was a man who might have kidnapped her daughter, and every time he was near, she lost all sense of reality. And the reality was, she had work to do here, and she would not be led astray by Matt Kincaid again. 


*** 

Shortly before dinner, Ruth toyed with the idea of begging off. The roping incident was still fresh in her mind, her strong reaction to Matt too unsettling. But, deciding that he'd come looking for her if she didn't show up, she grudgingly went to join him and his brother in the living room. 

As Matt made introductions, his brother eyed Ruth with a scrutiny that made her want to shrink away, and said, "Have we met? You look familiar. I'm thinking maybe our paths crossed in Portland at some time." 

Ruth looked at Brad Kincaid with apprehension. Would he be the chink in her armor, the one who would expose her? Yet, she was certain she‟d never met the man before. “I have one of those generic faces," she said. "I‟m told all the time I look like someone‟s aunt or sister.” Edith called them to dinner then, and Ruth was thankful for the commotion the men brought to the table, if only to keep Matt‟s brother occupied. And when a succulent pork roast with all the trimmings was set down, Brad Kincaid began eating with gusto, and it appeared that the incident was forgotten. But later, when she was about to leave the room, he looked steadily at her again, and said, "I'm certain I've seen you somewhere. I'm good with faces, and yours is very familiar. 

If we‟ve met, it will eventually come to me." 



Ruth knew, with certainty, that she had never met Brad Kincaid. Although he didn‟t have Matt‟s tall frame and rugged good looks, he too was a markedly handsome man with a face no woman was apt to forget. She laughed lightly. “Maybe we met in passing. I get around quite a bit. Now, I‟d better check on Annie,” she said. Turning abruptly, she walked off, anxious to be away from the man's close perusal. 

The thought that he could have seen her on television or in the newspaper at the time of the kidnapping, and would eventually put things together, troubled her greatly. 

Had she come this far, only to find herself facing the full force of the Kincaid family? 





CHAPTER FOUR 

The following morning, Ruth was greatly relieved to hear an airplane take off and know that Brad Kincaid had left the ranch. She'd spent a restless night, worrying that he'd remember where he'd seen her. Once he realized who she was, he'd do whatever it took to prevent her from proving that Annie was Beth. The Kincaid family, with all their powerful connections, pretty much owned the state. At this point it was imperative that she get to town and order the DNA kits, and also get a post office box where the kits could be mailed to her. Once she'd completed the tests and returned the kits to the lab, it would only take five days to get the results. In the meantime, she'd concentrate on finding Annie's birth certificate and learning which agency handled her adoption, and do it before Brad Kincaid remembered where he'd seen her. 

She glanced at the clock. Realizing it was well past time to get Annie up, she went to Annie's room, but when she peeked inside, Annie was gone. The clothes she'd laid out for her were also gone, so she knew Annie had dressed herself. As she started down the stairs, she braced herself for Matt's reproach. He'd been adamant her first night there that Annie be up and dressed promptly, and down for breakfast with the men. She hoped he'd let this incident pass. 

From the sound of their voices, the men seemed to be engaged in a heated discussion, so maybe she could slip in and take her place at the table, reasonably unnoticed. 

But when she turned into the dining room, she stopped in the doorway, shocked to find Brad Kincaid sitting at the table. The men's voices died, and all faces turned her way. 

Matt was the first to speak. "It's good of you to show up," he said, with irony. 

For a moment she didn't respond, her gaze focused on Brad, her mind digesting the fact that he was  still there. But when the man's brows gathered in puzzlement, she knew he was struggling to remember where he'd seen her. She quickly turned to Matt, and said, "I'm sorry I'm late. I guess I lost track of the time." 

"Yeah, well don't make a habit of it," he groused. 

She gave him a contrite smile, then looked at Annie and winked. Annie smiled and patted the bench beside her. Ruth sat down and focused on cutting Annie's breakfast steak while trying to keep her face turned away from Brad. The less he could study her, the better her chances would be of him not recalling where he'd seen her. But even while she attempted to concentrate on helping Annie with breakfast, she had a half dozen questions she wanted to fire at the man... 

 'Who left in your airplane? Why are you still here? When are you leaving? What would you do if you knew who I was...?' 

"We'll be heading upriver on the horses in about an hour," Matt said. 

A moment later, Ruth realized he was talking to her. "Upriver?" she said. "Will you be rounding up cattle then?" 

"No, we'll be going on an overnight campout." 

"All of you?" Ruth said, looking around the table at the men. She glanced at Brad, hoping that if the others were leaving, he would too. 

"Not the men," Matt replied, "Just you, Brad, Annie and I. Pack your things and Annie's for overnight... warm clothes, since it gets chilly in the mountains in the evening." 

Ruth breathed deeply to quiet the agitated beating of her heart, and said, "Is there a reason why we're going?" Brad Kincaid did not look the type to want to sleep under the stars. If it was for her benefit, spending the night on the hard ground in a sleeping bag in which multi-legged creatures could crawl inside to keep warm made her cringe. She'd never been on an overnight campout, and she did not look forward to going on one now, especially with Brad Kincaid along. 



"It was my idea," Annie piped up. 

"Annie wants you to see her special places," Matt said. "And Brad's stuck here with us for a couple of days." 

"Stuck here?" Ruth said, looking at Brad. The thought that he'd be around for a while troubled her deeply. "I heard the plane leave this morning. Is there something wrong?" 

"You mean that I'm not on it?" Brad offered, a cynical smile curving his lips. 

"Well no. It's nice that you can stay," Ruth lied. 

Matt caught her eye. "The plane you heard was the governor's plane," he said. "He stopped by with papers for Brad." 

Ruth looked at Matt, stunned. The governor of the state of Oregon just happened to stop by the Kincaid Ranch, a place in the middle of nowhere, and at daybreak no less, to see Brad Kincaid? Was there no one at the pinnacle of the political hierarchy that this family didn't rub shoulders with? 

"Brad's working something up for me," Matt said. "Camping upriver seemed the practical thing to do." 

"Camping at the Hilton sounds a whole lot more practical to me," Brad groused. He looked at his watch. "If we hopped in the plane now, we could be there by noon." 

"Sorry pal," Matt said. "Annie's the boss around here and she wants Ruth to camp out with her upriver. Besides, it will help roughen up some of your too-smooth edges, give you a taste of the real world. You've been too long in your ivory tower." 

"I hate to burst both your bubbles," Ruth said, "but neither the Hilton, nor this ranch, is the real world." 

Matt laughed lightly. "You know," he said to Brad, "I think she's right." He looked at Ruth. 

"So, Miss Crawford, tell us about the real world. Where you grew up. What your house was like. 

Where it was located. Where you live now. What your father did. Actually, I just realized you've mentioned nothing about yourself or your family. Now I'm curious." 

"Well, there's really nothing much to tell," Ruth replied, unnerved that Matt seemed intent on ferreting out information she'd deliberately buried, especially since there was no Ruth Crawford at her parent's address in Portland. But with enough questions, he could discover that there was a Jennifer Sinclair there, whose daughter was kidnapped, and whose face was all over the news for weeks after the abduction. "Meanwhile," she added, "Annie and I had better get ready to go." 

Annie let out a, "  Yippee!" slipped off the bench, and rushed out of the room. And Ruth jumped at the chance to escape Matt's questions and Brad's perusal by following Annie. But she had a gut feeling both men would be returning to those questions in the very near future. 


*** 

As they followed the well-worn trail along the river, Annie took Ruth on numerous side trips to point out her  special places. A meadow where she always let Skeeter graze for a few minutes. 

A short ride up a ravine to see a waterfall. A detour down a narrow footpath to an abandoned cabin. Not only was Ruth becoming a more confident rider, but her time with Annie was a time of bonding in a way she could never have imagined their first few days together. 

It was also a chance to become familiar with Matt and Annie's world. Until now, she hadn't realized how magnificent the mountains of eastern Oregon were, or how remote. She'd lived in Oregon all her life, but before arriving at the ranch, she'd only seen it from a distance. Trips to the coast or the mountains had been by car, and whenever she'd stepped out to take in the scenery, it had always been at a park where trails were well maintained, or on a beach crowded with beachcombers. But she'd never ridden a horse before coming to the ranch, nor had she followed a trail that seemed to go on forever, or slept under the stars. When Matt first mentioned the overnight, all she could think about was what might crawl in her sleeping bag. Now, she was anxious to look up at the vast sky above and see it at night, away from city lights, filled with stars. Being at the Kincaid opened up a whole new world, and she wondered if the closeness of city living would ever seem right again. She also wondered if Annie could ever adjust to city life if she turned out to be Beth. 

When they returned to the main trail, Matt rode up to them, and said to Annie, "I'll ride with Ruth and you can catch up with Uncle Brad and show him the way, before he gets lost." 

"Okay." Annie pulled her horse around Matt's, gave him a little kick, and cantered ahead to where Brad was waiting for her to join him. 

Matt fell alongside Ruth, and said, "How are you enjoying the ride so far?" 

Ruth scanned the surroundings, feeling her breath trapped in her lungs as she took in the vastness of the mountains with their immense boulders and cascading waterfalls and evergreens as far as she could see. "It's really quite breathtaking," she said, though she couldn't deny that the man riding beside her could have more to do with the feeling of tightness in her chest than the scenery. "Much more impressive than the view from my front window at home." 

"Which brings us back to my earlier questions," Mat said. "Where did you grow up? What was the house like that you lived in? Where do you live now?" 

Realizing it would raise more questions if she attempted to evade the ones Matt was asking, Ruth said, "I grew up in a modest house in a quiet neighborhood in the middle of Portland. When I felt a need to get away, I rode my bike to a park a block away. I still live in the same house." 

"Then your parents have passed away?" Matt asked. 

His question caught her up short. No one she knew still lived with their parents. But being a single mom, and having to work, she'd moved in with them right after Beth was born. And after Beth was stolen, there was no question of moving out. She needed people close by who knew and understood her ongoing grief. "Well, no," she replied. "I live with my parents. Working as a live-in nanny, I'm gone so much of the time it's impractical to maintain my own place." She hated lying. The few times she had as a child, she'd gotten caught. "But I like it here," she added, in an attempt to change the course of the conversation. "The air's so fresh and crisp it makes my nose clear. The air's much thicker in the city." 

"I wouldn't know," Matt said. "I've never lived in the city." 

"But... I thought you grew up in a big house in Baker City," Ruth said, then realized too late that the information had come from Bill, not Matt. 

Matt arched a cynical brow. "I don't remember talking about my house." 

"Well, actually, it was Edith," Ruth lied again, hoping Matt wouldn't be curious enough to question Edith later. "It was just a comment she made. I guess I jumped to conclusions." 

"It was a big house, but I left home when I was sixteen so I've lived away from the city longer than I lived there," Matt said, verifying what Ruth already knew. At least some of the information Bill gleaned was accurate. "I was the black sheep in the family," he added. "I didn't get along with my father, and I was always at odds with my brothers, so I struck out on my own. 

I've never regretted it. Now I have everything I want." 

"You don't miss having a family?" 

"I have a family," Matt said. "I just don't have them breathing down my back. But Annie's all the family I need, which is why Brad's here. My ex-wife intends to sue for joint custody." 

"Do you think she'll be able to get it?" Ruth asked. 



Matt let out a cynical laugh. "With Brad on the case? Not a chance this side of hell. Brad's cutthroat when it comes to winning a case. By the time he's through with Jody, she'll wish she'd never heard the name Kincaid. Brad has his contacts who feed things to the press, and once things start rolling, the scandal sheets will be filled with every sexual escapade Jody's ever been involved in. I imagine the studs she's serviced will have a few words to add as well. But before it gets to that, Brad will give her chance to back out." 

"I saw her picture on the tabloid you tossed away," Ruth said. "She looks kind of hard." 

Eyes focused ahead, Matt said, "She looks like the trash she is. Even her father conceded that. He knew she'd been sleeping around, but he told me he thought I had the male apparatus it would take to keep her satisfied. I took it as a challenge and married her." He let out a snort of derision. "The problem with being male and nineteen is that your brains are below your belt. 

Now, I find her repulsive." 

"You do?" Ruth didn't mean to sound enthusiastic. "I mean, that's good, because then you won't find yourself fantasizing about what you no longer have." 

"I stopped fantasizing about Jody the day she walked out on Annie and me," he said, "and nothing has changed. If I ever start fantasizing about a woman again, I assure you she won't be shaped like Jody." He let his eyes slide over Ruth. "Then on the other hand, maybe I've already started fantasizing again. But don't worry, Ruthie girl, I won't act on it unless you give me permission. Then all bets are off." 

Ruth laughed at Matt's offhanded comment. It came to her that Matt was quickly becoming an obstacle in her quest. She was enjoying his company far too much. He was also beginning to fill a void she never knew existed until now. But she'd quell her aberrant attraction. Matt was a complication she simply didn't need. Far too much was at stake. 


*** 

Ruth sat across the campfire from Brad, and although she stared into the flames, she could feel his eyes on her, as she had most of the afternoon and evening. Always he had that puzzled look on his face, clearly a man who would not set aside the misplacement of a face. He  had to know where he'd seen her before. To avoid his relentless gaze, after they'd corralled the horses and set up the campsite that afternoon, she'd made up excuses to be away from him—taking Annie to look for butterflies, looking for gold nuggets in a mountain stream, picking mountain flowers for pressing between the pages of a book. 

But Matt called them in to help with dinner, and that's when Brad started asking questions. 

 Exactly where in Portland did she live? How long had she lived there? Had she ever worked for an attorney? Been in court? Attended Lewis and Clark College where he'd gone to law school? 

And she'd answered, she thought, to his satisfaction. She was about to excuse herself to get ready to crawl into her sleeping bag when Matt said, "Don't worry about getting Annie ready for bed. 

She went out like a light." He extended his hand and added, "Come with me for a short walk and I'll show you a sight you won't soon forget." 

Ruth took Matt's hand, and he pulled her up from the log where she sat. When his hand tightened around hers, she tugged her hand free, and said, "How far is it?" 

"Just over that rise," Matt replied. He clicked on a flashlight, and as they walked off, he added in a hushed voice, "I'm taking you where Brad won't keep staring at you. It's making you uneasy and me jealous. If anyone stares at you, it will be me." 

Ruth looked at him, perplexed. "Why would you want to do that?" 

"Because you're easy to look at." He took her arm then, and when she started to pull it away, he said, "I'm holding onto you is so you won't step off the trail and fall down a ravine." 



Ruth looked to where the ground seemed to fall off. "How far down is it?" she asked. 

"About two-thousand feet. Better yet..." He released her arm and slipped his hand around her waist and pulled her against him, "I'll hold onto you. I probably wouldn't have gotten you here in daylight. As they say, darkness hides all evils." 

"Then isn't it dangerous to have Annie here?" Ruth asked, unable to dismiss the feel of Matt's hand around her waist and her shoulder against his side as they walked. 

"Actually, no," Matt replied, the hint of laughter in his voice. "It's a two-thousand foot slope." 

"Then why did you lead me to believe we were walking along the edge of a cliff?" Ruth asked, yet making no attempt to move out of the curve of Matt's arm. 

Matt pulled her to him, and replied, "Because I've been wanting to do this all evening." He stopped and turned her around, then bent down and kissed her. For the moment, Ruth was too shocked to protest, but when his arms closed around her, she kissed him back. Kissed him under a canopy of trillions of stars, in the light of a silver moon, accompanied by a symphony of tree frogs, and crickets, and night birds, and with the breath of the wind caressing her... 

A low, throaty moan came from somewhere deep inside her, the reverberation drawing her out of her state of bliss. She broke the kiss and looked up at Matt. "This is a very bad idea," she said. "We need to get back or Brad will wonder what we're doing, and I don't want you to have to explain to him how easy the new nanny is." 

"Easy?" 

"I didn't exactly fight you off." 

"Honey, there's nothing easy about you. You're a very complicated woman, but I'm enjoying trying to figure you out." 

Matt's words set Ruth on edge. She'd never considered herself complicated, at least not until Beth was taken from her. Then her whole life became complicated. But what she didn't want was Matt trying to figure her out. "We really need to get back," was all she could think to say. 

Matt sighed. "I intend to continue this later." 

Ruth looked up at him, wanting to say,  'Yes, they would continue this later. And yes, she wanted to kiss him again. And yes, she was lonely for male companionship.'  Instead, she said, 

"Like I told you, this is a very bad idea. I'm here to take care of Annie, nothing more." She turned and headed back to the campsite, ready to crawl into that sleeping bag, varmints and all, just to be away from Brad Kincaid's incessant stare, and the almost uncontrollable urge to throw her arms around Matt and kiss him again. 

Later, as Ruth lay in her sleeping bag while attempting to shut out the effect of Matt's kiss, she was vaguely aware of Brad discussing with Matt his plan if Jody pressed her case for joint custody. From what she could hear, Jody didn't stand a chance of getting Annie. Brad, it appeared, was shrewd, cutthroat and extremely proficient. 

Ruth was beginning to drift off when Brad's words on another subject brought her eyes popping wide open. "I'm working on an adoption case where a biological mother is challenging the adoption," he said. "It's a hell of a situation. The woman claims she was drugged right after the child was born, either by her parents or the midwife, then pressured by her parents into giving her child up by telling her the child had brain trauma and multiple medical problems. The child was taken away, and the mother signed the papers. It wasn't until the adoptive parents contacted the child's mother, because the child had an unrelated medical problem, that the biological mother learned that the child had had no disabilities at birth. The woman's parents admitted they thought they were doing the right thing because their daughter was unmarried and only sixteen at the time." 

"How long have the adoptive parents had the child?" Matt asked. 

"About three years," Brad replied. 

"So, what are you going to do?" 

"Win the case for the adoptive parents." 

"What if the biological mother had hired you?" Matt asked. "What would you do then?" 

"If I took the case, I'd win it for her," Brad replied. After a stretch of silence, Brad said, 

"Don't give me that holier-than-thou look. I'd only take the case if I felt that the biological mother should get her child back. In spite of what you think of lawyers, I do have some scruples. 

In this case, the child belongs with the only parents he's ever known, and the mother will probably accept a sizable sum of money to back off." 

The talking ceased for a few moments, and Ruth was about to settle in when Brad started talking again. "And speaking of adoptions, you've never talked about how you got Annie. It seemed pretty fast. You and Jody dropped in for Mom and Dad's wedding anniversary, mentioned nothing about adopting, then a couple of weeks later you had Annie. Anything you want to pass on to me? I have clients who've waited years to get a child. Even going to China or Haiti takes time. So, how did you do it?" 

"If you're questioning the legality of it," Matt said, his voice defensive, "don't. It was all on the up-and-up. Jody and I never mentioned it because I didn't want everyone horning in and telling me what to do. You guys have a knack for doing that." 

"Which agency?" 

"Hell, I don't remember!" Matt snapped. "Look, if I need your services I'll ask." 

"Hey, don't get your dander up." 

There was a long stretch of silence, except for the heavy thudding of Ruth's heart and the two short sentences in her head:  Which agency? and   Hell, I don't remember... 

Brad captured her attention again, when he said, "Well, I'll just give you a head's up, buddy. 

You might want to recall the name of the agency in case a biological mother comes forward some day and wants to take Annie back. It happens all the time." 

"I'll be a cold day in hell when anyone takes Annie from me." Matt stood. 

Ruth looked across the dying embers and saw him walk off into the darkness. 

Early the next morning they broke camp and were back at the ranch before noon. Ruth claimed she had a headache and stayed in her room until she heard Brad's plane take off and knew he was on his way to Portland. She prayed he'd soon be too caught up in his practice to give further thought to where he'd seen her, but she knew he was a man who wouldn't be satisfied until he'd solved the puzzle. But now he had another puzzle to solve. How and where Matt got Annie. Her biggest question was: which side would Brad take? Hers? Or Matt's? 

Because whichever side that was, she had a gut feeling, that would be the winning side. 


*** 

The following week, Matt took Annie to a cutting horse show, and Ruth tagged along with Edith on her weekly trip to Cedar Grove. While Edith was busy grocery shopping, Ruth secured a post office box and ordered the DNA kits, then she called Bill, who urged her to find Annie's birth certificate and send a photocopy of it to him as soon as possible. Her next call was to her parents, who were relieved to hear from her, but very troubled and wanted her to come home... 

"Mom, I can't deal with this right now," Ruth said. "I really need your support." 

"You have our support, honey. We're behind you like we've always been," Irene Sinclair said. "But I think you're taking too big a chance staying with the man who might have kidnapped Beth. He's got to be dangerous." 

“He just doesn't seem that way," Ruth said, quashing the image of a large, muscular man with a broad square jaw and whisky-brown eyes. "If the little girl is Beth, I can't imagine Matt as her abductor. It could have been a black market adoption like Bill suggested, in which case, Matt would be just as much a victim as I am." 

“But you don't know that's the case," her mother said. "And being so isolated... I feel very uneasy about this. I really do. Hold on, Dad wants to talk to you." 

In the background, Ruth heard her mother say, "You've got to talk her into coming home, Frank." The words became muffled, and Ruth knew her mother had covered the receiver. After a few moments her father came on the line and said, "Your mother and I are very concerned. We want you to come home." 

Ruth reiterated what she'd told her mother, ending with, "Dad, I have to do this even if I'm not sure the little girl is Beth. But if there's even the slightest chance she could be, I have to know. And I don't care about the danger." Her throat thickened, and she barely got out the words, 

"I just have to know... if it's Beth...." Then she couldn't say anything else, because tears had filled her eyes and clogged her throat. 

After a long pause, her father said, "Honey?” 

She sniffled and dashed a finger beneath each eye. "Until I know for sure, one way or another, I'm going to stay." 

"Okay," her father said, his voice resigned. "Just be sure to keep in touch. And promise you'll use good judgment, and not do anything rash if you learn that the child really is Beth." 

"I promise. And Daddy?" 

"What honey?" 

"Don't let Beth's candle go out while I'm gone." 

"We won't." 

After Edith finished her regular stops in town, they went to her son and daughter-in-law's house, where they had supper. By the time they returned to the ranch it was after eight. 

Expecting to find Annie asleep, Ruth was surprised to hear Matt's voice alternating between a lofty falsetto and a throaty baritone, accompanied by childish giggles. Ruth traced the hubbub to Annie's room, and watched in amusement from the hallway. 

Annie sat cross-legged in the middle of her bed, face flushed with laughter, while Matt, crouched on his knees, a book in hand that he glanced at periodically, and in a great display of theatrics, said in a falsetto voice, "Oh gentle knight, full of woe am I of thy departing, for I saw ne'er a man to whom I owed so good will...." 

Leaping to his feet, Matt looked down at the spot where 'Isolde' had crouched, and said in a deep voice, "Fair maid, ye shall understand that my name is Sir Tristan, and I promise thee faithfully that I shall be, all the days of my life, your knight...." 

"...And then," intoned Narrator Matt, "Sir Tristan gave Isolde a ring, kissed her hand and left, leaving her moaning and swooning in lamentation...." Spotting Ruth at the door, he winked, and said to Annie, "To be continued tomorrow." 

"No, Daddy, I want to hear more tonight." 

"Sorry, kiddo. Scoot under the covers. It's lights out time." He pulled the covers out from under Annie and fluffed her pillow. Annie settled back. "I don't want to go to bed," she whined. 

"I'm not sleepy. I'll lie here all night and stare at the ceiling." 

“You do that." Matt tucked the covers around her and kissed her on the forehead. 

"Can't I stay up a teeny weeny bit longer?  Please, Daddy. With sugar on top?" 



"Sorry, squirt." 

"With sugar and whipped cream and a cherry?" 

"I'm afraid not." 

"I'm thirsty." 

"Then I'll have Ruth bring you some water." 

"I'm not thirsty." 

"That's what I thought." He clicked off the light, left the door ajar and stepped into the hallway. Smiling at Ruth, he whispered, "What did you think of my performance?" 

Ruth chuckled, and replied, "That I hope I'm not expected to measure up to it." 

"Unless you know the tales of King Arthur, Sir Lancelot, and Tristan backwards and forwards I doubt you could," Matt said. "And no, you're not expected to. Besides, I get as big a kick out of our bedtime shenanigans as Annie does." He gave Ruth's neck a little squeeze, and his hand remained draped there as he walked with her down the hallway. 

Ruth wanted to duck from under his hand, but knew it would be awkward. He was not touching her in an inappropriate. But she didn't want him to touch her at all, or wink at her, or even smile at her. She wanted to hate him. She wanted Beth back. And she wanted the person who had denied her four years of Beth's life prosecuted. But she was finding it progressively more difficult to believe that Matt Kincaid, who lamented in falsetto on bent knees, and tenderly tucked Annie into bed, and kept a record of Annie's height on a Giraffe Growth Chart, could possibly be involved in any way. 

Unless there was another side of him she hadn't seen, a side she could truly hate... 

Turning her around to face him, Matt rested his hand on her shoulder, brushed her cheek with the pad of his thumb, and said, "Ruthie, Ruthie, Ruthie, you take life far too seriously. Show me those pretty little dimples." 

This time Ruth couldn't smile. Brad's words and Matt's response were still too fresh... 

 Which agency?...  Hell, I don't remember... 

When she said nothing, Matt said, "I'll need Annie up and dressed at six tomorrow morning. 

She'll be coming with us for the next few days to round up strays." He squeezed her arm and winked and said, "Sweet dreams," then turned and walked down the hallway toward his room, leaving Ruth staring after him and feeling flushed and fluttery and flighty as a school girl. A feeling that disturbed and agitated her. She desperately wanted to despise the man, but the reality of it was, she was finding it increasingly more difficult to keep from falling in love with him. 


*** 

In her room, five days later, Ruth stared at the worn, time-yellowed newspaper clipping with the photo of Beth. She shouldn't have it in her possession, she knew, but she couldn't bear to leave it behind. As she looked at the image and began to read the article about the abduction, the hideous episode came rushing back, the horrific mood swings, the need for everyone to know, to help look for Beth, to do something. Yet there was nothing that could be done. She'd contacted the local radio and TV stations, who'd contacted the national networks. 

Reminders of Beth had been everywhere, yellow ribbons on trees, Beth's face on grocery bags, and flyers, including one among other missing children on the long poster board at Walmart. And there was the unending internal dialog.  Why me? Why Beth? Why? Why? Why? 

She'd cry herself into exhaustion at night and be drained of energy during the day. At times she'd felt so overwhelmed by the tragedy that suicide seemed the only way out. Yet that wasn't an option because she had to be there for Beth. 

But there had also been periods when everything seemed in slow motion, like moving in a surrealistic dream. Time ceased to exist. Days became meaningless. The whole terrible episode hadn't happened. It was a bad dream from which she would awaken. And then the cycle would start all over again—the shock, the disbelief, the anger, the crying. A vicious, never ending circle. Her mood swings were more subtle now, but so many things triggered them that she stayed constantly on guard, prepared to thwart them. 

Taking a long, labored breath, she packed away the clipping. Instead of wallowing in the past, she could better use the time to find Annie's birth certificate. With Annie and Matt and the ranch hands away, and Edith busy packing supplies into the pickup to be delivered to the campsite, this might be her only chance to slip into Matt's office across the hallway from the kitchen, where she'd seen a tall filing cabinet one day while Edith was in there cleaning. But until now, she didn't dare venture behind the usually closed door to the room. 

To her amazement, she located Annie's birth certificate with little effort. Matt, it seemed, was a very organized man. She also found several certified copies of the document, so she took a copy to send to Bill. She had just opened a file folder labeled  Adoption when she heard Edith calling. Hastily she shoved the folder into the file cabinet and slammed the drawer, then quickly folded the copy of the birth certificate and shoved it down the front of her jeans. But when she turned to leave the room, she saw Edith standing in the doorway. 

"Were you wanting something in Mr. Kincaid's office?" Edith asked. 

"Well, yes. I mean no, not exactly. The fact is, I was looking for—" Ruth grappled for a reason to explain her presence in Matt's office "—that is, I wanted to find the books on King Arthur that Matt reads to Annie." She shrugged. "Obviously they‟re not in here." 

Edith eyed her, dubiously. "All the books are in the living room." Her gaze sharpened on something beyond Ruth, and when Ruth turned to see what it was, she was mortified to find the adoption folder caught in the file drawer. Edith walked over and pulled open the drawer. 

"That's funny," she said, "it's not like Mr. Kincaid to leave things untidy." She glanced at the label, then returned the folder to the file and closed the drawer, saying, "We need to leave for the campsite. The men are always anxious for a good meal when they‟re done rounding up strays." 

Ruth followed Edith down the hallway and out to the truck. She hoped Edith would dismiss the incident and say nothing to Matt, But she feared that would not be the case. 


*** 

For the next half hour, Ruth braced herself as Edith wheeled the pickup and horse trailer over the dirt road toward the campsite. Matt's instructions had been for them to bring the supply truck and horse trailer, unload the supplies and take Annie and her horse back to the ranch. He and the men would be heading into the mountains to track down a cougar that had been killing livestock, and he didn‟t want Annie along for that. 

It was late afternoon when they arrived at the campsite—a dusty clearing on the banks of the river. The horses stood huddled together in a corral made of  cut and peeled poles. Saddles were grouped with bridles tossed over saddle horns, bedrolls lay in disarray around a central campfire, a blue enameled coffee pot hung from a stick-teepee over smoldering embers, and clothes and boots were strewn everywhere. 

Edith eased the rig alongside the corral and cut the engine. What caught Ruth's attention when she climbed out of the truck was hoots and hollers accompanied by splashing. Walking up the embankment she startled to find the crew waist-deep in the river, obviously in the raw. She quickly turned away, then froze on hearing Annie's voice. She looked back.  "Good God!"  Annie, also in the raw and carefree-as-you-please, seemed oblivious to the fact that she was swimming with a bunch of naked men. "  Annie!" Ruth cried. The splashing stopped and all heads looked her way. Although water came up to the men's waists, Ruth could tell from the undulating, flesh-colored bodies below the surface that they wore nothing. 

Focusing on Annie, she said, "Annie, come here right now." 

“But I just got in," Annie whined, "I want to swim longer." 

"Do as I say or I'll come in after you.” 

Reluctantly, Annie crawled up the embankment where Ruth snagged her arm with one hand and snatched up her jeans, tee-shirt and underwear with the other. After she‟d dried Annie and helped her dress, she said, "Go help Edith unload the supplies. I have something to tend to here." 

Annie scurried off, and Ruth returned to the river. Catching sight of Matt bobbing waist-deep in the water, she planted her hands on her hips and said, "This is totally inappropriate. I want to talk to you right now!" 

"Fine." He started heading toward her. 

Aghast, she said, "  Not here! When you're dressed!"  She turned and headed for the truck, blood pumping a low steady throb as the sight of Matt's half-naked body became emblazoned in her mind. She could almost feel the rock-hard contours of him, so sleek, so muscular, so very male. Everything about the man was pure male. Just the thought of his broad chest and lean hard torso sent chills rushing through her. She rested against the truck and clasped her arms around herself, realizing she was shaking. She'd never had such a strong a reaction to the sight of a man. 

She'd barely had time to contain herself when she saw Matt walking toward to her. He wore boots and Levis, his hair was a tangle of damp curls, his bare chest glistened with moisture, and his face held a wry grin. As he approached, she found it hard to concentrate on what, exactly, she intended to say to him, distracted as she was by the sight of his broad chest and the play of muscles in his arms as he dried himself with a small towel. 

Conscious of her erratic pulse rate, and realizing he was waiting for her to speak, she said, "I can't believe you'd allow Annie to swim in the nude with a bunch of naked men." To her horror, her voice cracked on the word  naked. 

One corner of Matt's mouth tipped up with a one-sided smile. "Seeing naked men doesn't faze Annie. She's been swimming in the raw like the rest of the boys since I first started taking her on the trail when she was three." 

"Well, she's not one of the boys, and she's no longer three. She's a little girl, not very long from becoming a young woman, and if she doesn't learn modesty now she certainly won't learn it by the time she reaches puberty," Ruth said, attempting to hide the shakiness in her voice while trying to find some part of Matt to focus on that didn't set her nerves jangling and her heart skipping. 

"What do you suggest? That I set up a cabana by the river?" Matt said, while passing the cloth in a slow, leisurely movement over his upper torso. 

"That might be a start!" Unaware that she had done so, Ruth's gaze zigzagged across his chest and down his lean belly, following a thin line of hair that disappeared beneath the waistband of his well-worn, low-slung jeans. From the way the damp jeans clung to the very distinct male bulge pressing upward, it was obvious that Matt hadn‟t bothered to put on underwear. Suddenly mindful of where she was staring, she snapped her gaze up. It was clear, from his wide grin that her intimate perusal had not escaped him. 

Eyes gleaming with mischief, he said, "It happens every time a woman undresses me in her mind." 

Ruth's cheeks felt as if on fire. "I did not undress you in my mind!" she said. "And I think you're vain to think that. The fact is, I‟m not accustomed to seeing men umm… like that… I mean, to men wearing threadbare jeans with..." she paused. 

"Nothing under them?" he completed her thought. "Sorry, but that part of me is kind of sensitive, and I didn‟t feel like shoving it into skivvies filled with briars. Besides, threadbare jeans are a hell of a lot more comfortable when riding all day than shoving my male part into a straight jacket." His lips quirked with a smile. "Is this better?" he cupped his hands over himself, leaving no doubt as to precisely what they were discussing. 

Ruth felt as if every erogenous part of her body had just gone on red alert. "I didn't mean you were exhibiting yourself now," she said in a wobbly voice, "I meant out there in the river." 

Her gaze shot to his cupped hands. "And will you stop doing that! It's obscene!" 

Uncupping his hands, he folded his arms and said, "Is this better?" 

Attempting to bring order out of the chaos, Ruth drew in a long breath to steady her nerves, willed her heart to settle into normalcy, and said, "It's bad enough that Annie sees men in the raw, but seeing her own father is worse. Haven't you heard of Sigmund Freud and the effect the sight of a naked parent can have on a child?" 

Matt curved a finger under Ruth's chin and lifted her face until her eyes met his, and said, 

"What would Freud say about a man wanting to kiss a woman senseless?" 

"Stop changing the subject!" 

"Ruthie girl, I'm not changing the subject. You‟re the one who brought up Freud. And since you‟re not my mother, I intend to do this...." He bent down and kissed her. She allowed her lips to cling to his long enough to feel lightheaded from lack of air. Then abruptly, she broke the kiss and pushed him away. "You should not have done that," she said, angry that she'd again lost herself. "I'm not one of your Lorindas. And if you don't care enough about Annie to discuss this in a mature and reasonable way then my services are of no use to you and I'll pack my bags and leave." Good grief! Had she said that? Told him she'd leave? Had she been so distracted by his kiss that she‟d completely lost sight of her reason for being there? 

To her surprise, Matt squeezed her arm, and said, "Okay, honey, I‟ll promise to behave myself, and you can give me that tongue lashing about Annie." 

Ruth started to protest about his continued use of hollow endearments, but decided to hold to the subject of Annie. "I don‟t see how you can make light of all this. Like I was saying, Annie is no longer three years old. She‟s a little girl about—" 

“I know, about to become a young woman.” He began idly rubbing up and down Ruth's arm as he said in a sober voice, "You need to lighten up, honey, you‟re far too—" 

"I am not your honey!" Ruth snatched her arm from his grip. 

He dropped his hand to his side. "When you kiss me like you did you are my honey. You're about as sweet as anything I ever tasted." He looked at her with such candor she found herself wanting to believe his meaningless words. "As for Annie," he continued, "it's different out here. 

Except for Randy, there's not a man here who hasn't looked after her—fed her, read to her, helped her dress. They're all like big brothers." 

Nostrils flaring, Ruth said in a high wavering voice, "But they are not her big brothers, and they are definitely not little boys. They are men, fully grown. And even little girls can fantasize. 

But they can also get confused." 

Matt raised her hand to his lips and kissed her palm, his warm breath fanning the embers inside her. Holding her gaze, he said in a sober voice, "That's why I need you, Ruth, because right now I'm as confused as Annie." 

Ruth felt the prickles of his day-old beard against her palm. Even that stirred something inside her. Alarmed with the strong reaction his nearness triggered, she pulled her hand from his and said, "I want to buy some girlish things for Annie." 

Looking steadily at her, Matt replied, "Fine. While we‟re tracking down the cougar, Edith can take you and Annie to town." He moved toward her as if to kiss her again, but this time Ruth pressed her hand to his chest to stop him, then turned and headed for the truck, troubled by her inability to control her responses to Matt's presence, and determined to hold him at bay until she found the answers she as seeking. And the first step to finding her answer could be waiting for her in the form of test kits in her post office box at Cedar Grove. If the kits were there, she'd pass the swabs inside Annie's cheeks while she'd be sleeping, and in a little over a week, she'd know for certain if Annie was Beth. But she also knew that even if Annie were Beth, the battle to take custody of her would just be starting. 





CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Annie gazed at herself in the dressing room mirror. "I look like a sissy." 

“You look beautiful," Ruth said, straightening the collar of the dress Annie was trying on. 

Annie stood staring at herself, as if uncertain it was actually she staring back. Then her brows gathered with a small frown, and she said, "It's all flowery." 

"It's pretty. And you look so grown up." 

She pursed her lips. "I don't want to wear a dress." 

"I don't blame you," Ruth said, "I didn't either when I was your age, but your father commented on how pretty he thought you'd look in a dress, and I thought it might be nice to surprise him." 

Annie looked at the reflection of Ruth's face in the mirror. "Daddy said that?" 

"He sure did." Ruth untied the wide sash and started unfastening the row of buttons down the back. "But it doesn't matter. We'll buy the dress and hang in your closet so it will be there if you decide to surprise him." 

"The guys will laugh." 

"I'll kill them if they do." 

Annie smiled. 

Ruth slipped the dress over Annie's head and hung it on the hook over the little blue bathing suit. She helped Annie dress, paid for the clothes and joined Edith in the truck for the ride home. 

It had been a both a successful and a disappointing trip to Cedar Grove. While Annie and Edith were in the feed store buying a dog bed, puppy food, and an assortment of dog toys for the puppy Annie was soon to have, Ruth checked her box at the post office and was distressed to learn that the DNA test kits had not arrived. She had no idea when she'd be able to get to town again, but while she was there, she mailed the photocopy she'd had made of Annie's birth certificate to Bill. 

Her next task would be to find a way to slip the certified copy back into the file. 

On the return trip to the ranch, she glanced through the window of the truck cab at the mound of bags and boxes. Most contained girlish clothes and puppy supplies, but some held gifts for the men, including Matt. She‟d thoroughly enjoyed her shopping spree. However, she was reasonably certain the men would not share her joy. 

Three days later, when Edith rang the big, brass bell announcing supper, a dusty, trail-weary, unshaven bunch of men took their places at the lengthy table. However, one spot on the long bench remained vacant. Matt looked at Ruth and said, "Where's Annie?" 

Ruth draped her napkin over her lap. "She'll be down in a minute." 

"She knows she's to be here when Edith rings for supper." Matt, said. He started to rise. 

Ruth motioned for him to sit down. "Leave it be. She'll be down in a minute. And when she gets here, if any of you says anything derogatory, I'll skin you alive.” Her gaze moved slowly around the table, passing over each grizzled face. 

Matt had no idea what was up, but the look on Ruth's face clearly told them that if any of them crossed her, she'd do precisely what she'd said. Still, he added, "Well, if she doesn't get her little fanny down pretty soon, I'm going up after her. She knows the rules." 

"Then tonight we'll bend the rules." 

Matt was about to remind Ruth that she was his employee and Annie would follow his rules, when the room became silent and he heard Deke say, "Will you look what we have here." 

Annie stood in the doorway, her small frame clad in a pink and white checked dress with a pink sash, and its collar and cuffs embroidered with tiny flowers. She wore her hair in long pigtails, each fastened with a tiny pink bow. Shiny, black patent leather shoes with little straps, and pink socks fringed in lace, completed her outfit. 

Matt stood. "Honey, you look beautiful." 

Annie looked at Matt and beamed. 

The men followed suit. And when Annie stepped up to the table, Tanner slid off the long bench, allowing her to slip into her place instead of crawling over, like she usually did. For the first time since Annie had learned to talk, she seemed at a loss for words. Matt also saw that she was blushing. Maybe Ruth was right. Maybe Annie was on the verge of becoming a young woman. Funny how he hadn't noticed it until now. Dressed as she was, she even  acted different, more ladylike, more grownup. He looked at Ruth and winked, and Ruth returned his gesture by blushing profusely. 

The spell was broken when Seth nudged Annie and said, "Next thing we know you'll be strutting your stuff around here like Miss Lorinda." 

Annie glared at him. "Shut your mouth, Seth, or I'll shove this biscuit up you where the sun don't shine." 

"  Annie!" Ruth yelped. 

"Well, I will." 

Ruth glared at Seth. "Annie is a young lady and she should be treated like one." She turned to Matt, "I want to talk to you after dinner." 

Matt liked that idea, but he didn't intend to spend the whole time discussing Annie's vocabulary. He had other ideas for Miss Ruth Crawford. Her tongue lashing at the campsite, and the kiss that followed, gave him a sample of the passion she kept bottled up inside. It also opened up a whole range of possibilities. For three long, restless nights, while lying under the stars, he'd thought of nothing but those possibilities. 

After Seth's comment, and Ruth's rebuke, no one dared tease Annie about her appearance. In fact, everyone remained uncommonly quiet throughout the meal. While the men sat around the table finishing their pie and coffee and lighting up cigarettes, Ruth, who sat at the opposite end of the table from Matt, shoved her chair back and left the room. When she returned, she held several boxes stacked against her arms. “These are for you boys," she said, then walked around the table, handing a box to each man. 

From the curious looks on the men's faces, Matt knew they weren't sure whether to thank Ruth or not. Understanding their skepticism, he opened his box first, then stared at its contents, unblinking. "What the hell?" 

"I'm sorry I couldn't find suits in solid colors," Ruth said, "but all they had were Hawaiian prints." 

As the men lifted off the lids to their boxes, Annie looked at the colorful bathing suits and started giggling. "You guys are gonna look like a bunch of gall-danged flowers floating down the river." 

Seth jammed the lid on his box. "Shut up, twerp." 

His comeback served to prompt a challenge from Annie. "You can't make me. Just wait'll I tell Sue Anne you've takin' to wearing flowers. She'll laugh herself silly." 

"And you look like a gall-danged sissy in that get-up." 

At once, Annie's lips quivered and tears filled her eyes. She looked around at the men, climbed over the bench and ran from the room. 

Ruth glared at Seth. “How could you do that? She's just a child." 

"I didn't mean anything by it and Annie knows it." 



"Obviously, she doesn't. She‟s not a boy who you can tease and mock and play rough with and toughen up to be a ranch hand. And the language you men use in front of her is appalling. 

And furthermore, when the lot of you come to supper you should be washed and shaved!" 

Turning abruptly, she marched out of the room. 

Matt stared after her, determined to channel all that spitfire in another way... 

After he'd had his say with her about the prissified bathing suits. 

Shoving his chair back from the table, he swept up the box with the bathing suit and started after her. He caught up with her in the hallway. Waving the box, he said, "Honey, there's no way in hell the men will wear these suits you got them. You might as well take them back." 

Ruth pinned him with smoldering eyes, and said, "If they don't, then Annie will not be along when they swim." 

Matt knew he was fighting a losing battle if he thought he could change Ruth's mind. Still, she should realize what she was asking. "If word got out that the boys at the Kincaid wore flowers there'd be hell to pay, never mind the knock-down, drag-out brawl that would take place when my men learned they were the laughing stock of Cedar Grove." 

“That may be so," Ruth said, "but it doesn't change the fact that if your men refuse to wear bathing suits, then Annie will not be with them, not as long as I'm in charge of her well-being." 

Matt held her unwavering gaze. "You're overreacting to something that's been going on around here for years. Besides, it's about the only chance Annie gets to swim." 

"She'll get a chance tomorrow. I told her we'd go." 

"Where?" 

Ruth stubbornly lifted her chin. "It's really none of your business." 

"Honey, don't get your hackles up. Ranch rules. No one rides out of here without telling their whereabouts." 

Wariness lurking in her eyes, Ruth said, "Well, if you really must know, we're taking the horses and going to a swimming hole Annie knows about not too far from here." 

"Indian Hollow." 

Ruth's nod was almost imperceptible. Obviously she didn't want him, or anyone else bothering them. "Annie said it was secluded," she added. 

"Sure is. Best place on the ranch to swim in the raw." And she would, Matt vowed, determined that the day would come when she'd shed her clothes, and her inhibitions, and swim the way God intended. 

She looked at him steadily. "Annie has a new bathing suit, and I can assure you, we will not be skinny dipping." But the flush rising up her face contradicted her words. Had he read her wrong? Did she have the guts to do it? There was no question she was a gutsy woman. She had no problem standing up to him or his men. But swimming in the raw after making such a fuss.... 

"Have you ever tried it?” 

She glared at him. "Of course not!"   

“Then you don‟t know what you‟re missing. If you ever tried it you‟d never swim any other way. It‟s like every inch of your body is being caressed by—" 

"Stop!” she cut in. “I can assure you, I will  never swim like that." 

"Yeah, well, we'll see." 

Ruth braced her hands on her hips and faced him squarely. Eyes filled with ire, she said, 

"No!  We will not see. There's nothing, and no one, who could even so much as tempt me to swim in the raw, so don't even go that route." 

Matt suppressed the desire to pull her into his arms and kiss away all that prudish, citified nonsense, and he would, when the time was right. "How long do you plan to be gone?" 

Ruth shrugged. "I don't know. A couple of hours. Maybe more. I'm bringing along a picnic basket and a book on etiquette for little girls. It's time Annie learned to act like a young lady instead of a cowhand." 

"Honey, the picnic‟s fine, but let's just skip all the etiquette stuff. Annie doesn't need those kinds of female notions put in her head." 

Eyes darkening with something akin to pure, unadulterated fury, Ruth said, "Learning etiquette is not a female notion. You and your men could do well to learn some decent manners. 

With the vocabulary the lot of you use around Annie it's no wonder she has a mouth like a guttersnipe. And you don't set much of an example yourself. She should be scolded and corrected when she uses crude language." 

"Annie doesn't use crude language." 

"Maybe not in your book she doesn't, but telling Seth she'll „ shove her biscuit up him where the sun don't shine‘ is definitely crude language in my book, not to mention very poor English, which you should have corrected, though the entire sentence should have been scrapped." Lifting her chin, sparks of anger flaring in her eyes, she added, "And speaking of Seth, I can't believe you just sat there while he said what he did to Annie. Heaven knows if she'll ever wear a dress again. The least you could have done was to tell Seth to leave her be. But you said nothing." 

His temper simmering just below the surface, Matt said, “I don‟t need you telling me how to handle my men, and Annie doesn‟t need to learn etiquette. What she needs to learn is how to ride well, shoot straight, and boss a bunch of bullheaded men. Some day this ranch will be hers, and if she can't hold her own against Seth's teasing she'll never be able to stand up to an ornery cowboy who doesn't want to do what the boss lady says." 

 "She's only six years old, for crying out loud!" 

 "The younger she learns, the better!  And a closet stuffed with dresses won't do her a hell of a lot of good either, when what she needs are boots, chaps and rain gear!" 

Ruth glared at him. "Your problem is you can't accept the fact that she's going to grow up to become a woman, not a cowhand!" 

"She's going to grow up to become the owner of the Kincaid Ranch!" 

Ruth‟s nostrils flared, and golden sparks flickered in her eyes. "Maybe she won't want to take over this place and spend the rest of her life eating dust, chasing cows and having to deal with—" she jabbed a finger in the direction of the dining room "—the likes of that bunch in there! They're not exactly role models!" 

"Let me tell you about that bunch in there,” Matt hissed. “When Annie came face-to-face with a cougar last year, Tanner threw himself between the two of them. He was more dead than alive by the time I killed the cougar, and he has the scars to show it. And JT climbed down a cliff to fetch Annie's dog when it got stuck in a crevice. The only reason he didn't shoot the critter was because he couldn't bear to do it in front of Annie, so he risked his life instead. And Seth's missing two toes from frostbite because he carried Annie five miles through blinding snow, with no socks on, because he put them over Annie's boots so she wouldn't get frostbite. So don't get on your high horse about my men, because any one of them would lay down his life for Annie in a heartbeat, and don't you forget it. And here, take this—" he grabbed her hand and slapped the bathing suit against her palm "—because I won't be using it." He left to rejoin his men. 


*** 

Net in hand, Annie ran in random circles, darting this way and that, while trying to catch a butterfly as it flitted among the wild flowers growing along the riverbank. The butterfly disappeared into a thicket of blackberry brambles. Annie dropped the net and bent down to pick a yellow snap-dragon-like flower and a couple of blue ones, then skipped over to where Ruth sat on an oversized towel, one leg stretched out, the other propped up, her back against the incline of the gently-sloping embankment. 

Annie handed the tiny bouquet to Ruth. "These are monkey flowers,” she said, pointing to the yellow flowers, "And these are monks heads." She touched a blue flower. "But Daddy and I call them knight's heads because they look like little helmets." 

Ruth added the flowers to her spray of scarlet columbine, purple shooting stars and pink coltsfoot. "Thank you, sweetie," she said. "We'll press them between the pages of a book, and when they're dry, you can arrange them and we'll paste them into a bouquet picture." 

"And Daddy can hang it in his bedroom,' Annie said. "Do you think he'll like that?" 

"Of course. He'll like anything you make for him." 

While Ruth fetched the box with the food, Annie busied herself collecting more flowers. 

After sharing with Annie a picnic of cold fried chicken, tomato wedges, Edith‟s special Kincaid Ranch potato salad, and freshly baked oatmeal cookies, Ruth felt satisfied and lazy. She stretched her arms, filled her nostrils with the fragrant aroma of pine, and laced her hands behind her head, quietly content. The horseback ride to the swimming hole had been pleasurable, the day was hot enough to truly enjoy the swim, and Annie had been a pure delight. Not once had they locked horns. Unlike her pigheaded, inflexible father. 

Ruth was still miffed about their angry exchange the previous day, though she felt some remorse over her comment about his men. Still, Matt had to understand the importance of teaching Annie modesty. But for now, Matt was out of sight, out of mind, and Annie was her focus. Mimicking Ruth, Annie lowered herself to the towel and rested back, hands behind her head, one leg cocked, a slight smile on her lips. 

Gazing up at the billowing clouds moving overhead, Ruth pointed, and said to Annie, “I see a fat bear eating an ice cream cone. What do you see?” 

Annie's mouth spread in a wide grin. “Daddy and I play this game too.” Pointing toward a different cloud formation, she said, “I see Lorinda sitting on a broom. I know it‟s Lorinda because she‟s got big boobs and she‟s flying across the sky so all the men can see them.” She glanced at Ruth and added in a knowing voice, “Men like to look at women‟s boobs, you know.” Ruth didn't even want to think about having this discussion with Matt, but knew she'd have to address the issue. The men absolutely could not continue the kind of talk they did around Annie. She gave a nervous little giggle, and said, “You can‟t believe everything the men say about what they like in women. Most of time they‟re just bragging the way men do. They say lots of silly things that just aren‟t true.” 

“Like when they talk about wanting hot women with big tits?” Ruth looked at Annie, dumbfounded. “They say things like that around you?” She and Matt would definitely have this out. 



Annie shrugged. “They don't say those things around me, but I hear them talking when they don‟t know I‟m there. Sometimes I hide to hear what they say because they say funny things.” 

“Well, you shouldn‟t be listening in on the men's private talk,” Ruth said, “It‟s wrong, and it‟s certainly not ladylike.” 

Annie rolled onto her side and reached for the etiquette book. "Can we read some more stuff about being a lady?" 

"Sure," Ruth said, relieved to be off the subject of hot women, and pleased with Annie's enthusiasm over her first etiquette lesson. She raised herself to a sitting position and adjusted the glasses she'd worn in anticipation of swimming, and Annie moved beside her and handed her the book. Ruth flipped the pages to the one marked with a maple leaf. "So, when a young lady sits down,” she continued where they‟d left off, "she either holds her knees together or crosses one knee over the other, that is, if she's wearing a dress—" 

"I'm not gonna wear a dress again," Annie groused. 

"Why? Because of what Seth said?" 

"That, and what the guys were thinking." 

Ruth tucked a finger under Annie's narrow chin and said, "The truth is, Annie, men say many stupid things when confronted with a pretty girl." 

Annie's brows gathered in a contemplative frown, and after a moment, she said, "Daddy doesn't say stupid things." 

"You're right,” Ruth agreed. “He really thought you looked pretty in your dress. He even said so. You heard him." 

“I‟m still not wearing the dress.” 

“Maybe you‟ll change your mind later," Ruth said. "We‟ll leave the dress hanging in your closet for now.” 

Annie flattened the maple leaf against her leg, looked at Ruth, and said, "Does Daddy tell you that you look pretty?" 

Ruth laughed lightly. "Why on earth would he do that?" 

Annie shrugged. "Because you look pretty in your bathing suit, just like Barbie. Wait‟ll Daddy sees it." 

Ruth felt self-conscious wearing the scanty yellow suit, but she knew Annie was pleased that she'd bought the one she picked out. It was a small price to pay to win Annie's approval. "Your Daddy won't be seeing see me in it, or any other man for that matter,” she said. “I don‟t make a practice of displaying myself in such a provocative way. I bought the suit, on a whim, to please a very special little girl.” 

Annie twirled the maple leaf between her fingers. “What does procative mean?” 

“The word's provocative," Ruth said, "and it means, well, that a woman uncovers certain parts of her body that should be covered, in order to get a man‟s attention.” Eyebrows pinched in a frown, Annie looked at Ruth, and said, "Then why won't you let Daddy see you in your suit? He'd see that you really do have boobs. He'd like that." 

Ruth let out a short, nervous laugh. "Annie, my love, you know far too much for a six-year-old. Besides, you shouldn't be having thoughts like that." But the fact was, Ruth almost wanted Matt to see her in the suit, if only to make him eat his words about her being flatchested. A dangerous notion, she realized. The thought of Matt's eyes scanning her body made her chest feel tight and her stomach fluttery. Shifting her mind to less dangerous thoughts, she said, “Shall we go on with our etiquette lesson?” 

“Yes,” Annie said, enthusiastically. She shifted into a cross-legged sitting position. "Go to the part about the little forks." 

"Those are cocktail forks," Ruth said, thankful for the diversion. Of late, she'd been having far too many carnal thoughts about Matt. She paged through the book, and finding what she was searching for, pressed the pages open. 

Annie edged closer and looked down at the picture. "Maybe we should get Tanner a fork like that," she said. "He uses his knife to eat little fish that come in funny-shaped cans." 

Ruth looked down at Annie. "You mean sardines?" 

Annie peered up at her. "Yeah. They're gross and still have eyes." She wrinkled her nose in disgust...  And Ruth's heart skipped a beat.  In her mind flashed a little face, four years younger, when offered a tiny serving of squash, making the very same face. It wasn't the mannerism—

most children wrinkled their noses about the same way—but the way the little scar gathered into a wavering line. "Beth?" 

Annie looked at her, puzzled. 

Ruth wasn't sure why she'd said the name, only that she'd been driven to do so, to get a response from Annie, who was, she was all but certain, truly Beth. 

"Why did you say that?" Annie asked. 

"I guess because you reminded me of a little girl I once knew," Ruth replied. "She looked like you too, and would be about your age now." 

"Her name was Beth?" 

Ruth nodded. 

"Where is she now?" 

"I don't know. She... moved away." 

In the distance came the thrum of hoof beats. Annie cupped her hand to shade her eyes from the sun, and cried, "It's Seth and Daddy, and Daddy‟s riding Skeeter!" 

Ruth looked up to find two riders approaching fast, leaving behind a haze of dust. She started to rush for her clothes, but seeing how quickly the men were coming, decided against it. 

Displaying herself while reclining was one thing. Prancing in a bikini across the wide clearing to where her clothes lay was quite another. Hopefully, the men would get on with what they were about and be gone. The men reined in. Matt looked down at Annie and said, "Jeb's at the house and he brought the pups. If you head back right now you can take your pick. Seth will see you home." He swung his leg over Skeeter and hopped to the ground. 

"Yippee!” Annie yelped. She yanked her tee shirt on over her bathing suit, tugged on her jeans and pulled on her socks and boots. In one fluid motion she was on her horse, and moments later, she and Seth disappeared in a cloud of dust, leaving Matt staring down at Ruth. The gleam in his eyes told her he was very much aware of her scanty bathing suit, and she realized what a naive fool she'd been to believe he'd stay away. 

She looked up at him and said, "Seth could have come alone with Annie's horse to take her home, so I assume you're here for a reason." 

"You're right." He started toward her, an odd look in his eyes that she couldn‟t interpret. All she knew was, the thought of being alone with a man who stirred her blood, while wearing next to nothing, had a decidedly unsettling effect on her. 

Standing over her with a look on his face that Ruth could only perceive as contrite, he said, 

"I wanted to square things away with you about last night." 

For a moment, Ruth was too taken aback to speak. Matt didn't seem a man who would admit he was wrong. But clearly, he'd come to apologize. But she'd have her say first. She owed it to him. "Before you start in, I want you to know that my comments about your men were uncalled for, and I apologize." 

"I've never regretted the day I hired any one of those boys,” Matt said. “They don't come any better.” For a few moments he remained standing while looking down at her, his gaze clearly taking in the skimpy suit that barely covered her. Then he squatted down. Hat clasped between his hands, eyes roaming over her, he said, “Now, about that bathing suit...." 

Ruth wanted to crawl into a huge sack, away from Matt's pointed stare. "I don‟t usually wear suits like this,” she said in a nervous, almost giddy voice, “I just got it because Annie picked it out because it was like the one her Barbie wore and I wanted to please her and at the time it seemed the right thing to do and besides I never expected anyone except Annie to see me in it while wearing it and certainly not you or—“ 

“Relax, honey. I‟m not talking about the whistle and string you‟re wearing, I‟m talking about the fancy pants you bought me. I know you meant well, and I don't want to sound ungrateful, but it just doesn't work for me. When I swim, I also bathe, and after spending a long hard day in the saddle, the last thing I want coming between a cool, clear stream and what aches most is a bathing suit. Besides, a suit covers the parts of me that need bathing the most. If you were a man you'd know that when you're in the saddle all day with your parts rubbing—" 

"Stop," she said, raising a hand and cutting him short. "You don't need to go into detail. 

You've made your point." 

"Yeah, well, that's how it is." He tossed his hat aside and stretched out alongside her, propping his upper torso on one elbow. A smile played about his lips. 

"What are you doing?" she asked, wary of his casual, sprawled position. 

"Looking at you.” 

Her heart began to hammer. "I'd rather you didn't" 

"Why? Because it makes you as aware as I am, that you are a woman?" 

"Don't you have fences to mend or cattle to chase or something?" 

"The boys are taking care of that." 

She turned and looked in the direction of her clothes, deciding it would be far more embarrassing to march over there and get them while wearing no more than a whistle and a string, than to just stay put. Aware of the tight breathless feeling in her chest, she said, "I really wish you'd go and leave me be." 

"I want to talk to you." 

"About what?" 

"You." He snapped off a tall bare stem with a small cluster of tiny white flowers at its tip and trailed it up her arm. "I told you I wanted to know what makes you tick. I'm curious, and intrigued." The weed moved over the curve of her shoulder. 

"I'm afraid you'll be greatly disappointed because there's really not much tell. It's pretty much, what you see is what you get," she said, aware of the high-strung edge to her voice, the path of the tiny flowers having a decidedly unsettling effect on her. 

"What I see is a hell of a lot of woman, and every inch of her looks good to me." The flowers moved across the swell of her breasts exposed above the skimpy top, sending her nerves humming. She caught the light that flared in his eyes as they followed the path of the flowers. 

"Please don't do that," she said. 

He put the stem between his teeth, and chewed thoughtfully. "Was he your first love, this man you're still pining for?" 

Ruth looked at him with a start. She hadn't expected the conversation to lead to the fictitious lover. Still, she'd already begun weaving a web of deceit and she couldn't let it unravel now. She shrugged. "I suppose." 

He mulled that over for a moment, the wispy flowers moving up and down with his idle chewing. "It's said one never loves as deeply as the first love." He fixed his gaze on her and waited for her response. 

She shrugged. "I think every time one loves anything and loses it—a person, a pet, a prized possession—a little piece of the heart is torn out that can't be replaced." 

"So the question is," he said, while trailing a finger along her arm, "is it better to have a whole heart untouched by love, or a frayed one that's known rejection and is stronger for it?" 



Raising her eyes to meet his, Ruth said, "Life gives us little choice, it seems. But I have no intention of letting it happen again." 

"If life gives us little choice, how can you stop it?" 

Finding Matt's steady gaze unsettling, Ruth looked at the swimming hole and replied, 

"Because, this time I'm in control. And I assure you, it won't happen again." 

"Honey, if you were in control you wouldn't have broken eye contact to tell me you were in control." While brushing her knuckles back and forth with the tip of his finger he said, "You just don't want to concede that you're also a woman in need of love." 

She refused to look into his eyes, focusing instead on the broad expanse of his chest defined by his snug western-cut shirt. "That's fanciful nonsense. I don't need a man in my life to be contented," she said, wondering how those muscles would feel. It seemed to take little movement on his part to make them flex. 

"Maybe you don't need a man to be contented," he said, "but you do need one to be fulfilled. 

Every passionate woman does." 

Ruth's heart ached with a steady beat. He thought her passionate? The idea seemed strange and alien to her, a woman who had never lusted after a man in her life. But as she held his gaze, her breath grew shallow, her chest felt tight, and an urgency began building, until she became very much aware that she was a woman with a need, and he was a man who could fill that need. 

 Beware, little fly. This web is sticky. 

Snatching herself from his mesmerizing gaze, she said, "And, miracle of miracles, you just happen to be the man who can release me from my pent-up passion. How very lucky I am that you happened along today." 

"Make light of it if you want," Matt said, "but you can't deny there's something drawing us together." 

"I can deny it, and I do. You have a knack for catching me off guard, just as you undoubtedly have with other women around here." 

Ruth saw Matt's face harden, then he said, in a candid voice, "From the day my wife walked out on me there have been no women.” 

The earnest way he‟d said the words almost made Ruth believe it was true. Then she dismissed that thought, and said, "Lorinda, remember?" 

“Women like Lorinda belong to everyone,” Matt said. “But that‟s not what I meant." 

“I know what you meant. But why haven't you remarried? I‟d think you would if only to provide a mother for Annie." 

"Annie is precisely the reason I haven't married, and won't, at least not until she‟s grown. 

She's been abandoned by two mothers already. I won't risk her losing a third." 

 I did not abandon my child! You stole her from me!  Ruth had to catch herself from saying. 

Still, she needed to learn more about the woman Matt believed had given birth to Annie. More importantly, she needed to know what Matt would do, should such a woman come back into their lives. "Do you know anything about Annie's biological mother?" she asked. 

Matt snapped the stalk between his fingers and tossed the flowers aside. "Enough to know that if she ever shows up she'll have hell to pay from me." 

Ruth licked her dry lips. "Don't you ever worry that she could decide she wants Annie back and try to take her from you? There have been cases of mothers who've changed their minds actually getting their children back." 

His expression darkened. "It doesn't happen very often." 

"But, it does happen." 



"No one‟s going to take Annie from me," he stated, firmly. "Brad specializes in child custody cases and he‟s never lost one yet. But if it came down to my being forced to give up Annie, I'd pull the cleverest disappearing act in history. Annie and I could live well anywhere in the world." 

Ruth digested Matt's words. It was exactly what she'd do if the situation were reversed. Yet, she must tread carefully with her questions if she didn't want to raise Matt's suspicions. Trying to maintain an air of indifference, she said, "How would you manage financially?" 

Matt's response was quick and decisive. "I have money stashed away outside the U.S. It wouldn't be a problem. Any more questions?" His tone, and the look on his face, were clearly confrontational. 

"Well... no," she replied, toying with the strap of her bikini, wanting to redirect the conversation, and Matt's mind, to safer territory... 

Matt's eyes dropped to where her hand was, and he said, "Good. Let's swim." 

Ruth felt a sense of relief with the change of subject. Talking about Annie's biological mother made her nervous. But then, she realized, Matt had just broached a subject that made her just as edgy. Swimming with him. “Then I assume you‟re wearing a bathing suit under your jeans?" Her eyes dropped, lingered for a moment on the blatant male bulge straining against his worn jeans, and shot back up to meet his heated gaze. 

Matt's mouth curved in an impious smile. "You already know the answer to that." 

Ruth pursed her lips. "If you intend to go skinny dipping in front of me, forget it." 

Matt's eyes roamed over her in a slow, thorough perusal, leaving her feeling tingly all over. 

"Not in front of you, sweetheart. With you." 

Heat rushed up Ruth's face. "You can't really believe I'd do such an outrageous thing!" 

“What‟s outrageous about it? It's the way God intended.” His gaze rested on the skimpy top. 

"Besides, that thing you‟re wearing leaves nothing to the imagination. There‟s more of you coming out of it than there is packed inside." 

Impulsively Ruth glanced down and saw how much of her was exposed above the top, and how clearly the puckered nubs pressed against the fabric. “Like I told you, I didn‟t expect to wear this in front of anyone but Annie, and certainly not in front of you.” 

“Why? Because you might see in my eyes the reflection of your own needs.” 

“That‟s absurd. I feel nothing but annoyance with your insinuations.” 

“Not insinuations, facts." He held the tips of his fingers against her wrist and looked into her eyes. “Your pupils are dilated, your pulse is racing a mile a minute, and you‟re having trouble breathing. Definite signs of pent-up passion.” 

Matt's words seemed to heighten every reaction he'd just described, and to Ruth's horror, a shiver coursed through her, making her body quiver. Catching his knowing look, she said, "I'm cold." 

"You're aroused." 

"Read into it whatever you want." 

"I'm afraid you're an open book.” He placed his hand on the curve of her neck where it met her shoulder and whispered into her ear, “Your whole body's primed for some serious attention." 

He kissed her ear, and her jaw, and her lips. Then he broke the kiss and his finger moved slowly down her neck. "Besides,” he said in a deep, low voice, "you'll never convince me that a woman who's willing to wear a couple of skimpy patches of material here—" his finger moved dangerously close to a puckered tip "—and little more than a scrap there—" he pointed to the juncture of her thighs "—is too inhibited to swim in the raw." 



Determined to set things straight about the bathing suit, she said, "You haven‟t heard a word I‟ve said. Like I told you before, this isn‟t the kind of suit I normally wear. Annie picked it out because it looked like the one the new Beach Barbie I gave her was wearing, and I didn't want to disappoint her." 

"Well, since you wore it, it would be a damn shame not to christen it." He took her by the hand and said, "Come swim with me, Ruth." 

She pulled her hand from his and replied, "Hell will freeze over first." 

"Honey, as long as you're wearing this—" he snapped the strap to her bikini top "—nothing will freeze over." 

Irritated, she glared at him and said, "You can save the honeys and all your other hollow endearments and specious compliments for your Lorindas." 

"Specious compliments? What have I said that doesn't ring true?" 

Ruth bit her trembling lip. "All of it. Obviously you couldn‟t possibly consider a flatchested old maid who sleeps with her legs crossed as being too terribly appealing!" 

"Oh crap! Annie-Big-Mouth." Matt rested back on both elbows, looked at the sky and mumbled, "I'll wring her little neck." 

"As a matter of fact, yes, it was Annie who told me, but she was only repeating what she heard you tell Seth. After that I‟m sure you both had a roaring good laugh." 

“Regardless of what Annie said, it‟s not true." He rolled onto his side again and propped himself on his elbow. His gaze retraced its earlier path, following a meandering course over her chest. "You have a body that would affect any red-blooded male. It's sure as hell having a dramatic effect on me right now. Besides, I made that remark when you still looked like Marian the Librarian. But now—" He stopped short, and the feral gleam she'd seen in his eyes moments before vanished, replaced by bewilderment. For a few moments he stared at her stomach, saying nothing. Then he stated, "You've had a child." 

Ruth froze. But when she finally found her voice, all she could think to say was, "How did you know" 

"Stretch marks." With the tip of his finger, Matt traced one of several faint white lines crossing her stomach just above her bathing suit. 

Ruth didn't look at him, only nodded, miserably. 

"Why didn't you tell me?" 

"I couldn't. It's too hard to talk about." 

Matt curved a finger beneath her chin and raised her head until her eyes met his. "Is that what you've been keeping bottled up inside, honey? The loss of a child?" 

Tears burned behind Ruth's eyes and everything in her line of vision blurred. She nodded, her breath catching with the sudden onslaught of tears. The tears were real. The implication behind them were a lie. Matt assumed her child had died, and she'd given him no reason to believe otherwise. But then, how could she be certain Beth wasn't dead? With that thought, she started shaking, sobs racking her body and making it jerk uncontrollably. 

Matt took her in his arms. "Ruth, honey, I'm so sorry. But at least I understand." 

She stiffened. "No... No you don't. It leaves a hole right here—" she jabbed a finger at her heart "—that never, ever goes away. It's there when you go to bed at night... and it's there when you wake up in the morning...  and... it... never... ever... goes... away." 

Matt gathered her against him and stroked her hair. "How long ago?" 

"Fo... four... yea... years," Ruth stammered, her heart feeling as if it were being squeezed in a vise as memories surfaced, memories of the warm weight of her newborn baby in her arms, and memories of Beth's first smile, and her first words, and her first toddling steps, and of cuddling her at bedtime and tucking her into her safe little world… 

"How old was your child?" 

Ruth sucked in a ragged breath, and when she could at last speak, she said in a wavering voice, "She'd just turned two." At once, she realized she'd given Matt two pieces to a puzzle he might ultimately put together. Her child's sex, and her age. But his question caught her off guard and her answer just slipped out. 

"Then your daughter would have been about Annie's age now," he honed in. 

Not would have been, she wanted to scream. Is. Beth is Annie's age. Beth is Annie! The ethereal cord between mother and child still held fast, had never been severed. Which was why, in her heart, Ruth knew Beth was still alive. Her mind adrift like a rudderless boat while she tried to grasp words that wouldn't come, she finally said, "Please don't ask me anything else. I just can't talk about it right now." 

Taking her by the shoulders, Matt held her so she was forced to look at him, and said, 

"Honey, if you keep holding it inside you'll never come to terms with it." 

“Come to terms? How does one come to terms with such a terrible thing?" She looked into eyes so sincere, so earnest, she almost poured out her heart. Instead, she shook her head and said, 

"I just can't talk about it." 

"Yes you can," Matt said. "Talk to me, Ruth. How did it happen? How did you lose your daughter?" 

At once, Ruth felt everything unraveling. She couldn‟t give way now, not when she was so close to learning the truth. Abruptly, she pushed out of Matt's arms, yanked off her glasses, and said, "Maybe a swim would be nice. Without my glasses you‟ll just be a blur so it won‟t matter in the least if you‟re naked as a jay bird." That said, she jumped up and headed for the river. 

Matt stared after her. The sight of her barely-covered backside sashaying back and forth was almost his undoing. Did she know how provocatively her fanny moved when she walked? How revealing the skimpy suit was? 

At the riverbank, she turned and smiled over her shoulder. A come-on if he'd ever seen one. 

He also realized all signs of grief had vanished. She expected him to follow, in the raw, and join her in the water. And no right minded female teased a hot-blooded male the way she was doing, without expecting a hot and heavy response from him. And Lord knows, he was ready to give it to her. Stripping off his clothes, he raced after her... 





CHAPTER SIX 

 

Matt caught up with Ruth as she was dashing into the water. Grabbing her around the waist, he scooped her up into his arms. "Ugh. Me Tarzan. You Jane," he said, heaving her over his shoulder, one hand on her thigh, the other clasping her fanny. 

All Ruth could see from her vantage point was the ground racing beneath her and Matt‟s naked backside. It was insane. It was preposterous. It was wild and basic and primitive, Matt charging through the water, naked as the day he was born, her slung over his shoulder like booty from a tribal raid. And she was on the verge of giving herself to him, giving herself to a man she‟d known for only three weeks. To a man who brought out her most primal instincts and drove her to a recklessness she‟d never known. Her mind whirled between struggling from his grasp and rushing for shore, or begging him to stop the aching need that was building so fast and so intense, she felt as if she were about to explode. 

Waist deep in the swimming hole, he tossed her into the water. The abrupt release of his arms from around her and the impact of the cold water on her body brought her back to reality. 

And the reality was, she was also about to give herself to the man who might have played apart in the abduction of her daughter. At last regaining control of her reeling senses, she started racing for shore. 

Matt caught up with her, grabbing her around the waist. “Oh, no you don‟t,”  he said, playfully. “You‟re not getting away from old Tarzan.” 

"Please let me go,” Ruth said, struggling against his hold. “I don‟t want this.” Matt took her by the arms, forcing her to look at him. Fixing her with a steely gaze, he said in a sober voice, “What do you mean, you don‟t want this? There was nothing subtle about the signals you were sending me.” 

“I‟m sorry about that. I don‟t know what got into me,” Ruth said. “But I can‟t do this. I‟m just not into recreational sex.” 

Matt's anger died as suddenly as it had flared, and his brows drew in a perplexed frown. “Is that all you think this is, Ruth? Recreational sex?” 

“What else can it be? We barely know each other.” 

“Still, I feel something deep for you, honey, and I think you feel something for me too. And it‟s not simply a desire for sex.” Matt peered into her eyes, “I want you more than I've ever wanted any woman, Ruth, but I don‟t want you because you have a beautiful body. I want you because you‟re beautiful inside. I see it in the loving way you handle Annie, even when she‟s being a pain in the butt. And I admire your spunkiness with my men and your steadfast determination to ride a horse, and even your resolve to make a lady out of Annie. It‟s not recreational sex I want, Ruth. It‟s you. And that‟s the plain truth.” Ruth felt the familiar lump rising in her throat and saw her own deep yearning reflected in Matt's eyes, and for an instant, life held promise. But the fact was, there were no promises, only unanswered questions. “Wanting me is not enough,” she said. “Besides, how can I expect to instill morals in Annie if I‟m unable to maintain them for myself?” 

"This has nothing to do with Annie,” Matt said, looking steadily at her. “It has to do with a warm, loving, passionate woman, and a fully aroused man wanting to express their desires in the way God intended.” 

Ruth saw the extraordinary promise of his eyes. She was being consumed by an elemental need so strong she almost didn't have the power or the desire to stop him. But the fact was, she must stop him. Holding his steady gaze, she replied, “God intended a man and a woman to express their desires under the covenant of marriage.” 

Matt stared at her for a few moments, as if digesting what she‟d said. Then his fingers tightened on her arms and he said, “Do you have any idea what you‟re asking of me right now, how much self-control it‟s taking to keep from stripping that next-to-nothing suit off you and letting nature take its course? And there‟s no doubt in my mind, Ruth, nature would take its course if you shed that suit. Do you deny it?” 

Ruth shook her head. ”No, but please don‟t try to lead me into doing something I‟ll regret." 

They stood staring at each other in a timeless tableau, and as they did, the look of longing in Matt‟s eyes sank into Ruth‟s memory like a caress. 

It was some moments before he sighed, kissed her lightly, and said, “Okay, honey. We‟ll have it your way, this time.” Lifting her in his arms, he carried her up the low embankment, but when he lowered her onto her towel, she was filled with a sense of loss. Love, she realized, was an unwelcome invader. 

Matt reached for his shorts and pulled them on over his wet legs, followed by his jeans. As he stood before her, water rolled down his bare chest, leaving his body glistening in the sun like molten silver. The sight of him made Ruth‟s breath catch, and it was all she could do to keep from saying, „ Yes, I’ll let you love me the way God intended....’ 

Instead, when he offered his hand she took it, allowing him to pull her up, until she was standing in the circle of his arms with her hands around his waist. He drew her to him and gave her a long, lingering kiss then held her tight. “Oh, Ruthie,” he whispered against the top of her head, “you don‟t know what you do to me.” But when he bent to kiss her again, the sound of galloping horses approaching from a distance caught their attention. 

Ruth quickly pushed out of Matt's arms and grabbed the towel off the ground. 

Moments later, Deke reined in. “You‟d better come right away,” he said, in an excited voice. 

“Jody‟s here and she wants to take Annie.” 

Matt looked at Deke, alarmed. “Where is Annie now?” 

“In the barn with the pups.” 

“Ride back and keep her occupied until I get there.” 

„You‟ve got it.” Deke spun his horse around and spurred him into a gallop. 

Matt grabbed his shirt, rushed over to where Ruth‟s clothes lay in a heap, snatched them up, and said, “Come on. I don‟t want that bitch anywhere near Annie.” He heaved the clothes into the bed of the ranch truck that Ruth and Annie had come in, and they headed back to the ranch, a trail of dust billowing behind. Matt‟s jaw set in a hard line, his brows drawn in an edgy frown, he said, “If she thinks she can come shoving her way back into Annie‟s life she‟ll soon learn it‟ll be over my dead body.” It was a statement, not an opening for conversation or questions, and seeing the rigid look on Matt‟s face, Ruth remained silent. 

As they approached the ranch house, Ruth noted the strikingly beautiful woman leaning against a white Jaguar. She wore a plain white jacket and tight white pants tucked into tall white boots. The jacket gaped open, revealing a white, western-cut shirt, stretched tight by oversized breasts. There was no question in Ruth‟s mind, this was Jody. Standing beside her, a tall, lean, ruggedly good-looking man in western garb, struck a match and held it to a cigarette. Matt brought the truck to an abrupt halt and jumped out. “What‟s this all about?” Jody smiled at him, her eyes scanning his bare chest. “You‟re looking well, Matt,” she said. 

“But then, ranch life always did suit you.” 

Ruth stepped out of the truck, pulling the towel tight around her shoulders. When no one spoke, Jody walked over to her and said, “Please excuse Matt. Protocol isn‟t one of his strong suits.” She offered her hand. “I‟m Jody, and you must be the new nanny.” The towel dropped off one shoulder as Ruth shook Jody‟s hand, and in that instant, Ruth was aware that Jody‟s eyes ranged the full length of her, clearly taking in the scant bathing suit. 

Ruth looked toward Matt for some sign of what she should do. Then she saw his face harden, as he said to Jody, “I‟m sure this isn‟t a social call, so get on with what you want.” Jody slipped her hand into the crook of the tall man‟s arm. “We were in the area so I thought we should stop by.” She waved her hand in front of Matt, displaying an oversized diamond ring and a diamond-encrusted wedding band, and said, “I‟m married now. You remember Wayne, my lead guitar.” 

Matt gave no sign that he so much as acknowledged the man, but instead, fixed his eyes on Jody, and replied, “You‟re not welcome here so take your guitar player, and your diamonds, and your Jag, and get the hell off the Kincaid.” 

“I want to see Annie. I have a right. She's my daughter.” 

“You gave up all rights to her the day you screwed your stud and left.” The man raised his hand in protest, and said, “Now just a minute, Kincaid, you‟re talking to my wife.” 

“I‟m talking to a bitch who doesn‟t much give a damn whose bed she finds herself in as long as it gets her what she wants. You want to take issue with that?” As they stood staring at each other, the man‟s hand drew into a fist then relaxed and he said nothing. 

“Fine,” Matt said. “Now the two of you better be on your way before I lose—“ 

“Daddy!” Annie yelped, racing out of the barn with a tan puppy in her arms. She rushed up to Matt, and said, “This is the one I want. His name is Tristan.” Jody crouched in front of Annie and stroked the puppy‟s head, then looked up, and said, 

“Hello, Annie.” 

Annie eyed Jody with curiosity. “How do you know who I am?” Matt motioned to Ruth. “Take Annie into the house.” 

Ruth grabbed Annie‟s arm and started toward the front door. 

“I don‟t want to go inside,” Annie protested.” I want to show the pretty lady Tristan.” She broke free and turned back toward the gathering. Ruth rushed after her, the towel dropping to the ground in a heap. “Please, Annie, do as your father says.” She took Annie by the arm again and led her away. As she tugged Annie up the porch steps, she heard Jody say to Matt, “Your opinion of me seems to fit your nanny as well. I‟d say she‟s definitely one who doesn‟t much give a damn whose bed she finds herself in as long as it gets her what she wants. And off the top of my head, I‟d say she wants the Kincaid Ranch, and its prize stud.” 

“You have about fifteen seconds to be on your way.” 

“Fine. But if you won't let me see Annie you‟ll be hearing from my attorney. Come on, Wayne.” 

As the Jag careened down the road, Matt bounded up the porch steps and rushed into the house, sending the front door crashing against the wall. He marched into the kitchen where he found Annie sitting on the floor playing with the puppy and Ruth standing with her hands folded across her chest, looking like a deer trapped in headlights. Not wanting to humiliate her further, he said, “I can take over now." 

Ruth said nothing, just turned and left the room, the sight of her near-naked body hovering in Matt's mind. It was some moments before he realized he‟d been staring after her, and that Annie had spoken to him... 

“How did the lady know my name?” 



Collecting his thoughts he replied, “Lots of people around here know who Annie Kincaid is. 

Now go give Tristan a scoop of puppy chow and put him in the pen Edith fixed for him in the laundry room.” He had no intention of upsetting Annie‟s world by introducing Jody into it. The only woman Annie needed in her life right now was Ruth. In fact, the only woman he needed in his life was Ruth, with her big hazel eyes and dimpled cheeks and quick wit. "The fact that Ruth also has a body like Aphrodite...." 

"Daddy?" 

He looked at Annie. "Yes, honey?" 

"What's an afditey?" 

Matt stared at Annie. 

"You said Ruth has a body like an afditey." 

It wasn't until then that Matt realized he'd said the words aloud. "It's Aphrodite. And she was a pretty woman." 

"Then you think Ruth is pretty?" 

“Well, yes.” 

“Are you gonna marry her?" 

"Why would you ask that?" 

"You love her, don't you?" 

Matt didn't reply. The question had taken him by surprise. It also made him feel strange, different somehow, like the thing that closed around his heart the night he'd found Ruth alone on the porch. Dismissing the odd sensation, he said, "I haven‟t known her long enough to love her." 

"You look at her like you love her. Did you kiss her at the swimming hole?" 

Matt lapsed into thoughtful silence. Yeah, he‟d kissed her alright. And all he could think about now was how much he wanted to kiss her again, every inch of her beautiful naked body, and fasten his lips on one of her.... 

"Well did you?" Annie looked up, expectantly. 

Matt squared his shoulders. "Just because a man is alone with a woman doesn't mean he'd kiss her. That would be taking advantage of her. Besides, when a man kisses a woman it's because he wants to marry her. Ruth and I won't be getting married." He hoped that would end it. 

"Did you like the way she looked in her bathing suit?" 

Matt shrugged and said with an evasive grin, "Well yeah." But  like didn't begin to describe Ruth in that skimpy yellow suit. 

"Do you think she looks as good as Lorinda?" Annie pressed. 

Now Matt was irritated. "I don't know. I've never seen Lorinda in a bathing suit." True. But he'd seen her in a whole lot less, and thinking of her in the buff did nothing for him now. 

"Do you think Ruth has big boobs?" 

"Good Lord Annie." But as he said the words, the image of Ruth standing at the water's edge while looking over her shoulder at him made him want to kiss her until she wrapped her arms around him and let out one of her sweet little moans…  

"Well?" Annie stared at him, waiting for a response. 

Matt shrugged. "I really didn't notice. 

“Would you marry her if she had big boobs?” 

“Enough about Ruth,” Matt snapped. “And no, I don't plan to marry her. It's gonna be just you and me, kiddo, like it's always been. Satisfied?" 

Annie shrugged. "I guess." 

Matt got the distinct impression that Annie was disappointed. One day soon, he'd remind her that Ruth was just another nanny who'd leave them both when a better offer came along. 

But the fact was, Ruth wouldn't find a better offer than what he could give her at the Kincaid as his.... As his what? “Just feed your pup," he mumbled to Annie. 

Annie looked up at him, puzzled, and Matt realized that feeding the pup was precisely what Annie was doing. 


*** 

During the quiet, solitary hours just before daybreak, when even the house seemed to be slumbering, Ruth lay in bed, eyes fixed on a ceiling painted with the eerie, bluish light of dawn, and asked herself how she could have come so close to giving herself to the man whose daughter she might ultimately take away, a man who lusted after her, but didn't love her, a man who had no intention of marrying again. She tried to convince herself that she'd allowed things to get out of hand in order to avoid answering Matt‟s questions about Beth, but she knew it was a barefaced lie. Nor could she clear her mind of the brazen smile she'd offered him as she stood on at the edge of the water, urging him to come take her. 

But it was the sight of him racing after her, naked and aroused and completely uninhibited, and scooping her up in his arms and holding her against a body about as perfect as a man could have, that taunted her now. The fact was, she‟d wanted to give herself to Matt for the pure, hedonistic reason that she wanted him. Just as she knew he wanted her. And the only way she could check her unleashed desire for him was to continue avoiding him, just as she had, ever since she‟d rushed out of the kitchen in her bathing suit six days ago. She'd even skipped dinner that night, eating leftovers in the kitchen after Edith retired to her room for the evening, though she'd made sure Annie went down and joined the men for dinner, as usual. 

For the rest of the week it was easy to avoid Matt. He and the men had been away rounding up mavericks to bring in for branding. But now he was back, and again she'd skipped dinner. But eventually he‟d come looking for her, and she'd have to face him. Yet, how could she bring herself to do that now? She‟d always tried to be modest in her dress, but standing near-naked in front of his voluptuous, strikingly beautiful ex-wife had been the most degrading and humiliating moment in her life. And it all happened because of a whim, and a skimpy bathing suit. If it were not for resolving the issue of whether Annie was Beth, she'd leave this place and the physical effect Matt had on her. But she didn't have that choice. So, no matter how driven she was with need for Matt, she would not let it happen again... 

And then the bedroom door opened and she saw him standing there, barefoot, stripped to the waist and wearing pajama bottoms. He walked to the bed and peered down at her. She closed her eyes and willed him to leave, hoping he'd think she was asleep, but he didn't buy it. Instead, he said, "We have to talk." 

"Just go away." 

"Not until I get some answers.” The bed settled down beneath Matt's weight, and Ruth could feel his eyes on her. “Why have you been avoiding me?” 

Ruth attempted to draw the covers up around herself, but they were trapped under him. 

Turning onto her side and presenting her back to him, she said, "You should know why. Now, please leave. Annie will hear us." 

"Annie's downstairs sleeping in Edith‟s room so she can be near her pup." Placing his hand on Ruth's shoulder, Matt said in a low, quiet voice, "Okay, honey, what gives?” Ruth yanked the covers from under him and scooted back against the headboard. Drawing her knees to her chest, she said. "What gives is that nothing like this has ever happened to me and it makes me feel cheap and ashamed. I don't normally go running around half naked, teasing men, and I have no explanation for my behavior." 

Matt drew in an audible breath. "So you‟ve decided to hide from me? Until when?” 

“I don‟t know. I‟m very confused” 

“Then I‟ll clear some of the confusion. You behaved the way you did because you simply allowed yourself to feel what I feel, and to act on it. And your behavior wasn‟t shameful, honey. 

Standing in that skimpy suit and smiling at me over your shoulder, and teasing me the way you did... it was about the sweetest thing that ever happened to me because I know you're not that kind of woman." He reached out and trailed a finger along her bare shoulder and down her arm.” 

"Please don't do that,” Ruth said. “It'll happen again, and this time no cowboy on a horse will come rescue me from myself." 

"And so nature will take its course. What's wrong with that?" 

"We don't love each other." 

"But we can enjoy each other without the complication of love. I want you, Ruth." 

"And when the passion fades and you no longer want me, what then? Will you send me packing so you can make room for a new nanny in your bed?" 

"I have never had a relationship with any of Annie's nannies," Matt said. "That's not what I do. But with us it's different. It's good. It's right." 

"No, it's not right. I don't want passion without love, or sex without marriage. It's that simple. Now, please go. I'd be mortified if someone found us together like this." 

"Okay, I'll go. But we will talk about this later.” 

"No, we won't, because there's nothing more to say." 

"There's a hell of a lot more to say. And we  will talk, you can count on that." Matt left the room as quietly as he'd come in, pulling the door closed behind him. 

Ruth punched her pillow. Whatever it took, they would  not talk about this... ever. Nor, would they pick up where they'd left off at the swimming hole. The memory of it would soon fade, along with her bizarre sexual desire for Matt Kincaid. 

But for tonight, she wanted him more than ever. 


*** 

Matt paced the living room floor, restless with pent up energy and frustrated that Ruth had managed to outmaneuver him, avoiding him for yet another week. She'd planned outings with Annie whenever he was scheduled to be working in the vicinity of the ranch house, and she'd taken care of her duties with Annie at the house while he was out branding, or mending fences, or rounding up strays. But their separation had given him time to think. And time to mull things over. Something about Ruth had been niggling him, like trying to remember an elusive dream that would emerge from the subconscious only to slip away again. 

She'd lost a daughter. Odd that the daughter would be Annie's age now. Not odd. 

Coincidental. Too coincidental? Had she taken the job as nanny to a little girl who would be the same age as her dead child, just to fill the void? The catch was, in his ad, he'd never mentioned Annie's age, or sex. The ad. Another paradox. Ruth never saw his ad. She'd claimed she heard about the position from a woman from Cedar Grove while traveling on a bus. She'd never said who the woman was, and he'd never asked. For that matter, she'd never mentioned why she'd been on a bus from Cedar Grove. Now, the whole bus thing seemed suspicious. 

He crossed the floor again. What had he said to Ruth just before her sprint into the water? 

Until then, she'd made plain her thoughts about swimming with him in the raw. Then impulsively, she jumped up and dashed for the river. And her stance at the water's edge clearly invited him to join her. A distraction? Had she opted for an erotic romp in the water with him, one that would without doubt end in hot, heavy sex, rather than following the direction their conversation had been heading? Wherever that was. And that's what was niggling him. He'd been so distracted by the sight of her near-naked body and his own strong need that the gist of their conversation became blurred at the time, and now it had totally escaped him... 

The sound of a vehicle drew his eyes to the window. To his alarm, he saw that a sheriff‟s car had pulled up out front. He met the sheriff at the door. “What‟s the problem, Les?” 

“These are for you." Les Willcuts held out a thick envelope. 

Matt noted that the packet came from the office of Jody‟s attorney. Flipping open his pocket knife, he sliced the envelope and slipped out the bundle of legal papers, reaffirming what he already suspected. “Well, Jody‟s true to her word," he said under his breath. "She‟s petitioning the court for joint custody.” 

Les‟s brows gathered in surprise. “Joint custody of Annie? Why would she want to do that? 

Last I heard she hadn‟t been around here in years.” 

“She was here last week," Matt said. "When I wouldn‟t let her see Annie—" he waved the papers in front of Les "—she threatened to do this. I didn‟t think she‟d go through with it though. 

I suspect her attorney already had the papers drawn up, ready to serve me as soon as I denied Jody access to Annie, which Jody knew I'd do.” 

“But, why would Jody want Annie after all this time?” 

“Who knows? Guilt? Maybe to impress her new husband? You tell me, Les. You knew Jody before I did.” 

Les shifted, uneasily. “Yeah, well, I didn‟t know her that way.” He crooked his thumbs in his pockets and added, “Maybe her biological clock‟s ticking and she‟s starting to feel it, and with that body of hers, she‟s not likely to want to stretch it all out of shape being pregnant. Annie takes care of both problems. But what do you intend to do? You‟ll have to respond to this.” 

“I‟ll respond alright. I‟ll sic Brad on her and she won‟t know what hit.” After Les left, Matt called Brad, who informed him that he‟d be out to the ranch as soon as he could tie up some loose ends. 

Two days later, Brad‟s twin-engine Cessna touched down on the ranch runway. Matt rushed out to meet him and they headed toward the house. As they entered the main room, Matt was surprised to find Ruth rushing for the stairs so she could continue avoiding him. But this time she wouldn‟t get away. “Ruth,” he called after her, “come say hello to Brad.” She paused at foot of the stairs, her back to them, and for a moment Matt thought she intended to ignore him and keep going. Then she turned, and on her face Matt saw the same trapped look he‟d seen when she‟d stood in the kitchen in her bathing suit. She managed a smile as she walked toward them. “Nice to see you again, Brad.” 

Brad took her outstretched hand, and while looking at her closely, replied. “It‟s nice to see you again too." For a few moments he seemed to be studying her, then his brows gathered in a puzzled frown and he said, “Were you possibly involved with one of the local television stations? I think that's where I might have seen you before.” Ruth shrugged. “No, I've never done that. But like I said, I have one of those generic faces everyone mistakes for someone else. I've been told I look like one of the local reporters. Of course, I never can see the resemblance, but others do.” 

Matt knew from the forced look on her face that her words were not genuine. Some time real soon, he silently vowed, he‟d make it a point of finding out why. 





CHAPTER SEVEN 

Ruth stood in the hallway, listening to the voices of the men in the dining room below. She'd left the table early, as she‟d done all week, but this time it wasn‟t to avoid Matt, but to stay away from Brad. He was getting close to the truth. He'd placed her face on television, and she knew he wouldn't let the issue go until he'd solved the riddle. 

Oddly, she was also glad he was there, if only to keep Matt occupied for a while. Playing cat and mouse with him was beginning to weigh heavily on her. Earlier that day he'd intercepted her as she was leaving the stables, and he told her he wanted to talk to her after dinner. Leaving the table early seemed a way out, at least for a little while longer. She knew he was upset because she‟d been avoiding him, but that couldn't be helped. She didn't want to be alone with him, at least not until she learned the truth about Annie. She knew how it would turn out. The pull was too strong, her resolve too weak. If she could, she'd pack up and leave. And maybe that's how it would end. Annie would turn out to be just a little girl who Matt adopted, and Beth would still be out there somewhere. 

Too restless to stay inside, and with too many hours left until she'd be tired enough to sleep, she crept down the stairs and slipped past the dining room, hoping Matt wouldn‟t notice her. But the moment she stepped onto the porch, the screen door shot open and Matt grabbed her by the arm. "Where are you going?" he asked, his tone accusatory. 

Tugging against his grip, Ruth replied, "Some place where I can be alone." 

"Why? Because you're afraid of what will happen when I do this?" Pulling her to him, Matt captured her lips in a kiss that was at once forceful and desperate, drawing her into its vortex until she was unaware of everything around her but the taste of him, and the feel of his arms around her, and the heavy beating of his heart against her palms. When she at last found the strength to break free, she pushed against his chest and cried, "Let me go!" 

Matt arms tightened around her. "Not until we talk this out." 

Trying to ward off a discussion Ruth had no intention of getting trapped into, she said, somewhat incongruently, "What about your brother?” 

Matt looked at her, baffled. “What's he got to do with anything?” 

“Shouldn‟t you be inside visiting with him? He came all the way from Portland to see you, for whatever reason 

“Brad‟s in the study putting together a case that will send Jody packing for good." He took her by the shoulders, and said, "Sorry to spoil your evening but we will talk. Now." 

"All right, have it your way. You will anyway," Ruth said. When he loosened his hold, she shrugged out of his arms and started for the door. 

Matt's hand shot out, taking her by the arm. "Not in there," he said. "In the barn where we can talk without being disturbed." 

Staring at him unblinking, Ruth said, "But if we go to the barn, talking is not the way it will turn out, and you know it as well as I do." 

"I don't intend to have a quick roll in the hay if that's what you're implying. I mean to talk to you in private, which will be in the barn." He took her arm and she made no attempt to pull out of his grasp. She knew better than to try. 

In the barn, Matt braced his arms on her shoulders, and said, "You've got me so tied in knots I can't think straight. All I see is you at the swimming hole, near-naked, and flushed, and wanting me, and I can't do a damn thing about it." 

"Then go to Lorinda," Ruth said, irritably. "I'm sure she can fix your problem." 



"But she can't fix this." Matt clamped his hand over his heart. 

Ruth stared at his large hand, then looked into eyes that were no longer angry, but instead, softly luminous in the subdued light. Her own anger began to fade, replaced by puzzlement. "I don't understand." 

"Then I'll try to explain." Matt tightened his hands around her arms and peered into her eyes. 

She felt the tingle of his breath against her face as he said, "Honey, I can't give you love. It's not in me to give right now, but I can give you whatever you want to make you happy here. All I ask is that you stay with me and help me with Annie." 

 ...can't give you love... not in me to give... 

Matt's words hung heavily as a deep nagging uneasiness settled over her. She tried to keep her voice steady as she said, "That's exactly what I am doing." 

"When I say stay with me, I'm talking about with me in a relationship," Matt said. 

"And with you in bed," Ruth clarified. 

"No. Well... yes... that is, I don't know what I'm asking,” Matt said, pacing like a caged animal. “All I know is you're different. You're important to me." 

"I see.” 

Matt stopped in front of her and said in a voice filled with expectation, "You're a passionate woman, honey, but you keep it bottled up inside. We could be good together.” Ruth backed away from him. "Let me see if I get this straight," she said, musingly. "Along with helping you with Annie, you want me be on-call for sex whenever the notion moves you, and in return you'll feed me and clothe me and give me whatever I want to make me happy here. 

I assume that will also include pay for being Annie's nanny." 

"You're twisting what I said." 

"What you said is quite clear. It's a very tempting offer, but most mistresses at least get a fancy car out of the deal." 

Matt's eyes narrowed, and the muscles in his jaws bunched. "You know damn well that‟s not what I‟m asking you to be." 

"Fine. Then you tell me what, exactly, it is you're asking of me," Ruth said, "because I haven't got a clue." 

"Why are you making this so complicated? Couples live together all the time." 

"Well, that‟s not my style. So the way I see it, you keep your pants zipped, and I'll continue the job I was hired to do. That way no one will get hurt by anything as archaic and outmoded as falling in love and getting married. Now that  would be a complication." 

Matt sighed. "Maybe I just need more time." 

"Fine. Take all the time you want," Ruth said. "I'm satisfied with things the way they are." 

"You're the most stubborn woman I've ever met." 

"Me stubborn? Hah! If that isn't the pot calling the kettle black. What's it about me that you find stubborn?" 

"This notion that love has to be a factor in a fulfilling relationship." 

"Love is a factor. Didn't you love your wife?" 

Matt looked at Ruth with a start. Then his brows gathered, and he said, "I thought I did. But at the time I was sixteen, with down for a beard, and only one thing on my mind." 

"It seems that one thing is still on your mind," Ruth groused. 

"But this time it's different. You're different. I've never met a woman like you. You're strong, and independent, and passionate. And you've managed to connect with Annie in a way no other woman ever has, not even Jody when we first got Annie." 



Ruth was on the verge of saying...  I connected with her  because she's my daughter...  but willed herself to focus on something else. Anything. The ranch, Matt's ex-wife, the custody battle. The reason she was there. Though Bill had filled her in on some of the details about Matt's background, until now, any questions she might have asked Matt about his past would have appeared suspicious. But he'd just given her the perfect opening to ask all the questions she wanted, including questions about the adoption, though she'd have to tread carefully with that. 

Putting some space between them, she said, "I know you're a dedicated father, Matt, and I respect you for that, but just because I've managed to connect with Annie, you're asking me to stay here and share your bed, without commitment. Yet, I know little about you. I think that gives me a right to ask questions." 

"Fine. Ask all the questions you want." 

Deciding she'd start by verifying information Bill had passed on to her, she said, "Well... 

first of all, how did you meet your wife?" 

Holding her gaze, he replied, "I worked for her father." 

 ...he married a rancher's daughter, divorced her and ended up with the ranch and sole custody of their daughter...   Bill's words. At least Matt wasn‟t lying. 

But would he reveal the rest? Tell her how he got the ranch and sole custody of Annie? 

"How old were you when you married?" she ventured. 

"Nineteen, and it was with her father's blessing," Matt replied. His eyes sharpened. "By the time I hired on she'd slept with every cowhand on the ranch. She was a couple of years older than me, but she told me early on that she'd make a man of me, show me more ways to use what I had tucked between my legs than I knew existed. And she did." 

"When you met her didn't it bother you that she had been with other men?" Ruth asked. 

Matt gave a kind of grudging laugh. "She told me early on that I had the biggest you-know-what that she'd ever seen. You can imagine what that did for a sixteen-year-old‟s ego. I felt like the ranch stud. And she treated me like it too. I was obsessed with her, having her on my mind day and night. Do you have any idea what it's like for a guy to ride all day with sex on his mind? 

By the time I'd get back to the barn at night, I felt like I had a corncob shoved down my pants. 

But she'd be there to tell me she'd kiss it and make it all better. And when she did, I thought I'd died and gone to heaven." 

Ruth tried not to focus on Matt's virility, or his sexual obsession with his wife, but the images of Matt with his wife could not be dismissed. Nor could she understand why she found them so disturbing. Matt and his wife had been hot-blooded teenagers with raging hormones. Of course it would have been that way. And now she was acting like a teenager with raging hormones. It was unseemly behavior for a woman past thirty. It was also getting her off track, and there were still unanswered questions that needed to be asked. 

"How did you happen to end up with Annie and the ranch?" There, it was out. She hadn't intended to be so blunt, but she couldn't take back the words. 

"Jody's father thought I could tame some of that wild spirit of hers," Matt said, "but in the twelve years we were married, I never did. Jody left Annie and me when Annie was two-and-a-half to run off with that bastard, Wayne. He was lead guitar in an up-and-coming country and western band. Divorce papers followed." 

"And you're still angry about it." 

Matt let out a short guffaw. "No,  I understand it now. But at the time, I was too caught up with my own bruised pride, wondering why I couldn't satisfy my own wife, that I failed to see that all along she'd been searching for something I couldn't give her. And I should have known. 



Many nights I'd wake up and reach for her, only to find an empty bed. But she wasn't with a man. 

She'd be sitting on the porch with her guitar, working out a song, always a song about searching for something. And in the end she got what she wanted, and so did I." 

Ruth looked at him, puzzled. "I don't understand." 

He shrugged. "Jody never liked the ranch, and her father never got over her walking out on Annie and me. He changed his will shortly after she ran off. When he died two years later, I learned that he‟d left the ranch to me to pass on to Annie. It wasn't much of a place when I first married Jody though, and her father‟s method of keeping records was to shove everything into as many shoeboxes as it took, but I worked my butt off, and by the time her father passed away, I don't mind saying, it was a pretty respectable spread." 

“I take it Jody has no siblings.” 

“No. She‟s an only child. She gave her father hell when she was growing up. But where Jody fell short as a daughter, Annie filled in. He adored her, and she adored him. She misses him yet and so do I. He was more like a father to me than my own.” Ruth contemplated everything Matt told her. It all connected. After a few moments, she said, 

"What I don't understand is how you could marry a woman who‟d slept with every cowboy on the ranch and not care if Annie and your men swim nude together. You're teaching Annie a total disregard for modesty, which can end up as an excuse for casual sex when she reaches puberty." 

Matt looked at her, contrite. "Yeah, well, I've been thinking about that too," he conceded. "I guess I never gave it much thought because Annie's still so young, but seeing her in that dress, looking so pretty and grown up... Well I got to thinking that maybe what you said... That is, what I'm trying to say is—" he stopped short and looked at her. 

Ruth waited, and after a stretch of silence, she said, "Is it so hard to admit you're wrong? 

Everyone makes mistakes. No one's infallible." 

Matt heaved a sigh. "Okay. You win. You're right. Annie won't be swimming with the men again. Are you satisfied?" 

"Yes." Ruth smiled. She had no idea why his admission pleased her so, but it made her want to throw her arms around him and kiss him all the more. Instead, she said, "Was that so hard?" 

The way he was looking at her made her breath catch. 

"No," he replied. "What's hard is seeing you smiling at me like that and wanting to take you in my arms and kiss you senseless and... Hell, I think I will anyway." He dragged her to him, but when he went to kiss her she braced her hands against his chest. "I'm not through asking questions," she said, knowing that if he kissed her, she'd forget the questions she needed to ask. 

Matt looked at her with a blend of grudging tolerance and irritation, and said, "You know my background, my family, you're here at my home, you've seen me with Annie. What more do you need to know about me to convince you that I'm just an ordinary man?" 

"Well, not a lot really. It's just that... since I'm here as Annie's nanny, I should know a little bit about the circumstances of her adoption. Where you got her." 

Eyes narrowed, Matt said, "Annie's adoption's in the past, she's my legal daughter, and nothing more needs to be said about it." 

And Ruth knew, from the look on Matt's face, that any discussion about the circumstances surrounding Annie's adoption was closed. When she said nothing, Matt added, "This is about me, not Annie. So is there anything else you want to know about me?" 

"Well... no... I don't suppose so. But it takes time to get to know someone, and I feel like you're pressuring me into a relationship I'm not ready for. I didn't take this job because I was looking for romance. I took it because I have skills with children, especially difficult children as I told you in the interview." Ruth was pleased with her quick response. It was not so hard to twist the truth. In fact it was becoming easier each time she was forced to do so. 

"I'm not trying to press you into doing anything you don't want to do," Matt said, moving toward her, "but I think we have something special going and I don't want to lose it. And right now I just want to hold you." He pulled her to him and curved his arms around her, and Ruth made no attempt to get free. During those terrible empty years, how much she just wanted to be held just the way Matt was holding her. She tightened her arms around him, absorbing the warmth of his body against hers, the solid strength of his arms holding her. And when he bent down and kissed her, she responded by kissing him back with an intensity that seemed to release the tension that had been building. 

He kissed her jaw and her neck and the side of her face and returned to her lips, and she thrust her fingers into his hair, drawing his lips closer. As the kiss deepened, his hands seemed to be everywhere. Down her back, over her hips, cupping her buttocks and pressing her to him. But when they began unsnapping her shirt, she broke the kiss, backed out of the circle of his arms, and said, “I can‟t do this.” Without waiting for his response, she rushed out of the barn and returned to the house. Yet, it would have been so easy to play by his rules. No love. No commitment. No regrets. She could continue weaving her web of deceit while searching for the truth about Annie and Beth, and if nothing came of it, she'd simply walk away from him. 

But as each day passed, her feelings for Matt were growing deeper, and with those feelings came a stronger desire to tie herself to him, body and soul, and she wondered how long she could hold out. But she already knew the answer. She'd hold out until she knew whether or not Annie was Beth. Beyond that, she refused to dwell. 


*** 

Ruth sat on the river embankment watching Annie and Matt frolicking in the water. It had been four days since her encounter with Matt in the barn, and for the most part he was giving her the space she wanted by putting no pressure on her for a physical relationship. He'd gone back to light-hearted bantering. But there were moments when he'd look at her with an intensity that told her his desire for her was mounting, just as was her desire for him. She hated this bizarre and paradoxical need for him. But the more she tried to reject it, the stronger it became. But she was determined to fight it... 

"Ready or not, here I come." Annie sprang off the embankment. 

Matt caught her in his arms. "Get ready. Here you go." He tossed her into the water. 

Annie emerged laughing. “Come on, Ruth. Jump in. Daddy'll catch you." 

"Yeah, come on, honey, I'll catch you." Matt smiled. "You can count on that." 

When Ruth remained sitting, Annie scrambled up the embankment, grabbed her hand, braced her heels in the dirt, and cried, "Come on. Daddy'll catch you. It's really fun." 

Ruth tugged against Annie's grip. "Annie, I really don't think I should." 

"Of course you should," Matt yelled. "Are you afraid I won't catch you? Believe me, you have nothing to worry about." 

Ruth looked at Annie, who was waiting expectantly, then at Matt, who looked like a tomcat on the prowl. At least he was wearing a bathing suit of sorts. He'd settled for a pair of cut-off jeans. But they were almost threadbare, and once soaked with water, they hung below his navel, emphasizing the dark line of hair that disappeared beneath the waist, clinging to that part of him she was having trouble ignoring.... 

"Do it, Ruth," Annie pleaded. "Please?" 

Ruth sighed. "Okay." She glanced at Matt. "You will catch me, won't you?" 



"Do I need to answer that?" His grin said it all. 

"Okay, here I come." Ruth launched herself into the air and landed in Matt's arms. But when she looked up at him, he wasn't smiling, and neither was she. 

"This is hell," he mumbled. "When I suggested we come here, I didn't mean with Annie tagging along. We need to talk." 

"We tried that, remember?" 

"Which is why you‟ve been avoiding me again, I suppose." 

“It‟s easier that way.” 

Annie's voice rang out. "Throw Ruth up in the air and catch her, Daddy, like you did me." 

"We'll continue this later." He tossed Ruth in the air and caught her, one hand halfway covering her breast, the other holding her backside. He shifted her in his arms and grunted. "Like I said, this is hell. Come to my room tonight." 

“No.” 

"Then I'll come to yours." 

"No!" 

“Why? Because Annie might hear us or because I can‟t make a commitment right now? You know my position on that as long as Annie's still living under my roof. After she‟s gone, things will be different. You're everything I want in a wife, but not until Annie's gone. Please come to me tonight, honey. I won't press you to go beyond whatever boundaries you set. I just want to hold you." 

Matt's words tugged at her heart, and Ruth found herself saying, "All right, I'll come sometime after midnight but—" 

"Daddy get ready here I come." 

"Damn!" Matt dumped Ruth in the water and opened his arms in time to catch Annie. He tossed Annie in the air and threw her into the water, while Ruth scrambled up the embankment, her body feeling as if it were wound tighter than a spring, a spring that needed to be released. 

Although she‟d started to tell Matt that she'd come to his room, but only to hold each other for a little while and talk, nothing more, she hadn‟t had time to finish her sentence. Looking at Matt now, standing in the swimming hole, water rolling down his muscular chest and taut belly, his tight cutoffs delineating his lean hips and the fullness of his aroused male part, the notion of making love was beginning to take hold. It wasn‟t as if she were a virgin holding out for the one true love of her life, if that notion even existed. And once her sexual needs were satisfied, if only temporarily, she could put all of her energy into searching for the truth. Maybe bedtime talk after lovemaking would bring some unexpected answers. 

With a smile of anticipation, she reached for the picnic basket and lowered herself to the towel, and a few minutes later, Matt joined her. “Are you hungry?” she asked. 

"In more ways than one." He smiled, eyes gleaming with carnal intent and added, “Besides, a growing boy needs lots of food, and believe me, honey, I'm growing bigger every second I'm around you." 

Ruth scooped up some potato salad and plopped it on his plate. "Then this should take care of your problem, at least until tonight.” The words seemed to slip out, and for the moment, she had no desire to retract them. 

Matt kissed her lightly when Annie had her back turned, leaned close to her ear, and said in a deep, low voice that seemed to touch every sensuous region of her body, "And just to prove to you that my heart is captain of this ship and not my rudder, we‟ll ignore that troublesome part of my anatomy for a while tonight and focus on your needs. I intend to make you tingle in places you never knew existed, and I want to kiss every place that tingles. Only then will we take care of my ongoing problem. Meanwhile here comes you-know-who." 

Ruth looked past Matt to see Annie splashing towards them. She scurried up the embankment, ran a towel over her little wet body, and sat beside Ruth. Reaching for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, she took a sizeable bite. As with Beth, Annie favored peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, but begrudgingly ate other food when not given a choice. 

Annie chewed thoughtfully, swallowed, and said to Matt, "Ruth told me that I remind her of a little girl she once knew named Beth, who would be my age now. She said I look like her too." 

Matt looked over Annie's head at Ruth, and said, "Was that her name?" 

Ruth shrugged, and replied, "No. Beth was a child in my neighborhood who moved away." 

Matt's eyes on Ruth, he said, "I'd like to know more about this little girl named Beth, who looked like Annie." 

Something about his tone—the cynical edge to it—alarmed Ruth. She stuffed her mouth with potato salad and mumbled, "There's really nothing to tell. She was just a little girl who lived in the neighborhood. And she didn't look all that much like Annie." 

Matt studied her for the span of several heartbeats, then said in a voice that had lost all its humor, "Then what is it about Annie that reminds you of Beth?" 

Ruth laughed lightly, "Her hair and eyes. Beth's were brown too. That's about it." 

"That's funny," Matt said, soberly. "I'd swear there was more to it." 

"No really, that's it. More salad?" Without waiting for a reply, Ruth scooped out another dollop of salad and plopped it on Matt's plate. 

Matt raised his eyes from his plate and looked at her steadily, and said, "We can talk about it later." And Ruth knew that whatever it took, she would not go to Matt's room tonight. But she'd worry about the ramifications of that tomorrow. 





CHAPTER EIGHT 

Matt called to Tanner from atop his horse. "You ready with that iron?" 

Tanner nodded. 

"Okay, Seth. Send out the last one," Matt yelled. 

Seth split off a young maverick from the others, and it bolted into the corral and scrambled for freedom. Matt kicked his horse and followed in close pursuit, leaning heavily as his horse cut sharply while tracking the animal. Hurling his rope, he dropped a wide loop around the maverick's neck, cinched the rope to the saddle horn, and in a flash was off his horse and wrestling the animal to the ground, binding his legs. Moments later, the acrid smell of burning flesh filled Matt's nostrils. The animal let out a blood-wrenching bawl, but before he could struggle, he was free. And Matt was done for the day. Done with branding, that is. He hadn't even begun with Ruth. Roping, wrestling and branding mavericks was the easy part of his day. 

Trying to make sense out of Ruth's erratic behavior was a whole different matter. 

For the better part of last night he lay in bed, waiting for her to come, until sometime between three and five in the morning, he'd finally drifted to sleep, only to be awakened from an erotic dream in which Ruth was standing before him, naked and laughing and beckoning to him, but always just out of reach. He'd crawl on top of her, ready to sink himself into her, and she'd suddenly be above him, straddling him, laughing and making lewd gestures. The dream ended when he awakened to his own heavy breathing, and an embarrassing mess. 

His first reaction when she wasn't at breakfast was to track her down and give her hell for playing havoc with his libido. She'd agreed to come to him and there was no question what she had in mind. But she didn't come, and she'd been avoiding him all day, a clear indication that they were back to square one. Whatever that was. 

 Along with helping you with Annie, you want me be on-call for sex whenever the notion moves you... 

Good Lord! He hadn't been listening when she'd said the words, but he sure as hell was hearing them now. No wonder she'd been avoiding him. He'd been acting like a rutting bull ready to jump her whenever she was near. He should know enough about women by now to realize they needed to be courted, at least decent women like Ruth did. He'd never bothered to get to know her—her hopes, her dreams, her goals, her likes and dislikes, getting her to talk about the daughter she'd lost, and about the father of her child. So far, it had been all about getting her into bed. Which went against his rules about live-in female help. His policy had been firm. Nannies and housekeepers were off limits. It hadn't been a difficult policy to follow. Until now. 

But Ruth was different. She was fragile, like a flower. Well, maybe fragile wasn't exactly how he'd describe Ruth. But she  was sensitive. And he'd been an insensitive, single-minded bastard. She'd lost a daughter. Lord only knows how it would be to lose Annie. The idea was too disturbing to imagine. But Ruth was toughing it out. Chin up. Shoulders back. A wall of armor shielding her heart. And other than a few half-assed attempts, he hadn't tried to get her to talk about her daughter. The fact was, he'd been too preoccupied with himself and his sexual needs to think of anything else. Ruth did that to him. But it would be different now. He'd slow things down, buy her something special, something expensive and engraved, with insets of turquoise... 

 ...most mistresses at least get a fancy car... 

Well, maybe he‟d buy her something expensive later, when it was established that she was not his mistress or his live-in girlfriend, but was instead, the woman who was quickly becoming the most important person in his life, next to Annie. He'd start with flowers and romantic cards and go from there. For the time being, though, he'd keep his distance. No grabbing her and pulling her into his arms, no heated kisses, no... damn... nothing. 

Meanwhile, he had another restless night ahead of him. He hadn't seen Ruth all day. She and Annie had been on another horseback outing with packed meals, no doubt so she wouldn't have to face him at dinner tonight. Even last night, she'd slipped off to her bedroom during his nightly shenanigans with Annie with barely a word for either of them. But that was all about to change. 


*** 

Ruth looked out of her bedroom window to see a van from Cedar Grove Florist pulling up out front. A man wearing white overalls hopped down and headed up the walkway, a long narrow box in the crook of his arm. It seemed improbable that flowers would be delivered to the Kincaid Ranch. More likely, the driver made a wrong turn. A few minutes later, however, she was surprised when Edith came to her room, the box cradled in her arms. 

"Seems these are for you," Edith said. 

Ruth eyed the box. "I can't imagine who'd be sending me flowers." It definitely wasn't Matt's style. Nor could he have sent them since he and the men were off mending fences and wouldn‟t be back for four more days, a welcome relief just to know he was gone and wouldn't be asking any more questions about Beth. Why she'd mentioned Beth to Annie, she couldn't explain, even to herself. It just slipped out. And now she knew Matt wouldn't let it go until she answered his questions. He was beginning to suspect something and it was up to her to either verify that Annie was Beth, or continue playing cat and mouse while searching for the truth... 

"Well, go ahead, look inside and see who it is," Edith urged. 

Ruth opened the box and found a dozen long-stemmed red roses wrapped in green florist tissue. A tiny envelope was tucked in among the stems. She slipped the card from the envelope and read, "For a special woman." 

Edith chuckled. "Looks like you've got yourself a secret admirer. Can't imagine which of the boys has a romantic streak though. It's not Seth or Tanner. Seth's been with Sue Anne for the better part of two years, and Tanner's had the same girlfriend since high school. It's not likely to be JT either, because he has his eye on a little waitress over at Glady's Café. And I can't imagine Deke sending flowers to a women. Maybe the new boy, Randy. He seemed pretty taken in by how fast you learned to ride." 

Ruth knew that neither Randy nor Deke would send her flowers. Randy hadn't so much as looked at her since the riding lessons, and Deke viewed her as a greenhorn city slicker. Which left Matt. She touched a delicate blossom. Her heart started beating a staccato rhythm with the idea of Matt sending them... 

Edith took the box of flowers. "I'll put these in water and bring them back. You be sure and let me know who he turns out to be now." She walked away, chuckling. 

Ruth stared at the card. Matt hadn't questioned her at all about why she didn't come to his room two nights before, and it wasn't because he didn‟t have a chance. Although she'd purposely avoided him, that wouldn't have stopped him. No, this time he'd left her alone, for whatever reason. And he‟d made it clear at dinner the night before that he'd be riding herd with the men for the next four days. No attempt to kiss her goodbye, no winks or suggestive smiles. Not even so much as a little squeeze of her arm. She‟d wondered if he'd finally lost interest. She'd certainly given him reason. Although his motives for pursuing her had been crystal clear, the thought that he'd finally given up the chase bothered her more than she cared to acknowledge. 

The next day, more flowers arrived. This time they were delivered by a grizzled cowboy on horseback, who said, "One of the boys from the Kincaid wanted these left for the lady workin' 



here." The bouquet came wrapped in a moistened bandana. The flowers were the same as those growing along the banks of the swimming hole. However, when Edith handed her the bouquet, what caught Ruth's attention was not the yellow monkey flowers or the scarlet columbine or the blue monks heads, but the profusion of tiny white flowers, the same little flowers Matt had tickled her with while he'd stretched alongside her that day at the swimming hole. She looked for a card but found none. But the message was clear. She blushed, and said, "They‟re really pretty." 

Edith eyed the flowers. "Funny there's no note. I guess you're just suppose to know. You got any idea who it is?" 

Ruth stared at the white blossoms peeking out from among the flowers, almost feeling the tiny petals trailing across her breasts, a pair of dark eyes following the path of the flowers. Her body started tingling, and heat rushed up her face. She shook her head. “No, I have no idea who it is,” she lied, feeling her face grow hot. 

Edith laughed. "Whoever sent them oughta see your face. You're blushin' like a school girl." 

Ruth knew her cheeks must be scarlet. They felt as if on fire. She also knew she didn't want Edith to learn who the mystery lover was. She liked Edith but she knew that Edith couldn't keep from sharing that bit of information with her boys, who would pass it on to their girlfriends, and before long, all of Cedar Grove would know that the new nanny at the Kincaid was taking care of more than just Annie Kincaid. "I'm just flushed from the heat," she said. 

Edith eyed her dubiously. "Well, I'd better get these in water since they're already starting to wilt." She walked away, shaking her head and chuckling softly. 

On the third day, shortly after Ruth and Annie returned from a ride to the old Indian mound, Edith intercepted Ruth in the living room, another long box from the florist cradled in her arms. 

"These just arrived," she said, excitedly. 

Ruth eyed the box, almost afraid to open it. There was no guessing what might be written on the card. She was certain now that the flowers came from Matt, and she wished Edith would leave before learning the truth. Instead, Edith stood looking at the box, and said, "Well go ahead. 

Let's see what lover boy wrote this time." 

With a shaking hand, Ruth lifted the lid and peered down at the single yellow rose. The card read, "From a lonely cowboy." 

Edith giggled. "He must really be lonely paying to have one rose sent twenty miles. He must also have a whole lot of money—" she stopped short. And Ruth knew at once that Edith had figured out who the mystery suitor was. She verified it by saying, "Well, who'd have figured Mr. 

Kincaid being the romantic type. Just goes to show you, you never know a man till he starts courting a woman." 

"It does seem... unlike him," Ruth agreed. The thought of Matt with a romantic streak seemed sweetly endearing, a side of him she'd never have guessed. 

So, when Matt returned the afternoon of the fifth day and said to Ruth, "Please come to the shooting range with Annie and me tomorrow," the fact that he'd said  please was the clincher. 

Before the flowers started arriving he would have said something more like, "We'll be heading out to the shooting range tomorrow. Be ready to leave at...." 

With him peering down at her with such expectation in his eyes, like a little boy pleading for a puppy, Ruth simply nodded, and said, "I'd like that." 

A slow smile touched his lips, and a new light came into his eyes, reminding her that he was not a little boy pleading for a puppy. He was a man with a man's needs. And what he wanted was definitely not a puppy. Only the thought of Annie being along gave her the resolve to keep her word this time. Still, she felt uneasy. 



*** 

Matt tucked the box into his saddle bag and mounted his horse, then pressed him into a gallop so he could catch up with Ruth and Annie, who'd started on ahead of him. When he slowed to a walk alongside Ruth, Annie, who was ahead of them, looked back, and said, "Can I ride Skeeter in the stream?" 

Matt nodded. "Just don't get out of my sight." Annie trotted her horse over to the stream, a short distance away. Matt slanted a glance at Ruth. She carried her shoulders squared and her head high. In fact, she sat straighter and taller than any greenhorn he'd ever had on the ranch, seeming totally at ease with her newfound skill, which pleased him. He only wished he'd been the one to teach her to ride. He had no idea why that seemed important now, but it did. 

She caught him looking at her, and smiled. "Thank you for the flowers," she said. 

He winked and smiled back. "I didn't want you to forget me while I was gone." 

"I didn't. But it doesn't change anything about us... being together." 

"It wasn't meant to. I've been acting like my prize bull and I want to start over and treat you the way I should have from the start." 

"Why?" She had a way of hitting him right between the eyes with her direct questions, forcing him to lay it all out for her. So that's what he'd do. If this relationship was to ever get anywhere, honesty would have to be a part of it. 

"I want to make up for the way I've been coming on to you. Can you accept that for now?" 

Ruth shrugged. "I suppose. So, how do we start over?" 

"We start by getting to know each other, so if you have any more questions about me, just ask. My life's an open book." 

Ruth seemed to ponder that for an inordinate amount of time, until finally, she said, "You claimed you were the black sheep in the family and that you didn't get along with your father and brothers. Tell me about them, and your mother. You never talk about any of them except Brad." 

Matt shrugged. "I doubt they mention me either. I see them on Christmas and at a few family gatherings. My father, the judge, and I butt horns within five minutes of being in the same room. He's pissed that I didn't follow the plan he laid out for me. But my three older brothers did. 

Brad's the attorney he was expected to be, Tim's the state attorney general, and Calvin‟s a state senator. My father‟s real proud of them. So proud, there are a whole lot of people who don't realize he has a fourth son." 

"You sound bitter." 

"Actually, I'm not. The best thing I ever did was to walk away from it all when I was still young enough to be my own man. For the most part, I've never regretted it." 

"For the most part? Then there have been some regrets?" Ruth asked. 

"Yeah, like marrying the wrong woman." 

"But if you hadn't married her, you wouldn't have Annie," Ruth said. 

The look on her face was like an indictment, making him bear the full weight of a burden he'd carried for six years. "Annie's the only good that came of the marriage and there's no way in hell I'll let that bitch—excuse the language—back into Annie's life. I suppose I should have had Brad handle the divorce as well." 

"As well as what?" Ruth asked. 

"He... umm... didn't handle the adoption," Matt replied. 

"And there's a problem?" Ruth asked. 

The question caught Matt up short. Annie's adoption was not a subject he intended to discuss with Ruth or anyone else. "No," he said. "There's no problem. I've been so long doing things on my own I forget I have a brother who's one of the best attorneys in the country. And you?" he asked, anxious to shift the conversation to safer ground. "Did you follow the plan? Was being a nanny what your parents laid out for you?" 

"Well no, not exactly. I just sort of... fell into it," Ruth replied. 

"How?" 

"How what?" 

"How did you just sort of fall into being a nanny?" 

"Oh... one thing led to another and—" Ruth shrugged "—here I am. And speaking of being a nanny, I'd better go see how Annie's doing." She trotted her horse over to the stream's edge. 

Matt watched her solemnly. She had a way of cutting him off whenever he turned the focus on her, and it was becoming apparent that she was avoiding answering questions about herself, and he wondered why. He watched the graceful sway of her body with the motion of the horse, and tried to keep his mind off how good she'd feel in his arms, face flushed with passion, lips wet and shimmering, tendrils of damp hair curling around her face. He'd stroke her body, touching her everywhere. And she'd moan those soft little moans that would drive him to distraction. How long would she hold out? A month? A week? 

He held onto that last thought until they arrived at the shooting range, where he planned to give her his gift. But to do that he'd need a few minutes alone with her. "Annie," he called out. 

"Take Skeeter over to the meadow so he can get his fill of meadow grass. I'll be working with Ruth first and I'll call you when it's your turn to shoot." 

Annie kicked Skeeter, and the horse cantered toward a lush meadow dotted with mountain flowers. Matt said to Ruth, "Tether Dynamite to a tree and let's get started." 

Swinging her leg over the horse's rear, Ruth slipped to the ground and said, "About learning to shoot, you really don't need to teach me." 

"It's something you need to know out here," Matt said, deciding he wouldn't give her the option of  not learning. "Lots of women are intimidated by guns, and the only way you can get used to them is to start shooting. You might even like it." 

“It‟s not a matter of liking or not liking, it‟s just that—” 

“Sweetheart, you  will learn to shoot," Matt said, so let‟s get on with it.” Ruth pursed her lips and said nothing. 

Matt reached into his saddle bag and took out the box, which he'd wrapped in plain brown paper. "I sent Annie off because I wanted to be alone with you when I gave you this. It's a little something to let you know how much I care." 

Ruth took the box, and when she felt the weight of it, she let out a little snicker, and said, 

"Obviously it isn't a diamond necklace." She tipped it back and forth. "It feels like a book. A smaller version of King Arthur. You want me to play Isolde to your Sir Tristan." 

Matt laughed. "Sorry, no. But go ahead. Open it." 

Ruth ripped off the paper, and frowned. "A gun?" 

"It's a Ruger Bearcat," Matt said, lifting the gun from the box. "The design's based on the older Remington single actions of the 1800's, and if you look here--" he angled the gun so she could look at the cylinder "--you'll see an engraving of a bear. It's Ruger's smallest and lightest sixgun, and it has little or no recoil when fired." 

Ruth stared at the gun and said nothing. 

"Honey, what's wrong?" 

Ruth shrugged. "I didn't expect... I mean... I thought it would be something—" 

"I know it's not romantic," Matt said, "but if I got you jewelry you‟d say I was trying to get you in bed. It's for you to carry when you're out riding, and to keep in your handbag when you're in the city. I'll show you how to use it." 

"You don't have to." 

"I know I don't have to, but I'm going to. You're important to me, honey, and I want you to be able to protect yourself from anything and anybody.” 

Ruth looked at him and smiled, eyes glistening with unshed tears. "Thank you," she said. 

And he knew she meant it. For once, he'd played his cards right with Ruth. 

On a dirt ledge carved out of an embankment, Matt set up several cans, pockmarked with bullet holes, and said. "We'll dry-fire first so you can get the feel of the gun. Here, hold it with both hands." He handed her the pistol and stepped behind her. "Now, raise it over your head like this—" he curved his arms around her and covered her hands with his, making her raise the gun— "then slowly lower it like this" —his hands came down— "and without jerking, squeeeeeze the trigger." Which she did. "That's real good. Now, try it a few more times and we'll load her up and see what you can do." 

After she'd dry fired several times, Matt took it from her and said, "It's takes 22 long rifle bullets, and it's loaded by placing the hammer in the half-cock position like this, so the chambers line up with the loading gate." He dropped six bullets into the chambers and returned the gun to Ruth, then stepped behind her. "Don't worry if you don't hit anything. Like roping, it takes time." 

Ruth aimed at the line-up of cans and slowly pulled the trigger. A can skipped into the air and fell to the ground. 

"Good shot," Matt said. "Real beginner‟s luck. Now try again." 

Ruth slowly took aim and pulled again, sending the next can flipping into the air. 

"You're a natural," Matt said, realizing she hadn't so much as flinched when the shot rang out. "Let's hope your luck holds out." 

Ruth aimed and pulled again, sending the next can spinning end-over-end into the air... and the next tumbling down the embankment... and the next pivoting with a loud ping... and the last splitting with a hollow clunk and toppling onto it's side.... 

And Matt realized he'd been had. He folded his arms. "That's real nice, honey," he said, his words laced with irony. "How many years have you been practicing?" 

Ruth looked at him and smiled. "About four." 

"Why didn't you tell me?" 

"I tried, but you weren't listening. In fact, you do that a lot, you know. I like the pistol though. It handles well for a small gun." 

Matt slipped the piston out of her hand and set it on the stump of a tree. "You're full of surprises, aren't you?" he said, taking her by the shoulders. 

Ruth looked at him, warily. "What are you going to do?" 

"Kiss you." 

"You said we were just going to shoot." 

"I said I was going to teach you to shoot. Since you already know how, we can put the time to better use doing this." He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, and she kissed him back, eagerly, passionately, molding her body to his, moving her lips against his, tangling her fingers in his hair, moaning her little soft moans that made him forget everything but the feel of her in his arms, and her breasts against his chest, and her hips straining to be closer to him... 

"Daddy, are you gonna marry Ruth?" 

They broke apart in an instant. Ruth restlessly toyed with her collar while Matt nervously rubbed his chin. "I was just letting Ruth know how pleased I was with the way she shoots," he said. "She's real good at it. Wait till you see her." 

"But you kissed her," Annie said, ignoring his statement, "and you said if a man kisses a lady it's because he wants to marry her." 

"Yeah, well, I suppose I did. But that's not always the way things work out. But if it does, you'll be the first to know." When he looked at Ruth, she was staring at him, but instead of the flush of embarrassment he'd expected to see, he saw a kind of expectant look on her face…. 

That look stayed with him well into the night, haunting him. He would not marry Ruth or anyone else until Annie was grown and gone, he vowed. To get through the night, he'd set his mind on other things, like teaching Annie how to train her pup, and putting up a new hen house, and having the boys power wash and oil the logs on the house.... 

Still, Ruth's expectant look remained. 





CHAPTER NINE 

Ruth realized how close she'd come to telling Matt the truth about why she'd learned to shoot, that it was to protect herself, if need be, while searching for Beth. But even after learning how to shoot, she'd left Portland without her gun to take up residency with the man who could have stolen Beth. But now she knew in her heart that Matt would not have knowingly been a party to an illegal adoption. But since he didn't contact his brother about it, he could still be an innocent party to a black-market adoption. So the only uncertainty was the truth about Annie... 

and Beth. Although she was all but certain Annie was Beth, she still didn't have positive proof, and until she did, there was that niggling doubt.... 

"Ruth," Annie called from her bedroom. "Will you tuck me in tonight?" 

Ruth was surprised to hear Annie calling for her. Until now, Annie insisted Matt tuck her in as he always had. The thought that Annie had shifted some of her affection brought a greater sense of certainty welling inside. She went to Annie's room and sat on the edge of the bed. 

Pushing the curls from Annie‟s face, she smiled down at her and said, "Close your eyes, sweetie, and I'll sing a song for you, one I once sang to the little girl I was telling you about." 

"Beth?" 

"Yes, Beth." 

Annie looked up at Ruth, brows gathered, and said, "What was she like?" 

For a moment, Ruth didn't respond. Mentioning Beth to Annie had slipped out that day at the river, and she hadn't expected to discuss her again. But it came to her that perhaps it could trigger infant memories. Looking down at Annie, she replied, "Beth was pretty like you, and she had big brown eyes and curly hair like you." 

"What kind of toys did she have?" 

Ruth contemplated the assortment of prized possessions still waiting in Beth's room in her parent's house, exactly as they had been, the way they would remain until the day Beth would be returned to her. "Well, she had a little plastic stove with an oven door that opened and burners that little plastic pots and pans could set onto. And she had an assortment of dolls and stuffed animals. One special doll she'd named Baby Doll. And she loved her stuffed animals about as much as she loved Baby Doll. She also had a little hand-made wooden crib that she'd put them all to sleep in around nap time every day, and each one had its own blankie." 

"Did she know how to ride a horse?" 

Ruth laughed lightly. "Oh no. She was too young for that. She was not even..." She started to say two, then caught her self and said, "She was five when she... moved away." 

"I could ride a horse when I was five," Annie said. "Where did she go?" 

"I… umm… don't really know." 

"Did you miss her after she left?" 

Ruth felt tears welling and blinked several times to stem the flow. Looking away, she started tucking in the sheet and straightening the covers while trying to dislodge the lump of sadness in her throat. When she realized Annie was waiting for a response, she said, "Everyone missed Beth after she'd gone, just like everyone would miss you if you moved away from here." 

Annie's eyes sharpened. "But I'm never gonna move away from here. Daddy says that someday the ranch will be mine so I can live here forever." 

"But one day you might marry and move away with your husband." 

Annie shook her head. "No, Daddy says no one will ever take me away from him, and I don't ever want to go anywhere without Daddy." 



Ruth knew, from that moment, that even if she could prove Annie was Beth, she could never separate her from Matt, emotionally, and she'd have hell to pay if she tried to do it physically. 

The fact was, in her heart and soul, Annie belonged to Matt and the Kincaid Ranch. Yet… if Annie were Beth, she also belonged to a mother who loved her with all her heart, and who could not bear to be separated from her again. That is, if Annie were Beth. There was still no proof. 

Drawing the sheet and light blanket up under Annie's chin, she said, "Now close your eyes and I'll sing that song I promised." Annie closed her eyes and Ruth sang, while stroking Annie's hair, "Hush little baby, don't you cry, Mama's gonna sing you a lullaby...." 

When she came to the end of the song, Ruth repeated it, softer this time. Annie's eyes grew heavy with drowsiness, and when her breathing became rhythmic, Ruth kissed her cheek and whispered as she‟d always done before, "Good night, sweet little Beth. Mommy loves you..." 

Later that night, Ruth awakened with a start to the sound of Annie's desperate cries. Ruth met Matt in the hallway as they both rushed toward Annie's room. Matt flipped on the light and took Annie in his arms, rocking her gently as he whispered, "It's okay, baby, it‟s okay. Daddy's here. Don't cry. It's okay." 

Ruth sat on the edge of the bed. "She must have had a nightmare." 

"She's never had one before," Matt said. He brushed Annie's tears. "What's wrong honey?" 

Annie sniffled and sobbed while saying, "It was scary, Daddy. It grabbed me away from Mommy and wouldn't let go." She clung to Matt, and he held her against him. 

Matt looked at Ruth, eyes unblinking, and watched her solemnly, and it was some moments before he said to Annie, "It was just a bad dream, honey. Open your eyes and look around. See, I'm here, Ruth's here. Everything's fine." 

Annie looked around. "Can I have a drink of water?" 

"Sure." Matt nodded to Ruth, who returned a few moments later with a cup of water. Annie drank the water and settled back, the dream seeming to have faded. Matt drew the covers up under her chin and kissed her. "You think about something nice now, like going to town with Edith tomorrow." 

"I get to go to town?" 

"I said so, didn't I?" 

Annie smiled and closed her eyes. Matt turned off the light, and with little more than a nod to Ruth, returned to his room, leaving Ruth standing in the hallway, wondering why he hadn't tried to kiss her. She returned to her room and crawled into bed. Annie's dream had obviously been triggered by the lullaby and the reference to Beth. But it wasn't the dream that concerned her. It was the fact that Annie, her own little Beth, remembered  Mommy. Ruth also realized the incident served to reinforce the other complication she'd been aware of but hadn't wanted to recognize. The special bond between Matt and Annie. 

Images of them together paraded endlessly across her mind. Matt holding Annie and whispering reassurances to calm her after the nightmare while Annie clung to him. Matt and Annie atop their horses, laughing and whooping boisterously while galloping off for a short race. 

Matt catching Annie and tossing her up in the air at the swimming hole. Teaching her how to rope. The look on his face, and Annie's, when she wore the dress. One scene followed another until all Ruth saw was a dizzying blur of Matt and Annie together, the bond between them so strong, not even  Mommy could sever it. 

How could she take Annie away from the only parent she'd ever known, a man who marked the progress of her growth on a Giraffe Growth Chart, and who loved her as much as any parent could possibly love a child. The fact was, Matt was just as much a victim of the crime as she was, and to take Annie away from him would be as great an injustice as the one that took Beth from her. But there was another aspect to this that Ruth found almost as troubling as having to take Annie away from Matt. What if the preliminary DNA tests proved that Annie was  not Beth? 

Her initial goal to take Beth and flee was now further complicated by the fact that she was in love. She hadn‟t intended it to happen, but when she'd let down her guard, it did. And she also hadn't expected to take Annie into her heart and allow her to fill the void that Beth had left. Now, the thought of life without Matt and Annie seemed almost as inconceivable as learning that Annie wasn't Beth, and having to continue the search alone. Yet, depending on the results of the preliminary DNA tests, she could be faced with that reality. 

She'd been so caught up in proving to herself that Annie was Beth that she could have been looking for things that weren't there. The scar might not be exactly where she remembered; Beth's could have been a little lower. And Annie's hair was definitely darker than Beth's. Even Annie's eyes seemed rounder, and her lashes darker, and her brows more arched. The idea that Annie might not be Beth made her weary. Perhaps it was time to tell Matt everything. If Annie wasn't Beth, maybe Matt's father and brothers could help with the search. But knowing Matt now, if Annie was Beth, surely he wouldn't deny a mother her child... 

 Which agency?...  Hell, I don't remember... I'd pull the cleverest disappearing act in history...  Annie and I could live well anywhere in the world... 

Then on the other hand, maybe she'd wait until the tests were done. In the meantime, Bill wanted her to try and find out more about why Matt wanted to home school Annie, saying that it might help her case if it went to court later. And if he was open to talking about that, she might even broach the subject of the adoption... the kind of questions anyone would ask. Ruth wasn't sure how best to approach Matt about either, but she decided that an outing alone with him would be the best way to get him to lower his guard. But it would not be down by the river. She knew precisely how that would turn out if she and Matt found themselves at the swimming hole, with her in her bikini and Matt in his cutoffs. But she did want to kiss him again. They'd had almost no contact since the incident at the shooting range, and she was feeling depressed. Having Matt's arms around her would make things right again. 


*** 

Matt sat on a bench in the tack room, splicing a worn bridle while contemplating the previous night. He had no idea what triggered Annie's nightmare, or why Annie‟s mother had been a part of the dream—whether that mother was Jody or Annie‟s biological mother. But the nightmare had definitely triggered a response from Ruth. While he'd comforted Annie, he'd glanced up to see Ruth watching. She'd had a strange look on her face, like a mask had fallen away, revealing a totally different persona. Again, that niggling uncertainty, the elusive something that often moved into his conscious awareness before slipping away.... 

But what concerned him most was what he'd recently learned from Edith... that she found Ruth in his office. Edith tried to explain it away, but he knew that even Edith hadn't bought into Ruth's dubious explanation. There's no way he would have shut the file with the adoption folder stuck in the drawer, a folder he hadn‟t looked at in years. Ruth also asked him a lot of questions about Annie's biological mother, and the questions had not come across as idle talk. He got the impression that they'd been deliberate, with a specific goal in mind. If only he could remember what they'd been discussing just before Ruth's sprint to the river. Whatever it was, she'd almost compromised her principles to keep from discussing it. 

He'd also come close to taking advantage of her. But Ruth wasn't like Lorinda, who'd slept with most of the men in town, no regrets, no love lost. Ruth was a woman whose love would be deep, intense and forever. The kind of woman a man takes as his wife. And that was his dilemma. He wanted Ruth more than he'd wanted any woman before, but he had no intention of marrying to get her. She'd have to meet him on his terms. Yet, his terms could destroy a woman like Ruth. He felt boxed in a corner, and whenever he'd been boxed in a corner he'd come out fighting. But the last thing he wanted with Ruth was to fight. It was a hell of a dilemma... 

Ruth's voice jarred him. "I'd like to talk to you," she said. 

Matt turned to find Ruth standing in the doorway. "What about?" 

"Annie and other things," Ruth said. "But I don't want to discuss it here. I want to go where we can be alone." 

Matt liked that idea. The kiss Annie interrupted at the shooting range had been passionate, so maybe at last Ruth had come to terms with an uncommitted relationship and wanted to be alone with him so they could take it to the next level. "At the river?" he asked, hopeful. 

Ruth stared at him, brows drawn, as if deliberating about that. 

Matt set the bridle aside and walked up to Ruth, and took her by the arms, and said, "Honey, nothing will happen at the river if you don't want it to." 

"I suppose the river would be alright then," Ruth said. 

"Did you want to go now?" Matt asked. 

"If you can get away... yes." 

They saddled the horses, and after a brisk gallop, arrived at the river. Ruth sat propped on one arm, with her legs tucked under her, and Matt lay semi-reclined, with his upper body braced on his elbow. Matt waited for Ruth to tell him what was on her mind, and when she seemed to be taking an inordinate amount of time getting started, he said, "Okay, honey, what's this all about? 

What did you want to discuss?" 

Ruth glanced at him, and replied, "Annie's schooling. Edith said that the bus turns around at the entrance to the ranch, so I was wondering why you're planning on keeping Annie home.” Matt eyed Ruth, dubiously. Something wasn't right about this. They could have discussed Annie's schooling in the tack room. "I'm keeping her home because it's an hour-long bus ride each way, and Annie's time could be better spent at the ranch," Matt said. 

"What about kids for her to interact with?" Ruth asked. 

"She's only six," Matt replied. "There's time for her to make friends." 

"Then you've looked into home-schooling programs?" Ruth asked. 

"Annie's schooling's my responsibility and I'll see to it," Matt said, while watching a couple of Canada geese drift with the river. 

"But Annie has no friends at the ranch," Ruth said. 

"What are you proposing," Matt asked, his gaze following the geese, "that I send her off to boarding school?" 

"No, of course not," Ruth replied. "I was just concerned." 

"You act like you're Annie‟s mother." 

When Ruth didn't answer, Matt looked at her and saw that the mask had fallen away again, leaving her looking vulnerable. Giving him a tentative smile, she said, "I'm just trying to be a responsible nanny." 

Matt didn't wholly believe that's what all the questions about homeschooling was about. "So, what's the next question about Annie?" he asked. "Somehow I don't think we've hit on it yet." 

Ruth gave him an uncertain smile. "That's about it." 

"Okay then, I have some questions," Matt said. Being at the river with Ruth again, without the distraction of the bikini, gave him time to think, and to remember what they'd been talking about just before Ruth's sprint to the river. 

Ruth looked at him, anxiously. "Questions about what ?" she asked, in a tentative voice. 

"Your daughter." 

Ruth said nothing, but from the uncertain look in her eyes, Matt knew she was trying to evade any questions, which she confirmed when she said, "I can't talk about her." 

"Why?" 

"Because it's too painful." 

When she started to get up, Matt grabbed her arm. "Not this time, Ruth. We  will talk about your daughter. What was her name" 

After a long stretch of silence Ruth looked at him, tears welling, and said, "Beth." 

"The little girl you told Annie about." 

She nodded miserably. 

"What about her father? Was he your husband?" 

Ruth gave a humorless laugh. "No. Eric forgot to mention he was married until after I told him I was pregnant." Her mouth compressed in a harsh line. "That was the last I saw of him." 

"Then you didn't press him for child support?" 

Ruth shook her head. "I just wanted him out of my life." 

"So there was no father around when you gave birth," Matt said. "That must have been a difficult time for you." 

"I was," Ruth said. "Now, I really don't want to talk about this." 

Matt reached out and hooked a finger on her jaw, drawing her face around so she had to look at him. "I know it's hard, honey, but the more you talk about it and get it out of your system, the sooner you'll come to terms with it. How did she die?" 

Ruth nervously batted her eyes. "It was a childhood thing. They never really knew. " 

"Then it was an illness," Matt said. 

"Well, yes... no. I don't know." Ruth hands fluttered around like restless birds. "Now please, no more questions about Beth. That's not why I wanted you here with me." To Matt's complete surprise, Ruth began unsnapping his shirt, and as she did, she sent a trail of kisses down his chest, stopping at his belly long enough to unfasten his jeans. He put his hands on her shoulders to stop what she was doing because he wasn't finished asking questions about her daughter, but then his mind fogged, and all he was aware of was the unrestrained, uninhibited things Ruth was doing, and the intensely erotic sensations they brought.... 


*** 

Matt stretched his back and extended his legs under the desk in his office. Maybe he was too old for what happened at the river. Ruth had him in such a high state of arousal he wasn't sure now if he'd satisfied her. If it had been any other woman behaving as Ruth had he wouldn't have given it further thought. But with Ruth...  Something wasn't right. She'd acted more like Jody had, coming onto him with total abandon. And lordy, lordy... the things she'd done. But none of it was genuine. Behind it was an objective. Again, that niggling uncertainty. 

One thing did stand out. The mask falling away. He even remembered his words that triggered it:  You act like you're Annie’s mother. 

She'd been completely disarmed by those words. Thinking back, he knew what it was that had struck him. Ruth's affinity, a kinship not toward him, but toward Annie. It was almost palpable. He didn't understand why, but he sensed, from the start, that Ruth would stay by Annie, no matter what. Stay by her...  like a mother would stay by her own child.... 

Recently, he'd begun to have doubts. Ruth had given birth to a daughter who would be about Annie's age, yet she refused to talk about the child's death. It was also possible that the child didn't die. He'd been the one to jump to that conclusion. And Ruth's explanation was specious... 

 ...a childhood thing... no one really knew… 

Was that the crux of it? Ruth? Annie's mother? She‟d unquestionably reacted when Annie had a nightmare that included some  thing taking her away from „ Mommy.‟ And there was the incident with the adoption folder and Ruth's odd explanation to Edith for being in his office... 

....  looking for books...? 

Shoving his chair back, he went to the file and opened the drawer. He noticed at once that the folders were out of order. The folder labeled  Adoption was behind the one labeled  Birth Certificates. And both were filed under "C". He thumbed through the adoption folder. 

Everything seemed in order. But when he scanned the  Birth Certificate folder he saw that one of the three certified copies of Annie's certificate was missing. At once, he knew what he must do. 

Picking up the phone, he punched in the numbers for Brad's office. The receptionist answered, "Kincaid, King and Suzak." 

"Matt here, Maggie. Put me through to Brad." 

Almost immediately, Brad took the call. "Hey buddy. Your custody battle‟s about to become history. It seems Jody and her new husband have been racking up huge bills keeping up the celebrity front, playing around with meth and coke and whatever other drug they can get their hands on. Not a very stable environment for Annie, I‟d say. So don‟t worry, pal. Jody and her petition are about to be tossed out of court." 

"Yeah, well that‟s great news,” Matt said, “but it‟s not why I called.” 

“So, what gives?” 

“I want a background check run on Ruth. Crawford‟s her last name. Ruth Crawford. But that might not be her real name." 

After a moment‟s pause, Brad said, “I'm not surprised. Something‟s been nagging me about her from the start. But why do you want the background check? Do you think she‟s somehow involved with Jody?” 

“Not Jody," Matt said. "Annie. I think Ruth might be Annie‟s biological mother.” 

“Shit! You‟d better fill me in...” 

After Matt hung up, he started having second thoughts. Maybe he was wrong about Ruth. 

Maybe he was building a case that didn't exist. Maybe Annie simply filled a void in Ruth's life, and he was her means of holding onto Annie. Maybe the free and uninhibited lovemaking at the river was the culmination of years of abstinence. 

But she'd also removed a certified copy of Annie's birth certificate from the file cabinet. He wouldn't bring that up though. He'd be more subtle. He rested back in his chair and tapped the edge of the adoption folder against his palm. If she were not Annie's mother, his next move wouldn't alarm her. But if she was Annie‟s mother.... 

He'd be watching her reaction, very closely. 





CHAPTER TEN 

Ruth stared at the file folder labeled  Adoption, resting on the kitchen table. Why would Matt have left it sitting in plain view? She looked around, and seeing no one, focused on the folder again. Did she dare?  She didn't have a chance to look inside when she was in Matt's office, and now here it was, with all the answers she needed. She touched the folder and withdrew her hand. 

It seemed too obvious, like she was being set up. But then, Matt could have it out for his custody battle, to give to Brad. 

Ignoring the folder, she poured a cup of coffee and set it on the table... beside the folder. 

Again, she touched the tab labeled  Adoption. This time she allowed her fingers to toy with the label before withdrawing her hand. She stared at the folder, the urge to peruse its contents almost too powerful to ignore. But did she dare? Again, she reached out. Again, she hesitated... 

"Go ahead. Open it." The deep, low voice seemed to come from out of nowhere. 

Every muscle in Ruth's body tensed. She turned to find a pair of dark eyes coldly appraising her and wondered what happened between their lovemaking at the swimming hole the day before, and now. No love in those eyes. Had Edith told him about finding her in his office? There was no question that Edith read the label on the folder before replacing it in the file drawer. 

Whatever happened that changed Matt's feelings, the next few minutes could make the difference between her staying on as Annie's nanny, or being dismissed and having to make a quick and potentially dangerous decision. 

She ran the tip of her tongue over her dry lips and said, "I'm really not interested in what's inside the folder. I was just curious as to what it was." She turned toward him and curved her arms around his neck, and said, "You look tired." 

"You're lying." He pulled her arms from around him, leaving the tiny hairs on her forearms bristling from his cold, impersonal touch. 

Rubbing her forearms to stop the tingling, she said, "Why would I lie? You do look tired. 

And it's no wonder." She offered a wry smile. "You were very energetic yesterday.” Her smile did nothing to soften his features. If anything, the line of his mouth grew harder, his eyes more intense. "Edith found you in my office. What were you looking for?" 

Aware of the challenge in his eyes, Ruth managed a casual shrug and said, "I wasn't looking for anything. Everyone was gone that day and I was bored, and curious. I have a problem that way. I'm kind of a snoop when I get bored." 

"If you have questions about Annie's adoption all you have to do is ask," he said, inspecting her more closely. 

Ruth looked at him with a start. He'd been unwilling to talk to Brad about the adoption. Why was he willing to talk to her? Something about this was definitely not right. She moistened her dry lips, and after a prolonged silence, eased into the subject by saying, "Okay then. Why didn't you adopt a boy? You treat Annie like one. All the men do." 

"I wanted a boy," he said candidly, "but Annie's what we got." 

"Where did you get her from?" There, it was out. This wasn't the way she'd planned to fish for information, but it was done now and she couldn't take it back. 

"An ad in the newspaper.” 

A numbness crept over her as Bill's words came back... 

 ...black market children placed for adoption often turn up in newspaper ads... 

She and her parents and almost everyone they knew had scanned the ads in every newspaper in the country. How had they missed this one? Taking a deep breath to slow the pounding of her heart, she said, "You bought Annie from a newspaper ad, like buying a dog or a car?" 

Matt's eyes sparked with irritation, and his tone was oddly defensive when he replied, "I got her through an agency that handles hard-to-adopt kids. Annie had emotional problems. It happens when a mother dumps a child after having her for almost two years." 

Ruth met his intense gaze. Under that relentless stare, a terrible awareness began to dawn. 

He was piecing things together, and within days, perhaps even hours, he'd figure out the truth. So she had little time to make her case for Beth... Or take Annie and flee... 

Matt's face hardened. "Don't you want to know why her mother gave her up?" 

Ruth looked at him with a start. How had he known that was precisely the question foremost on her mind? Uneasy with his knack for reading her thoughts, she shrugged, and said, "It doesn't really matter at this point, but if you want to tell me, go ahead." 

"She gave Annie up for money. Thirty thousand dollars." His mouth compressed in a harsh line as he waited for her response. 

 ...black market children sell for exorbitant sums... 

"That seems very high," she said, remembering Bill‟s words. "Is that typical?" 

"Only with hard-to-place children," he replied. "In Annie's case, her mother was single, the father married, a child didn't fit the mother's lifestyle, and the mother needed money." He looked directly at her. "Strange how some women can walk away from their child, like they were so much excess baggage." There was no question he'd directed the statement at her. If he didn't already know exactly what she was up to, he was beginning to figure it out. Maybe he'd already learned that she was Jennifer Ruth Sinclair, not Ruth Crawford. And to help him fill in the pieces, she‟d told him Eric was married and wanted nothing to do with their child... 

Then Matt's words came rushing back to make his case... 

 Annie's mother was single, the father married, a child didn't fit her lifestyle, she needed money... "Isn‟t it illegal to sell a child?" she asked, then wished she could retract the words. 

Accusing Matt of being party to an illegal adoption was like waving a red flag at a bull. 

"It's not illegal to provide for the mother," he said in a firm tone. "Annie's adoption was legal. Her biological mother has no claim on her. None, whatsoever." The look of accusation on his face said it all. 

Ruth tried to pull her incoherent thoughts together. Everything was closing in on her, and the only plan she had was a self-directed DNA test that wouldn't be admissible in court. But it was a start. But first she had to smooth things over with Matt long enough for the test kits to arrive, and for her to get the swabs and send them in. With tears prickling her eyes, she said, "Have I done something to make you mad? At the river you said you loved me. But now you act as if you don't want me... for anything." 

"I wasn't thinking straight," Matt said. "You were doing things that fogged my mind." 

Ruth ended a prolonged silence by saying, "I'm sorry I displeased you." She turned, before he could see the tears welling, and stalked out of the room. It wasn't until she was behind the closed door to her bedroom that she let the tears flow. Tears of shame and humiliation, of longing for what they'd had... of a love found and lost. And for the child she'd come so close to reclaiming. Had it come down to what she'd feared most? Was there only one alternative left? 

But if she took Annie and fled, it would mean taking a child against her will, and running from a man who would never stop hunting her down, and spending their lives hiding out under assumed names. And if they were found, she'd be accused of kidnapping, because in the end, she had no positive proof that Annie was Beth. 


*** 



That evening Annie again asked Ruth to tuck her in bed, and although Matt was clearly disturbed by it, he left the room. 

Ruth sat on the side of Annie's bed, and Annie settled against her pillow. 

"Ruth," Annie asked, looking up at her, "will you stay here forever?" 

Ruth let out a little nervous snicker. "Forever is a very long time," she said. 

"But you love me, don't you?" 

Ruth bent down and kissed Annie on the forehead. "Of course I love you, sweetheart. You're the most special person in the world to me." 

"Even more special than Beth?" 

Ruth looked into questioning eyes and said, "Yes, even more special than Beth." 

"Then will you tuck me in and tell me a story?" 

"You bet." But when Ruth lifted the covers to straighten them, she froze. "Bum Baby...." the words came on a breathless whisper as she stared in utter disbelief at the handmade monkey rag doll cradled in Annie's arm. The sight of the monkey that Ruth's mother made for Beth brought a sharp pain in Ruth's chest, like a great fissure opening in her heart. 

Annie looked at her, puzzled. "How did you know his name?" 

Ruth said nothing, too stunned to speak. In an instant her doubts about Annie being Beth had vanished. Her throat tightened, tears welled, and it was all she could do to keep from taking Annie in her arms and holding her for dear life as image after image unfurled in her mind—Beth pulling her red wagon with Bum Baby peeking out from under a mound of toys. Bum Baby in his little wooden cradle, Beth tenderly covering him with a dish towel blanket. Beth asleep in bed, Bum Baby clasped in her arm, just as he was now.... 

"Ruth?" Annie's voice tugged Ruth back to the moment. "How did you know his name was Bum Baby?" she repeated. 

Ruth blinked several times, then said in a shaky voice, "Oh... he looks like a little baby baboon, so that's what I thought his name was. Baboon baby.” Annie eyed her, dubiously. "You didn't say Baboon Baby. You said Bum Baby." 

Ruth pressed her lips into a smile and replied, "I suppose it might have sounded like that. 

I've never seen him before.” 

“That‟s „cause he‟s usually in Daddy‟s room. But Daddy said I could keep him in my room now if I wanted.” Annie held out Bum Baby. “You want to see him?” 

"Sure." Ruth took the monkey and stared at it. The monkey's muzzle was almost devoid of hair, as if made bald by a child's kisses, and the black nose embroidered on his face was frayed and worn. With a shaky finger, Ruth traced the tangle of thread holding together a jagged seam on his tummy. "It held," she whispered, impulsively. 

Annie looked at her, curious, and Ruth realized she'd spoken aloud and quickly amended, 

"This seam. It looks like Bum Baby had been repaired and the seam has held." 

Annie shrugged. "It's always been like that." 

Ruth returned the monkey to Annie. "He's very nice." In an attempt to unravel the knot in her stomach, Ruth pulled the blanket up around Annie, covering the stuffed monkey, and said, 

"Now close your eyes." Annie clutched the monkey and closed her eyes. 

And Ruth knew, with certainty, what she had to do. 


*** 

Matt left Brad‟s office in Portland, his mind whirling with a conundrum of conflicting emotions as he headed for the airpark and his plane. Once airborne, the reality of what he‟d done sunk in. He'd just signed papers that, while protecting Annie, could ultimately send the woman he loved to jail, if she attempted to take Annie and flee. 

No, not the woman he loved. Send Ruth to jail. He had not fallen in love with a woman who could give her child up for hard cold cash, and four years later, walk back into her life to allay her guilt, a woman who could just as easily walk out of Annie's life again when faced with the challenges of parenting. He'd fallen in love with an ideal, even considered marrying her, the woman Ruth held herself out to be. 

Well, the wheels of justice were turning and he had no intention of stopping them. But to prevent himself from doing that, he'd have to keep his mind off the Ruth he'd come to love with all his heart and soul. And that Ruth was not the Ruth who had serviced him at the river. The Ruth he'd fallen in love with would have given herself to him with honest, heartfelt passion. The kind of woman he wanted to share his life with. But that Ruth didn't exist. Even now he found it hard to believe it had all been an act, part of a larger plan. But it was, and he'd better hold to the truth and put the rest behind. 

Once back in Cedar Grove he loaded the pickup with sacks of grain from the feed store, made a visit to the tack shop to pick up a saddle he'd left for repair, and stopped by the post office to buy stamps. He‟d just turned to leave when the postal clerk called out, "Wait up, Matt." 

Matt turned to find the man waving a letter. "This came for the woman who's working for you." 

Matt took the letter. "Why wasn't it sent out with the regular mail?" 

"It's addressed to her post office box," the clerk replied. "But since she doesn't come around here very often, you might as well take it to her." 

Matt eyed the letter. It was, in fact, addressed to a post office box in Ruth's name. She'd said nothing about having a box, and since mail was delivered daily to the ranch, there was no reason for her to have one... except to receive confidential mail. 

On returning to his truck, he held the letter up to the light. Though most of the lines of writing were unreadable, two words in the letterhead stood out—Private Investigator. The words were enough for Matt to know he had to open the letter. If Ruth was planning to press a legal claim for Annie, he needed all the ammunition he could get to fight back. Slipping his knife inside the sealed flap, he sliced open the envelope and read: Jenny, I received the birth certificate. I hope by now that the DNA kits have arrived. 

 Without preliminary DNA tests there isn't enough probable cause evidence to press for Chain of Custody DNA tests, which would be admissible in court. So until you find something solid, do nothing to alarm Kincaid. And destroy this letter as soon  as you've read it. Bill.  

So there it was. Ruth  was Annie's mother, and she'd hired on as Annie's nanny under an assumed name. But now he felt no misgivings about having signed the injunction and restraining order against her. Not only had Ruth, or Jenny as it was, lost her rights to Annie the day she turned Annie over for adoption, but he knew Ruth didn't love him and never had. She'd led him on solely as a means to get her daughter back 


*** 

Ruth peered out the window. Beyond the barn, and beneath a cloud-darkened sky, Edith and Annie were hastily picking blackberries before the rain would come. If she didn't act now, she wouldn't get another chance to learn how much Matt knew about her, since he'd be returning from Portland any time. It was obvious from their disturbing conversation in the kitchen the day before, that he knew plenty. The fact that he'd flown to Portland to see Brad made her uneasy. 

Initially she planned to tell him everything. The discovery of the stuffed monkey was clear evidence that Annie was Beth, and that, along with sworn affidavits from her mother and father verifying that was enough probably cause to demand a Chain of Custody DNA test be done. 



Rushing down the hallway, she slipped into Matt's office and went straight for the papers stashed in a file tray on his desk. Quickly, she scanned the collection of bills and receipts and business letters. Finding nothing, she pulled open the top drawer to his desk and perused its contents. Still nothing. Feeling uneasy, she dashed over to the window and saw that Annie and Edith were still picking blackberries. Rushing back to the desk, she searched through the side drawers, though she had no idea what she was looking for. When she at last turned to leave the room, her eyes fixed on the blinking green light on the answering machine. Stepping over to it, she pushed the replay button and recognized Brad‟s voice saying... 

 "Hey buddy. I should have information about Ruth Crawford soon. Meanwhile, the restraining order is ready for you to sign when you get here. For now, have Edith take Annie to her son's house where Annie will be in no danger of the Crawford woman taking her and disappearing. It happens often in cases like this, especially if a mother gets desperate..." 

Ruth replayed the answering machine, listening to it again in stunned silence. 

 ...restraining order... take Annie away... 

Matt knew, and he was planning to serve her with papers. 

She rushed back to her room and began gathering her belongings and stuffing them into a bedroll bag. They'd flee, she and Annie. With Annie in her possession she'd be able to have Chain of Custody DNA tests run, which would prove, without doubt, that Annie was Beth, and it would be accepted in court. But first she'd have to convince Annie to go. Yes, she could do that. 

They'd be going camping. An overnight horseback trek which would take them to the highway, and the bus, and to wherever it was going…. 

Outside, the clouds had darkened, and the air was heavy with the scent of rain. But that didn't matter. Nothing mattered but having Beth... 


*** 

Tanner appeared in the doorway to Matt's office. "I'm glad you're back," he said. "I was about to go after Ruth and Annie but didn't know whether I should. It's about to start raining and they didn't look too well equipped for camping out." 

Matt looked at him, baffled. "What are you talking about, Ruth and Annie camping out?" As he said the words, he felt a growing sense of uneasiness. Ruth would never take Annie for an overnight without consulting him first. "Are you sure Ruth said they'd be going overnight?" 

"That's what she said they were doing when I found her and Annie in the horse barn. I figured Ruth cleared it with you. She‟d saddled the horses herself and had bags slung over them. 

She and Annie were wearing rain gear too, but it didn't look like they had bedrolls or a tent." 

Seized by a terrible awareness, Matt said, "When did they leave?" 

"Not more than twenty minutes ago. They were heading toward the highway." 

"Good God!" Matt barely had time to process what Tanner told him when the phone rang. 

He answered abruptly. "Yes?” 

"Hey buddy, it's Brad. I finally remembered where I saw Ruth. Her name's not Ruth Crawford, it's Jennifer Sinclair, and she is Annie's mother. And the reason she was familiar to me was because I saw her in the newspaper when—" 

"Can't talk now, Brad. She's left and taken Annie. Call the sheriff. Have him intercept the four o'clock bus from Cedar Grove to Pendleton. They left on horseback, heading for the highway. They've got to be heading for that bus." 

"I'll call the sheriff, but—" 

"Save it. I've got to go." Matt slammed the phone down, his greatest fears a reality. "Saddle up," he said to Tanner. "We'll head over the ridge... try to catch up with them if they haven‟t made it to the highway yet. They can't have gotten far. Ruth was riding Dynamite, wasn't she?" 

Tanner nodded. 

Matt shrugged into his foul weather gear and rushed for the horse barn, wind whipping about, billowing his rain poncho and wrapping it around him.  A strobe of lightening flashed, momentarily changing a deep purple sky to lavender, as thunder crashed directly overhead, rumbled and rolled away toward the distant hills. 

Tanner flinched. "Doesn't make sense, Ruth taking Annie out in weather like this." 

“It makes sense," Matt said. "Ruth is Annie's mother. She's kidnapping Annie," he added, deciding he owed Tanner an explanation about what they were up to. 

Tanner looked at him with a start. "  She's what?!"  

"Annie's biological mother. Now let's get the hell on our way!" 

Hastily they saddled up and set out in a ground eating gallop until they reached the base of the ridge. Urging their mounts, they made their way up the steep slope and rode along the crest of the ridge, flickers of lightening and thunder rumbling in the distance. Then, they sent the horses plunging down the other side. 

When they reached the highway, Matt reined in. "Over there. The horses," he said, pointing to where Dynamite and Skeeter stood, heads down, chomping on the lush grass along the highway. Looking in the distance, he spotted the bus pulling away. "There it is," he yelled. 

"Looks like it stopped to pick them up." 

"We'll never catch them now," Tanner yelled back. 

"We can if we cut across the ridge and intercept them at the railroad crossing, but we've got no time to lose." Matt spurred his horse, sending him lunging up the steep embankment again, Tanner's mount close behind. They continued at a full run along the ridge to where the crest narrowed, then plunged down a rocky escarpment toward the tracks below, pulling their horses to a halt at the railroad crossing. There, they waited in the middle of the road. 

A few minutes later, the bus came into view. 

Matt dismounted and stood in the road until the bus stopped for the crossing. When the driver opened the door, Matt took the bus steps in one leap and made his way down the center aisle. Spotting Ruth and Annie, he closed the gap in several long strides and lifted Annie in his arms. Ruth jumped up and reached for Annie, but Matt was already down the aisle, rushing toward the door. He leapt off the bus and in an instant, hoisted Annie up in front of Tanner, yelling, "Take her back to the ranch and don't let her out of your sight." 

Tanner nodded, and with Annie settled in front of him, kicked his mount, and headed back to the ranch. Ruth lunged down the bus steps and started after them. Matt grabbed her wrist. 

"You're not going anywhere." He nodded to the driver to go. The doors closed and the bus pulled away, leaving them alone on the vacant highway. 

Ruth tugged against Matt's grip. "Let me go!" she yelled. "She's my daughter!" 

"You should have thought of that before you dumped her and walked out of her life," Matt yelled. "This is kidnapping, and I'll see you rot in jail for taking her like this." 

Ruth twisted her hand from his grasp. "I never walked out of her life. She was stolen from me... from my home... from my yard when she was playing.  I never gave her up... Never..." 

Collapsing to her knees, Ruth buried her face in her hands and cried as if her heart was breaking. 

Matt stared in bewildered silence. His anger began to fade, replaced by a growing sense of hollowness as he gazed down at Ruth, watching her shoulders heaving with her deep, heartfelt sobs. "I never... gave her up," she wailed. "I loved her... with all my heart and soul... " 

Matt was still staring in bewilderment when a police car pulled to a halt. The door flew open and Les jumped out. Matt looked at him, and said, woodenly, "She said her daughter was stolen from her." 

"She's right,” Les replied. “That's what Brad was trying to tell you on the phone. Here, take a look at this." He handed Matt a photocopy of a newspaper article. "Brad faxed it to the office. 

It gives more details." 

"It's Annie," Matt said, as he studied the newspaper photo of Annie as a toddler. He scanned the statistics on the abduction, which had taken place the same month he'd adopted Annie. The reality of it hit him. The ease of the adoption. The quick passing through hands of money. Big money. A cashier's check. The doubts he'd had about the social worker who questioned them--a hard-faced woman who, in retrospect, seemed about as far removed from being a social worker as Jody was. But the moment they handed Annie over, nothing mattered. She was theirs, and his marriage would be forever. But a stolen child? He'd never considered that. 

"I honestly thought Annie's mother willingly gave her up," he said to Les, while staring at the article. He crouched beside Ruth and rested his hand on her shoulder. 

She flinched and shook his hand off. "Don't touch me!" 

He looked at Les. "You're not taking her." It was a statement, not a question. 

Les shrugged. "It's up to you. I was acting on information Brad gave me. Nothing formal." 

"Then go... leave us alone," Matt said. "We have things to sort out. We'll take the horses back to the ranch." 

Les glanced from one to the other, then climbed into the car and drove off, leaving Matt and Ruth alone. Matt crouched in front of Ruth and they stared at each other, the silence between them heavy with unasked questions. Matt was the first to speak. "I'm sorry, honey. I didn't know. 

But what were you thinking, taking Annie and leaving like this?" 

Ruth looked at him with tear-drenched eyes. "I don't know," she said. "I didn't have time to think. I just had to get away. You were going to send Annie off and have me arrested." 

Matt looked at her steadily. "And when you got where you were going, what were you planning to tell Annie about me?" 

"I don't know. I hadn't thought that far." 

Matt stood and offered her a hand up. She refused. He propped his hands on his hips. "Why didn't you just tell me the truth? I gave you plenty of chances." 

Ruth dragged herself up and faced him squarely. "Would you have agreed to letting Annie take a DNA test, knowing that if it confirmed a biological relationship I'd take Annie from you?" 

"No. Just as I won't now." 

"You don't have a choice. I intend to press the issue. You can't stop me." 

"I can and I will." 

Ruth tightened her mouth and said nothing, just stood there, coldly appraising him. 

"I will stop you, Ruth, because no one's going to take Annie from me, not even with DNA tests. Incidentally, I know all about the test kits. I intercepted a letter from your private sleuth." 

Ruth stared at him, her thin nostrils flaring. "You read a letter from Bill?" 

"I had to. You gave me no choice. After your performance at the river I knew you were desperate. And don't deny you gave the performance of your life, because you'll never convince me otherwise." 

Ruth stared at him, eyes unblinking. "I don't deny it," she said. "There's nothing I wouldn't do to get my daughter back. And the DNA tests will prove Annie is my daughter. But in return for your turning over custody to me I'll guarantee you unlimited visitation. I'd never deny you access to her." 



The utter desolation Matt saw in her tear-filled eyes was almost his undoing. Still, he had to set her straight about Annie. "I refuse to let you take Annie from me under any circumstances," 

he said. "You'll get Annie by becoming my wife or not at all." 

"Fine then, I'll be your wife!" She spat the words at him like dregs from a wine barrel. "Like I said, there's nothing I wouldn't do to get my daughter back." 

"I can see we're not getting anywhere with this here. We'll ride back double and get the other horses and sort things out at the ranch." 

Ruth said nothing, just settled herself in front of Matt in the big saddle, and as they headed for the horses, each thrum of the horse's hoof beats brought them closer to the confrontation that Matt knew was inevitable. He had no idea how things would unfold between him and Ruth, but he did know with certainty that Annie would not be leaving the ranch. 





CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Once back at the ranch, Ruth went immediately to her bedroom and called both Bill, and her attorney, to tell them what happened, then waited for Matt to come. Ten minutes later, when he stepped into the room, she faced him squarely, and said, "I want to know every detail about the adoption. It's obvious the agency was dealing with stolen children and I intend to have them prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. And Annie  will be coming with me as soon as I can get a court order releasing her to me. I called my attorney and he's setting things in motion." 

Matt folded his arms and squared off with her, his face impenetrable. "You're too late," he said. "Brad already has a restraining order against you taking Annie away from the ranch. If you do, even if she is your child, and that hasn't been established, you'll be kidnapping and I'll track you down and find you." 

Ruth saw the look of iron resolution on Matt's face. "You might have a restraining order against me from taking Annie now, but eventually you'll have to turn her over to me because I do have positive proof that she's my daughter. Her Bum Baby. I found it when I tucked her in bed. 

My mother gave it to Beth on her first birthday and it has the same stitching up the front where my mother mended it. You can't deny that Annie had it with her when you first got her." 

Matt nodded vaguely. "But that changes nothing," he said. "She may be your child, but I'm the only parent she's ever known and she belongs at the Kincaid with me." 

 "She belongs with me. She's mine! I'm her mother! She was stolen from me!"  Ruth cried, her voice rising almost to a shriek, her eyes filling with tears. 

Matt heaved a weary sigh, and said with a blend of anger and fatigue, "I'm sorry, Ruth, I know this is painful for you, and I can identify with what you're going through, but Annie stays here. We'll somehow work it out. Marriage is one way. With Annie as our focus, we could build a decent life together. It would solve everything." 

Ruth's face burned with suppressed anger, as she replied, in a tightly controlled voice, "It would solve things for you. But I couldn't possibly marry you now. There are too many unanswered questions. You haven't told me yet how you got Annie, other than you got her from an ad in the paper, which should have made you suspicious since black market children frequently turn up in newspaper ads. But I also overheard you and Brad talking the night of the campout. He asked you questions about Annie's adoption and you refused to answer them." 

Matt gave a kind of grudging laugh. "That's because Brad and the rest of my family have a way of running my life if I let them." 

Ruth stared at him. He was lying. She could feel it, and she could see it on his face, the way his eyes moved restlessly, and his fingers curled into loose fists. "I don't believe that's the reason," she said, with a blend of irony and challenge. "I think you're hiding something. I've been through hell the last four years, and you owe me an explanation of how the adoption came about, who you got Annie from, and anything else you know. It will all come out in court. Or maybe you were actively involved and that's why you refuse to talk about it," she challenged. 

Matt's icy stare sent chills through her. Had she hit on the truth? Had Matt played an active part in Beth's abduction? A few weeks ago she had seriously considered that possibility. But as the days passed, when Matt treated her as if she were someone special in their lives, and looked after Annie with all the tenderness of a loving father, she pushed that notion aside. But if he was capable of stealing a child, he was capable of anything. 

She eased away from him, and as she did, his expression changed from icy contempt to contrition. His chest expanded, and he let out a despondent sigh, and said, "Just to set the record straight, I was in no way connected with the agency or the means by which they came about getting Annie. I believed from the start what I was told, that her unmarried mother gave her up willingly. You know the rest." 

Ruth looked at the face of the man she'd thought she was falling in love with, and said, in a cool, dry tone, "No, I don't know the rest. From what I heard Brad tell you, you and your wife said nothing at all to them about adopting, then suddenly you had Annie. We all know that couples sometimes wait years for a child, yet you managed to get one in record time. You had to have had reservations about that?" 

Matt took so long to reply, Ruth wondered if he'd heard her. She started to repeat the question, when he said, "Yes, I did have reservations, but I needed a child to save my marriage, and the opportunity came at the right time, and the moment I held Annie and was told she was mine, I didn't ask any more questions. Not even to myself." 

"So you admit you've had some suspicions over the years?" 

"Yes, I've had suspicions," he conceded. "But I never imagined that she'd been kidnapped, only that there could be loopholes in the adoption for her biological mother to come forward and take her back. In fact, I've lived in fear of that." He reached for her. "Honey, I'm so sorry." 

Ruth backed away, so enraged by the reality of what Matt had done that at first the words didn't come. But when they did, she cried, "  You're sorry! Do you have any concept of the living hell I was going through while you were saving your damn marriage with a child you bought in a quick sale!?  I hate you for this, and nothing you say or do will change that. Nothing will ever give me back the years with my child that you stole from me! And I  will get her back. I'm her mother and she belongs with me!" 

When she turned to rush out of the room, Annie was standing in the doorway, her face as rigid as a mask. When Ruth went to reach for her, she pushed her away, rushed around her and ran into Matt's arms, crying as if her heart would break. 

Ruth stared at them—Annie's little arms clutching Matt, Matt stroking her hair and holding her against him while peering over the top of her head at Ruth—and for the most bizarre moment in her life, Ruth felt guilty for causing the people she loved most so much grief. Before she came into their lives they were happy. Annie lived in a world where she was secure, a world in which she was loved unconditionally. And now, the woman she trusted most had dared to steal her away from the person she loved most in the world. 

Between sobs, Annie said, "Daddy, don't let her take me away. I don't want to leave here. I hate her. I don't want her for my mommy. I just want you. Please don't let her take me away." 

Deep sobs wracked her little body. 

Matt tucked his cheek against Annie's head and said, "No one will ever take you away from me, honey. I can absolutely promise you that." He looked at Ruth then, and Ruth nodded in agreement. Because the fact was, she could not take Annie away from Matt, no matter how much she'd been wronged. Nor could she marry Matt, because she could never forgive him for the devastating, heartbreaking years of terror and turmoil and psychological trauma that could have been prevented if he'd just done what he knew in his heart was right. 

Turning from the sight of them, she left to go and pack her belongings. She would not walk out of Beth's life, but she could not stay at the Kincaid Ranch any longer either. 


*** 

It was well past midnight by the time Ruth finished gathering her personal effects and packing her bags. She had just snapped off the light and crawled into bed when she heard the door to her bedroom open, and looked up to see Matt's tall frame standing in the doorway. 



"I saw the light under the door a few minutes ago so I know you're still awake," he said. 

"Can you come downstairs? We need to talk." 

Ruth turned her back to him. "I'm too upset to talk to you right now, Matt. Just go away." 

"You have a right to be upset," Matt said, moving closer to the bed, "but we can't leave things like this. At least come downstairs and hear me out." 

"I'm leaving here tomorrow," Ruth said. "You can write whatever it is you want to tell me in a letter. Now, please go." 

"This will not be hashed out in a letter, Ruth," Matt said. "We can either talk downstairs, or I'll come sit on the bed and we'll talk it out here." There was no innuendo in his tone, only heartfelt desperation. 

"Alright," Ruth said, wearily. "I'll come downstairs. Give me a few minutes." 

Matt left the room, closing the door behind. As he made his way down the stairs, he wasn't sure how he would approach Ruth. She had every right to hate him. He  had put her through hell. 

And even though he'd gone through his own kind of hell over the years, worrying if Annie could be taken away from him, he could not deny that if he had gone to the authorities when he'd first had doubts, Ruth would have been spared four years of unimaginable despair. There seemed no way he could ever make it up to her, and she had every reason to hate him for as long as she lived. But he also hoped that maybe, somewhere in her heart, she could find forgiveness. 

When Ruth entered the living room, he saw at once how tired and drawn her face looked. 

And it was obvious she'd been crying. She pulled her robe around herself and sat stiffly on the edge of the couch and watched him solemnly, waiting for him to speak. 

He started to reach for her hand, but she drew it away and crossed her arms protectively around herself. "What is it you want to say?" she asked, her words terse. 

"Honey—" 

"  Stop!" She raised a stiff hand in protest. "Don't call me that. I'm not your honey, or your sweetheart. I'm nothing to you, just as you're nothing to me. As for the situation with Annie, she'll stay here with you because I believe she'd be terribly unhappy if I took her away. But I'll look into moving to Cedar Grove where I can see her on a regular basis." She stared at him, eyes holding contempt, face as impregnable as a fortress, and waited for his response. 

Her cold account weighed heavily on him. Although he understood her refusal to work things out between them, he'd thought her feelings for him went deeper, that theirs had been one of those rare and special relationships that could withstand adversity. But he'd also read that there were two things in life that tore marriages apart: adultery, and the death of a child. 

Although theirs wasn't a marriage, their lives had come together for the sake of Annie. But for Ruth, she'd lost a child, then found her, then had her torn from her again. Yet she was willing to walk away from the child she loved and lost because it was right for her child. But if she could love him just a little, they could work things out. There had been a time when he was certain she loved him, that her feelings went deeper than simply a scheme to marry just to get her child back. 

Looking at her sad eyes, he said, "Then you never loved me, not even a little?" 

For a few moments she seemed at a loss for words. Then her mouth drooped in a cheerless line and her eyes welled with tears, and she said, "Maybe at first, but you gave me an ultimatum that didn't include love or marriage." 

He couldn't deny that. From the day she walked into the kitchen in her western-cut shirt and tight jeans and caught him by surprise, all he could think of was getting her in bed. But somewhere between then and now he fell in love, deeply and completely in love with the woman who'd given birth to Annie. "Just because I said I wouldn't marry until Annie was grown and gone didn't mean I didn't love you. I even told you I did." 

Her face guarded, she said, "You told me that at the river, when I was doing things you wanted me to keep doing, and you said things you didn't mean." 

"But I did mean them then," he said. "I just didn't realize it until I'd lost you. But if it's love you want, honey" —he interlaced his fingers with hers and could feel the tension ebbing— "I've loved you since that first riding lesson when you planted your hands on your hips and accused me of thinking you were ornerier than a mule with a burr under its blanket. And that night on the porch, when I took you in my arms and held you, my love grew stronger. And when you gave me those damn flowered prissy pants and demanded I wear them, I loved you all the more. The bigger question is, could you learn to love me after what I put you through? You told me you loved me at the river, and I know why now. I would have done the same if Annie had been taken from me. But if you'll agree to marry me, I'll do everything in my power to make things right." 

She blinked her red-rimmed eyes, looked at him with wistful longing, and said, “But the only reason you're asking me to marry you now is because of Annie.” 

“You're right. It is because of Annie," he admitted. "She's the most important person in my life. And I happened to have fallen in love with the only woman on the face of the earth who I know would never walk away from her.” He kissed her then, a long, lingering kiss that was filled with tenderness and heartfelt love. There would be a lifetime for feverish, passionate kisses. For now, he just wanted to hold her. 

When he moved his lips from hers to reinforce his love with words, she reached up and touched his face, the imprint of her hand on his cheek like a brand, and said to him in what he would one day look back on as the most remarkable moment in his life, "I don't need to learn to love you because I already do, with all my heart." 

"Then you  will marry me?” he ventured. 

"Yes," was her simple reply. 


*** 

Ruth was insistent that she talk to Annie and try to win back her love, and trust, before informing her that they'd be getting married. She found Annie sitting on the moss-covered log of an ancient downed cedar, a large stick in her hand, jabbing it in agitated thrusts at a rotten stump. 

When Annie saw her coming, she pressed her lips in disapproval and glared at Ruth with a look of condemnation on her face that said it all. Still, Annie didn't rush off as Ruth had feared. 

Ruth sat on the log beside her, and after a few minutes of strained silence, she said, "Annie, I'll never take you away from your daddy. I promise you that." 

When Annie made no reply, Ruth said, "Remember that little girl I told you about?" 

Annie looked at her then, and her anger began to fade, replaced by curiosity. "The little girl named Beth?" she asked. 

"Yes," Ruth replied. "Beth was my daughter, and she was stolen from me when I wasn't looking. We don't know who stole her, or how it happened, but your daddy ended up adopting her because he wanted a little girl, and that's how you came to be with him instead of with me." 

Anne's face grew troubled. Then she blinked several times, and said, "Beth is me?" 

"Yes, sweetheart. Beth is you. You are the little girl who was taken from me four years ago. 

But I love you just as much as your daddy does, and all I want is for you to be happy. If staying here at the ranch with your daddy is what makes you happy, then that's just how it will be. I'll never take you from him again." 

"But you lied to me," Annie said. "You told me we were going on the bus to see my daddy. 

But my daddy was mad with you when he took me from you." 



Ruth realized that the only way to correct a lie was with the truth, even if Annie might be too young to fully understand. "Lying to you was wrong," she said, "but I was scared because I had finally found you, and I was afraid I'd lose you again. It was stupid of me to do that, and to scare your daddy the way I did, taking you from him the way I had. But he did what was right and brought you back here where you belong. I'm so sorry for lying to you sweetheart, and I promise I'll never, ever lie to you again, as long as I live. I hope you can believe that." 

While Annie seemed to be digesting the information, instead of the short, agitated movements of the stick, she began tapping it lightly against the ground. Then she tossed it aside, and said, "Will you be going away now?" 

There was sadness in Annie's tone that Ruth found hopeful. "I will if that's what you want." 

Annie looked at her, tears misting her eyes, and said, "Could you come to the ranch sometime so we could go riding or swimming?" 

Ruth curved a finger beneath Annie's chin and lifted so she could look into Annie's big sad eyes, and said, "What if I stayed right here at the ranch? That way we could go riding and swimming anytime you wanted. Would you like that?" 

Annie's eyes grew worried, and her brows drew together as she looked at Ruth, and said, 

"Are you still mad at Daddy?" 

"No, sweetheart," Ruth replied. "I love your daddy. I could never stay mad at him." 

"Would you be my mommy then?" Annie asked, a look of expectation on her face. 

"I already am your mommy," Ruth said. "And if I marry your daddy, we'll be a real family. 

Would you like that?" 

Annie gave Ruth a disarming smile, and said, "Could I call you mommy then?" 

Ruth's eyes filled with tears of joy. "Yes, sweetie, you surely can." 

Annie hopped down from the log and said, "Can we go tell Daddy now?" 

Ruth looked in the distance and saw Matt watching. She gave him a thumbs up, and Annie, catching the direction of her attention, rushed off to make her announcement. 


*** 

They were married on a cool, crisp fall day in a small chapel in Cedar Grove. Ruth‟s father accompanied Ruth down the aisle, and Annie stood sandwiched between Matt and Ruth in a ceremony that reunited the family and joined Ruth and Matt in marriage. Matt‟s entire family, all the ranch hands, including Edith, and most of the residents of Cedar Grove came for the occasion, standing in a long line outside the chapel afterwards to throw rice at the newlyweds. 

The honeymoon was brief. The trial that followed, which ultimately convicted the conspirators in the child-stealing ring, seemed endless. But it was over and Matt was finally Annie‟s legal father. 

Ruth sat in an overstuffed chair in her parents‟ living room and waited for Matt and Annie to emerge from Beth's old bedroom. It was their first visit to Portland since the end of the trial, and the old house seemed to radiate with new life. Once again her mother hummed as she flitted about like a butterfly between blossoms while tending to her housework. She'd pause occasionally to say something like, "It's so good to see you smiling again, honey," or "Ain't life grand," then she'd go about her work again, like she‟d done years before. And her father had once again taken up his love-hate affair with the daily news, grumbling over the immorality of the current generation and the corruption of the politicians in Washington, as he had before. Life truly was grand. It had been, ever since the outcome of the trial. 

But during the ordeal, Ruth had gone through hell, having to relive those terrible days after the kidnapping, almost as if Beth had been snatched away a second time. She wondered now if she could have gotten through it all without Matt. He was there when she'd reach out in the night, needing someone to cling to. And he was at her side through the long, emotional days in court, when they both had to take the stand. And then came the conviction, and it was over. She had no words to describe how she felt, only deep, body-wrenching sobs of relief.... 

Annie emerged from her grandparent‟s bedroom, a bright smile on her face, two packages in her hands. Matt caught Ruth's eye and winked. Annie went to her grandmother first. "This is for you, Grandma," she said, handing her a package. 

Irene Sinclair opened it carefully and found a stuffed monkey dressed in gingham and wearing a hat with a feather plume, and tiny granny glasses perched on her flat, monkey nose. 

"Her name's Lydia," Annie said, hovering over her grandmother, who gave Annie a big bear hug. 

“She‟s Bum Baby‟s grandma. And this one's for you, Mommy." Annie handed Ruth a large package, imperfectly wrapped in pearly pink paper that was decorated with an array of colorful flowers drawn with crayons. "Daddy's the one who got it—he said you'd really like it—but I decorated it for you. And I wrapped it myself." 

"Thank you, sweetie," Ruth said, accepting the package. She carefully removed the paper and lovingly set it aside, then read the words, hand-scribed in ornate calligraphy, on a beautifully framed document. "Bethany Anne Kincaid," she read aloud, as she stared at the certificate with Annie's new name. Tears of joy misted her eyes as she studied the crayon stick figures of a man, a woman, and a child, a big brown horse barn, a large house with a lopsided porch, and an assortment of horses and dogs, colorful figures decorating the matte board that set off the document.  She hugged Annie. "Next to having you, sweetie, this is the best Mother's Day gift I could ever have." She peered over Annie's head at Matt, who gave her his sad puppy dog look, and added, "And Daddy, too, of course." 

Annie giggled, then squirmed out of Ruth's arms and crouched on the floor, determined to coax a wary cat out from under the chair. Ruth smiled. How different this Mother's Day had been from those she'd been forced to endure the past four years. And how long she'd waited for this day to come. She gazed at the vacant window where Beth's candle had burned for four long years, and for an instant, a kaleidoscope of black memories whirled in her mind and she was again in that endless dark corridor where there was no hope of light... 

She looked away and found Matt staring at her with an odd intensity. He reached out and took her hand. "Let it go, honey. Don't be haunted by those memories." 

"How did you know?" 

"Every time you think about it the light goes out of your eyes, like a snuffed candle." Matt pressed his lips to her palm. "I love you, Ruth. You've made my life rich beyond imagination. 

You've given me more than I could ever dream. Be happy, my love." 

Ruth saw the sincerity in Matt's eyes, the promise of his smile, and felt the glorious awareness of their love. And again, life was filled with meaning. 

Silly foolish woman, she thought, to allow even one brief, dark moment to interrupt her happiness. Her life with Matt and Annie had already been filled with so much joy that the memory of that ever-burning flame rarely surfaced as it had moments before. She gazed at Matt, her life, her love, her rock to lean on, then at Annie, her own little Beth, who lay on the floor contentedly petting the cat. Her heart thrummed with the knowledge that she loved and was loved, that she needed and was needed, that their union was the seed from which Annie would blossom. And she knew that one day soon she'd be at peace, that the ever-burning flame would finally be extinguished in her mind. A feeling of quiet contentment settled over her. Perhaps that day had finally come. 
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