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The clock chimed midnight.

Nate could almost hear the Fates laughing as he crossed the room.

 


To think that he’d risked getting pulled over for speeding on his way into town. He’d been worried that the nurse waiting for him at the bus station might take a look around, get disgusted and leave on the next bus out. Bitter Creek, Texas, wasn’t much to look at in the daytime. At midnight, it looked like the back end of nowhere.

 


There hadn’t been much point in hurrying, though, had there? She wasn’t going to stay anyway.

 


Hannah McBride, the woman he’d hired on the basis of a phone interview and a friend’s hearty recommendation, was the sort of woman who belonged in the glossy pages of a magazine, not a dingy bus station, and certainly not at his ranch.

 


She was everything Nate had ever wanted in a woman.

 


Once.

 


 



“Eileen Wilks writes what I like to read, dynamic books with action, verve and courage, plus good characterization. What more can a reader want?”

—New York Times Bestselling Author 
Linda Howard






Dear Reader,

 


Once again, we’re back to offer you six fabulous romantic novels, the kind of book you’ll just long to curl up with on a warm spring day. Leading off the month is award-winner Marie Ferrarella, whose This Heart for Hire is a reunion romance filled with the sharply drawn characters and witty banter you’ve come to expect from this talented writer.

 


Then check out Margaret Watson’s The Fugitive Bride, the latest installment in her CAMERON, UTAH, miniseries. This FBI agent hero is about to learn all about love at the hands of his prime suspect. Midnight Cinderella is Eileen Wilks’ second book for the line, and it’s our WAY OUT WEST title. After all, there’s just nothing like a cowboy! Our FAMILIES ARE FOREVER flash graces Kayla Daniels’ The Daddy Trap, about a resolutely single hero faced with fatherhood—and love. The Cop and Calamity Jane is a suspenseful romp from the pen of talented Elane Osborn; you’ll be laughing out loud as you read this one. Finally, welcome Linda Winstead Jones to the line. Already known for her historical romances, this author is about to make a name for herself in contemporary circles with Bridger’s Last Stand

 


Don’t miss a single one—and then rejoin us next month, when we bring you six more examples of the best romantic writing around.

 


Yours,
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Leslie J. Wainger

Executive Senior Editor


Please address questions and book requests to:

Silhouette Reader Service

U.S 3010 Walden Ave., P.O. Box 1325, Buffalo, NY 14269

Canadian: PO Box 609, Fort Erie, Ont. L2A 5X3
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Books by Eileen Wilks

Silhouette Intimate Moments

 


The Virgin and the Outlaw #857

Midnight Cinderella #921

 


Silhouette Desire

 


The Loner and the Lady #1008

The Wrong Wife #1065

Cowboys Do It Best #1109

Just a Little Bit Pregnant #1134

Just a Little Bit Married? #1188




EILEEN WILKS

is a fifth-generation Texan. Her great-great-grandmother came to Texas in a covered wagon shortly after the end of the Civil War—excuse us, the War Between the States. But she’s not a full-blooded Texan. Right after another war, her Texan father fell for a Yankee woman. This obviously mismatched pair proceeded to travel to nine cities in three countries in the first twenty years of their marriage, raising two kids and innumerable dogs and cats along the way. For the next twenty years they stayed put, back home in Texas again—and still together.

 


Eileen figures her professional career matches her nomadic upbringing, since she tried everything from drafting to a brief stint as a ranch hand—raising two children and any number of cats and dogs along the way. Not until she started writing did she “stay put,” because that’s when she knew she’d come home. Readers can write to her at P.O. Box 4612, Midland, TX 79704-4612.





First, this book is for Glenda, whose friendship is one of 
the cherished constants in my life. In addition, I want to 
thank the people who patiently answered my many 
questions: Teresa J. Clingman, Assistant District 
Attorney in Midland, Texas; Sherry Crane, who allowed 
me to draw upon her years of experience as an 
orthopedic nurse; and Evetts Haley, Jr., a gentleman of 
the old school whose knowledge of ranching in general, 
and of ranching in the Texas Panhandle in particular, is 
as wide and varied as the land his cattle graze.




Chapter 1

It was ten minutes until midnight, according to the cracked clock on the wall. Hannah looked at it and frowned. She didn’t like being without a watch, and she didn’t like waiting. Her old, dependable watch had stopped working two days ago and her new employer wasn’t here yet. Her choices were limited.

To some people, midnight meant the witching hour. To Hannah Maria McBride, reared on the Brothers Grimm and other fantasies, it meant the moment Cinderella’s beautiful clothes turned back into rags. Unfortunately, the people sharing the bus station’s waiting area with her bore even less resemblance to Prince Charming than her worn jeans and bulky parka did to Cinderella’s ball dress.

She tightened her grip on her backpack, scooted her suitcase a little farther under the bench she sat on, and looked around. The bus station hadn’t improved m the hour she’d spent waiting there. The walls were still dirty, the floor was still dirty and she was still the only woman in the place.

The old man sleeping on the bench in the corner didn’t worry her. The three young men who’d just come in, passing a bottle of Mad Dog 20/20 between them, did. Especially the scrawny one, the one with long hair the color and texture of twine. His empty eyes followed her like the sights on a rifle.

She was also bothered by the condition of her wallet. Thirty-four dollars and seventeen cents wouldn’t go far if her new employer didn’t show up. He was supposed to have been here an hour ago. Nor was she happy about the slimy smile on the face of the ticket agent.

All in all, she was beginning to feel a bit uncertain about what to do next. The feeling was as unwelcome as it was unfamiliar.

Hannah was a rare combination of haste and patience. The way she saw it, action - any action- was bound to be better than sitting around worrying to death about her problems, and if this attitude led her to rush her decisions at times, she shrugged and refused to regret the consequences. But she was a practical woman. Life had taught her the difference between dreams and reality, and working as a nurse’s aide the past three years had underlined that lesson. So she was capable of great patience...when she had to be.

Traveling by bus suited her fondness for efficiency, since she could do other important things, like sleep or read, while the driver did his job. The main reason she’d come here by bus tonight, though—the one she preferred not to dwell on—was money.

Money annoyed Hannah. She didn’t intend to let it control her life, and she never used it to measure a person’s worth. But she couldn’t get around the fact that she did need money to survive, just like everyone else, and she couldn’t help thinking that one or two of the ragged people who shared the bus station with her tonight were a bit...disquieting.

Yes, she thought, pleased with herself for remembering today’s word, that’s exactly right. Disquieting: causing anxiety or uneasiness; disturbing. Maybe, to pass the time, she could look up tomorrow’s word. She glanced at the cracked clock again. Four minutes until midnight. Technically it wasn’t quite tomorrow yet, but it was close enough that it wasn’t really cheating to peek ahead. She pulled her worda-day book out of the pocket of her backpack and turned to the page for February 23rd.

Enigma, she read. A puzzling occurrence; a puzzling or contradictory character.

An unpleasant giggle distracted her. The scrawny youth with the twine hair was still watching her, but it was his friend with the droopy mustache who was giggling in that nasty, high-pitched way. Hannah frowned at them. She knew better than to let them realize they were making her a teensy bit nervous. Not scared, not really, not with the ticket agent right over—

She glanced behind her at the counter. No one was there.

He must have gone to the men’s room, she told herself, or on some other very brief errand. Something that wouldn’t keep him away long at all. No doubt he would be right back. All the same—

There was that giggle again

All the same, maybe she would try calling her employer. Maybe he hadn’t gotten the message she’d left on his machine when she first arrived. She stood and dug her hand into the pocket of her jeans for a quarter. Right away, she wished she’d zipped up her coat first.

Hannah wasn’t a beauty. She knew that, but she also knew that beauty intimidated men, while looks like hers.. Well, it was true that some men were put off by a woman who stood a hair under five foot ten inches tall in her stocking feet. Some didn’t like redheads, or care for long hair so curly that it looked like she’d stuck her finger in an electric socket. And there were men who didn’t like a woman with an old-fashioned, hourglass shape.

But not that many.

The giggler stared at her chest. He grinned like the idiot he was, puffed out his own chest and strutted toward her. His friends fell into step alongside him.

Hannah didn’t consider it safe to turn her back on any wild or feral creature. She stood her ground.

The giggler stopped right in front of her. He looked at her, but he talked to his friends as if she weren’t there. “Whatcha think, Sammie? You been starin’ at her tits, haven’t you? I gotta say, those are some mighty fine tits.”

Hannah’s lips tightened.

“You think she’s sellin’ it, Mario?” That came from the tall one. The scrawny one didn’t say a word.

“Sure she is,” the giggler said, spreading his mustache wide in a smile that showed off his yellow teeth. “Why else would she be hangin’ out here? Hey, honey, I got twenty bucks. You got a place, or you wanna use the back seat of my car?”

Hannah shook her head. Looking disgusted was easy; looking calm took more effort. But she’d dealt with creeps just as obnoxious during her stint as a bartender. “You boys ought to know better than to talk trash to a woman you don’t know. What if I were an undercover cop?”

He snorted. “An undercover cop? In Bitter Creek? Not likely. You don’t look much like the sheriff or any of his boys.”

“But I’m not from around here, now, am I?” she said patiently. “I just came in on the bus.”

His brows puckered in sudden—and probably painful—thought. “Cops don’t ride buses.”

She lifted one eyebrow, a trick she’d mastered in the eighth grade to irritate her sister. “Know a lot about undercover cops, do you?”

The tall one snickered. “Ooh, Mario, I think she likes you.”

Giggles flushed. “I know how to handle a smart-mouthed—”

“You boys need to leave now.” The new voice was deep, male, and as coldly confident as winter.

Hannah was startled, but nowhere near as startled as the “boys.” They jumped, jerked and moved hastily away, giving her a clear view of the man who’d entered the bus station, unnoticed, while she was surrounded.

He wasn’t a man who went unnoticed often. She would bet on that.

“She with you?” Giggles spoke with more respect than she would have expected him to show anyone who wasn’t holding a gun.

Her champion was a big man. That was the second thing she noticed about him—his sheer size. He was unusually tall, yes, but it was the entire, oversize package that drew a woman’s attention, not just his height. In his sheepskin jacket and dark brown cowboy hat, he looked larger than life, as if he could have stepped down from some billboard advertising saddles or cigarettes.

But his size wasn’t the first thing she’d noticed. No, because first she’d heard his voice, that cold-as-death voice. She’d heard it once before. When he hired her.

“Does it matter?” he said at last.

“Not a bit,” the tall one assured him. “We was just having a little fun, but—oomph!”

The last sound was a reaction to having Mario’s elbow jabbed in his ribs. “C’mon, you idiot. No harm meant, Mr. Jones. We were just on our way out.”

“Then go.” He stepped aside to let Giggles & Friends make their exit.

Hannah wasn’t one to hold a grudge. She smiled at her new boss, prepared to forgive him for making her wait. “Thanks for getting rid of those idiots. You’re Nathan Jones, right? I’m Hannah McBride.”

Nate could almost hear the Fates laughing their heads off as he crossed the room. To think that he’d risked having Jessie Ramirez—proud of his new deputy’s badge—pull him over for speeding on his way into town! He’d been worried that the nurse waiting at the bus station for him might take a look around, get disgusted and hop on the next bus out of here. Bitter Creek, Texas, wasn’t much to look at in the daytime. At a quarter past midnight, it looked like the back end of nowhere.

There hadn’t been much point in hurrying, though, had there? This woman wasn’t going to stay.

Hannah McBride, the woman he’d hired on the basis of a phone interview and a friend’s hearty recommendation, was the sort of woman a man usually sees in the glossy pages of a men’s magazine, not a dingy bus station. And certainly not at his ranch. Actually, he realized as he drew near, her face was nothing special—nice, but average, and peppered with freckles. And young. Too young. Her chin had a stubborn look to it, and her eyes were a friendly brown. But what man was going to notice her eyes? Any male who summoned the strength of mind to look above her shoulders was just going to get trapped in all that hair.

Lord, that hair.

She was everything he had ever wanted in a woman. Once.

Whatever lingering thoughts Nathan held of the placid, practical creature he had thought he’d hired evaporated when he stopped in front of flame-haired reality. He shook his head in disgust. If he weren’t desperate, he would put her on the next bus heading back where she came from.

He raised his voice. “George!”

The door behind the ticket counter opened and a small, prematurely balding man came out. “Who the—oh, it’s you.”

“What did you do, run and hide in the office when Mario and his friends came in?”

“No,” Hannah said. “He waited until they started hassling me to disappear.”

“I don’t like trouble,” the little man muttered.

“You think I do?” Most of her hair was pulled back in a loose, sexy ponytail, but one strand had worked its way loose. She brushed it back impatiently.

Desire flicked him on the raw. Obviously his body had no more sense at thirty-two than it had at twenty-two, but his body wasn’t in charge. And the rest of him knew better. “Women like you are trouble.”

“If you’d been here when you said you would be, there wouldn’t have been a problem.” She stuck the paperback book she’d been holding in the backpack, hefted it and reached for the suitcase by her feet.

He grabbed the suitcase before she could, and scowled. “How old are you, anyway?”

“Twenty-four,” she said, straightening. “Not that it’s any of your business. So why weren’t you here on time? Did you forget about me?”

He hated being late. It put him at fault, and the only thing he hated more than being at fault was having things go to hell so thoroughly that he was never able, afterward, to sort out how much of the blame was his. “I had a cow that needed doctoring. I’m here now.”

“Do you often ignore your phone? I called.”

“When I’ve got both hands up a cow’s ass, I do.” He shifted the suitcase to his other hand. The damn thing was one of those old-fashioned, hard-sided sort that weigh a ton even empty. And this one sure wasn’t empty.

“Isn’t your brother at the house? I know he’s injured, but surely he’s able to answer the phone.”

“I keep the ringer turned off on the phone in Mark’s room so no damn fool female can call and wake him up after he finally gets to sleep.”

“His pain meds should help him sleep.”

“He doesn’t like to take pills.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “One of those, is he? Well, unless there’s some outside reason, like substance abuse, that he shouldn’t—”

“I said he doesn’t take pills. Not even aspirin.”

“I’ll get him to take the pain medicine, though. He needs the sleep.”

He paused, frustrated because she was right. Mark’s hang-up about drugs was keeping him from getting the rest his body needed to heal. “You won’t be here long enough to talk Mark into anything.” He would see to that.

“Nonsense. It won’t take me the entire two months to have him taking his pain pills.”

“You won’t be here that long.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Our agreement was for two months.”

The ticket agent broke in. “This is the nurse you hired to replace Mrs. Grimes?”

“Nurse’s aide,” Hannah corrected.

Nathan glanced at the ticket agent. George had always been a nosy little runt, even back in grade school. The little man’s eyes bulged with astonished speculation. “If I’d known this was who you was waiting on, ma’am...if I’d known—” He broke off, fairly quivering with all the things he didn’t dare say.

“You want to explain to me why it’s any of your business who I hire, George?”

“It isn’t, no, of course it isn’t.” He licked his lips. “I was just curious. You understand. I want you to know that I don’t believe all that stuff Ben Rydell has been saying.”

Nate felt a distant twinge of curiosity about what kind of garbage Rydell was spreading this time, but he didn’t have time to care. “Then you don’t have anything to be nervous about, do you?” He turned to the woman he had to take home with him. Temporarily. “Come on.”

She didn’t budge. “I want to know what you meant about me not being here for the two months we agreed on.”

“You aren’t right for the job. Damned if I know why Harry didn’t warn me what you looked like when he recommended you. But I’m a fair man. When I find someone else, I’ll give you an extra day’s wages for your trouble.”

“You call that fair? One day’s wages, instead of two months?” She propped one hand on her hip and scowled. The backpack swung from her other hand. “And just what is wrong with the way I look?”

“There are six of us out at the ranch right now—three hands, my foreman, my brother and me. All male. Six men to one woman might be just the way you like things, but I don’t have time to sort out whatever trouble you stir up.”

“Now, you listen here! I don’t know what your problem is, if you’re a woman-hater or something, but I intend to be treated with respect, Mr. Jones.”

He started for the door. “Nathan,” he said.

“What?” This time, at least, she was following.

“Call me Nathan, or Nate,” he said, shoving the door open. “‘Mr. Jones’ makes me think someone wants my father.” Or that the bailiff wanted him on his feet. Some memories didn’t fade, no matter how much time passed.

Nathan Jones was not a simple man, Hannah decided when she saw that he meant to hold the door open for her. It was obvious he’d taken one look at her and made assumptions, and while this was hardly the first time someone had leaped to those conclusions, it still smarted. Yet there he stood, holding the door for her.

She couldn’t decide if his display of courtesy was more intriguing or irritating.

The moment she stepped outside, wind slapped her in the face with air shipped direct from Canada, courtesy of the huge wind tunnel of the Great Plains. She tucked her chin down and tried to think of a way to connect with this aggravating man with the bad attitude- “Does your father live nearby?”

“No.” He headed for a big, white pickup truck near the door. “He’s dead.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” While he tossed her suitcase into the pickup’s bed, she tried the passenger door. It wasn’t locked, so she climbed into the cab, chucking her backpack in the space behind the seat, glad to get out of that wind. She pulled the door closed, shutting herself up in darkness and the smell of the past.

Leather and machinery. Horses and tobacco. The mingled scents were too intimate, and far too familiar.

The bridle she’d glimpsed behind the driver’s seat explained the mixed leather-and-horse smell; the oily scent of machinery must be from the mysterious mechanical part that sat on newspaper on the seat beside her. The stubbed-out cigar she’d seen in the ashtray accounted for the smell of tobacco... And the dozens of ranches and highways and goodbyes of her childhood explained the motionless way she sat, waiting for the onslaught from the past to fade.

How many years had it been? Eight, nearly nine? She hadn’t lived on a ranch since she turned sixteen and decided she’d rather get married than follow her cowboy father to yet another town. Of course, she’d been convinced it was love, not a hunger for roots, that had made Barry so irresistible.

Now here she was, closed up in what was every bit a rancher’s work truck, and planning to live on a ranch once more. Temporarily, of course.

Her new boss opened his door, and the overhead light came on again. He was so tall that he had to take his hat off and set it on the seat when he slid behind the wheel. What a strange, closed face he had. She liked his eyebrows, though. The rest of his face was regular enough to be considered handsome, which she thought rather boring. But those eyebrows! They had personality. They didn’t match, for one thing. Both were thick and dark, but one was straight, a frowning slash above his right eye, while the left one had a built-in quirk that gave it a quizzical look.

She wondered what he looked like when he smiled.

“What the hell are you staring at?”

If he ever smiled. “Your eyebrows.”

He stared. “What does...no,” he said, pulling the door closed and recreating the darkness inside the cab of the truck. “No, if I ask, you might tell me.” He started the engine.

He was certainly a big man. He took up an unreasonable amount of space, making the cab of the truck feel suddenly crowded. “Your ranch is about thirty minutes away, I think you said?”

He grunted, looked over his shoulder and started backing up.

She let him get the pickup out of the parking lot and tried again. “Is it near the canyon?”

He gave her an irritated glance. “What canyon?”

“The lady who sat beside me on the bus said there’s a canyon on one side of town, with a creek in it. She said that’s how Bitter Creek got its name.”

“It’s an arroyo, not a canyon, and the creek’s been mostly dry for the last fifty years.”

She wasn’t sure what an arroyo was, but damn if she’d ask the man beside her. “I guess you’d know about that. Your family has lived in the area a long time, I understand.”

“Yeah.” He drove the way he moved, like a man who was at home in his body and used to having it do what he told it to do. She’d seen that sort of casual physical command before, in people who earned their living with their bodies—athletes and dancers, cowboys and carpenters, a waitress at a truckstop—and it always fascinated her. Though she was nowhere near as self-conscious as she had been as a teenager, she hadn’t felt entirely comfortable with her body since puberty hit her right between the breasts.

They pulled to a stop at the lone traffic light the little town boasted. It was quiet as only a small town late at night can be quiet, with no small sounds to disturb the hush. Hannah decided to wait and let him break the silence.

He wasn’t exactly a chatterbox. They had passed the rundown motel on the edge of town with the blinking Va’ancy sign, and were headed out into the darkness of the countryside before he spoke again. “Harry spoke highly of you.”

She smiled. “Harry and Livvy are something else, aren’t they?” She’d enjoyed working for them when she took care of Harry’s aunt last year after the old woman’s hip surgery. They’d kept in touch after Hannah moved on to other towns, other patients.

“I assume Harry told you about me.”

She glanced at him, puzzled. The glow from the dash lights was too dim to give her a clue to his expression. “He said you needed someone to take care of your little brother, who’d been in a motorcycle accident.”

“Is that all?”

“Well...he said your family has been in the area a long time. And that I could trust you. You were the one who warned me your brother was a bit irritable.” About as irritable as a grizzly woken early from his winter’s nap, from what she could tell. The first two aides he’d hired had quit.

“Dammit,” he muttered. “He didn’t say anything else?”

“No, why?”

“He was supposed to.”

Now her curiosity was itching. “Are you on a special diet or something? I’m a good cook, but I’m not a nutritionist. You’ll need to give me instructions if that’s the case.”

“A diet?” He was grimly amused. “No. I guess it doesn’t matter. You won’t be staying, anyway.”

“Yes, I will.”

He gave her one of those cool, level looks he’d given the three thugs. Hannah ignored it. She was too busy noticing the sensation in the pit of her stomach, an electric tug as unmistakable as it was unwelcome. Good heavens. She had goose bumps on her arms, too! What a peculiar way to react to his voice. She frowned into the darkness. It was a good thing he disliked her. She needed to focus on her goals, not on a man—especially not a man like this one. Nathan Jones obviously didn’t have a tender, caring bone in his body. And heartache was such a distracting emotion.

Not that she thought he could actually break her heart, but he could probably deliver a bad bruise. She was going to be living with him for the next two months, after all. Oh, he might not think she’d stick, but she needed the job too much to let him growl her out of it. Besides, she was good at what she did, and his brother needed her. So did her sister, for a very different reason.

Fortunately, Nathan Jones was blessed with plenty of unpleasant qualities, and that should put an end to this ridiculous attraction. No doubt exposure to him would help her unexpected lust to die a natural death. She couldn’t imagine continuing to want a man who disliked her.

They rode in silence for several miles. It was inky-dark away from town. The land was as wrinkled as impressed linen, but basically level and treeless. It was obvious their headlights were the only ones for miles around, yet Nathan Jones used his turn signal when he slowed for the turnoff. The road they turned onto wasn’t paved, but it was well-graded and graveled, giving a ride almost as smooth as on the highway. A light flickered up ahead.

The silence was beginning to bother her. When he signaled again before turning into a driveway flanked by the vague black shapes of several large trees, she spoke. “So, are you a belt-and-suspenders type about everything, or just basically law-abiding?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your driving habits. You use your turn signal even when there’s no traffic for miles, and wait politely at red lights even when the entire town is in bed, asleep.” She chuckled. “I’ll bet you’ve never had a ticket.”

“Not in the past six years, at least.”

“What, were you a hell-raiser until then?” She didn’t believe it. He was too self-contained, too controlled, for her to picture him as a rebel.

“I don’t think anyone would have put it quite that way.”

“How would they have put it?” The driveway was long by city standards, but she could see the dark bulk of a sprawling house ahead, along with a scattering of outbuildings.

“You sure you want to know?” he asked.

What an odd thing to say. “If it’s too personal...”

“It’s nothing you shouldn’t have already been told.”

“So tell me,” she said, but most of her attention was fixed ahead of them, on the house that would be her home for the next two months. She couldn’t see much. None of the windows were lit, so she couldn’t get a clear idea of the actual size or shape of the place, but it seemed to be a big house. The wall she could see in the spill of porch light on the side of the house was stone. That semicircle of yellow light also showed her a slice of driveway, a small porch and an untrimmed straggle of shrubbery banked against the fitted-stone wall of the house.

The driveway split into two just before they reached the house, one drive heading for a dark building that might be a garage, the other running alongside the house. Her new employer took the straightest road, pulling up near the side porch. She had just about decided that he wasn’t going to answer her question when he looked over at her. None of the cheery yellow light from the porch reached his face when he spoke. “I’m careful about how I drive because I haven’t been off probation long enough to feel casual about any of the rules.”

“Probation?” she said weakly.

“Harry was supposed to tell you about that. Chances are, he could have saved you a bus ride—and me the cost of your ticket—if he had.” He turned off the ignition without looking away from her.

Mockery was one of the chilly threads she heard in his voice when he spoke again. Amusement, dark and bitter, was another. “Go ahead,” he said. “Ask.”

She didn’t want to. She hated being predictable as much as she hated being manipulated. That’s what he was doing, too—manipulating her, making her respond with a hint of fear and an overwhelming curiosity.

But she couldn’t help it. She had to know. “Why were you on probation?”

“Because, six years ago, I killed a man.”




Chapter 2

While Nathan Jones got her suitcase out of the back, Hannah sat motionless. He’d killed a man. How? In an accident, like a car crash? It must have been an accident, she told herself. He’d been put on probation instead of serving time. Surely he would have gone to prison if—

Her door opened. She jumped.

He smiled, but it wasn’t a friendly expression, and his voice was as coldly courteous as that of the devil inviting a sinner into hell. “You may as well come inside, Hannah McBride. You’re not going anywhere tonight.”

 



The ranch house was an old building, particularly for this part of the country, where the white man’s passion for walls, roofs and ownership hadn’t triumphed until the end of the last century. From what little Hannah had seen of it so far, the central portion seemed to be a combination of brick and stone construction, and the walls were thick. Hannah sat on the wide ledge of the window in her bedroom and leaned her forehead against glass as cold and black as the winter sky outside. A double-zillion stars lit that exterior darkness, shining with a fervor that was always lost in the tangle of city lights. She’d forgotten how splendid the night sky could be in the country.

But it was a cold splendor, wasn’t it?

At least she had a nice room. The furnishings were old but of good quality, especially the antique vanity standing against the wall that held the single tall window. Hannah sat on the ledge of that window in her blue-and-white flannel nightgown and hoped the splendor of stars and the feel of winter against her forehead would settle her thoughts.

She sighed once, and wondered about her sister.

Had anyone asked, she would have indignantly denied being worried. Leslie was a McBride, and very well able to take care of herself, thank you, in spite of her current troubles. But sitting here, alone with her thoughts and the pressure of weariness, Hannah would admit she was a bit... unsettled. She didn’t like not knowing where her sister was. She was definitely unsettled about that.

Of course, Leslie would be in touch soon. She’d needed to make a fresh start, to get away from the ex-husband who’d been threatening her. That’s why Hannah had loaned her the contents of her savings account. Of course, Leslie hadn’t asked Hannah to send all her money. Hannah supposed she might have gone a little overboard there, but she’d known she had this job to come to, and it was bad enough knowing her sister was going through hell without worrying about whether she had enough money

Really, there was very little to worry about, Hannah assured herself as she turned her head to press her cheek against the cold glass. All she had to do was stay where her sister could reach her. Hannah had given Leslie this phone number and address; therefore, Hannah couldn’t quit. Or allow her boss to fire her.

Her grouchy, silent, oversize boss. Who had killed a man.

After dropping his bombshell, he’d escorted her politely into the house. The side entrance was through the laundry room and on into the kitchen, which had given Hannah a hint of how hard she was going to work over the next few days getting this house back in shape while caring for an invalid. Dishes were piled in the sink and on the counter, and she’d walked across something sticky on her way to the hall.

Her bedroom was in the west wing, next to her patient’s room. She didn’t know where Nathan Jones slept.

Hannah shivered. She rubbed at the chill bumps on her arms, then surprised herself by yawning. It was too late, too cold, and she was too tired to get everything straight in her mind tonight. Time for bed.

The only light in the room came from a wall lamp with a hobnail glass globe. She turned that off and stood on the rag rug by the bed, listening.

Hannah had slept beneath so many roofs that she had her own ritual for her first night in a new place. First she set out her special things—the photographs in the hinged frame, the little wooden horse her father had carved, her books. Then, before climbing in bed, she listened. Every building had its own set of creaks and groans, so she stood there in the dark, accustoming herself to the sounds this particular house made late on a winter night. As gradually and inevitably as snow drifts down from overburdened winter clouds, her thoughts drifted once more to Nathan Jones.

What had he meant when he said he’d killed a man? Maybe he meant that he’d caused a man’s death. That would be a terrible thing to live with, she thought—the knowledge that his carelessness had caused someone’s death.

But that wasn’t what he’d said, was it?

He expected her to leave now that he’d told her. And maybe, she admitted, hugging her arms close to her body, leaving would be the smart thing to do.

But Nathan Jones expected her to leave.

Obviously, he was trying to make her as eager to leave as he was to have her gone. She hated being manipulated. He didn’t think he had to offer any explanations, any other facts about himself, to make her hightail it out of there. He assumed she would jump to conclusions about him as fast as he’d jumped to them about her.

Hannah sneered at the idea as she turned down the covers on the bed. There was the flatness of her wallet to think about, too. She contemplated it. She hadn’t been this broke since Barry walked out on her the day before she turned seventeen. Not that she regretted loaning Leslie the money—not for a second—but if she left this job sooner than she’d planned, she would have to ask for help. And she did have friends who would help if she asked, but...

But she was a McBride, and she hated the idea.

No point in worrying things to death. The sheets she slid between were cold, but the blankets and quilts were piled comfortingly high. She’d be warm again soon enough.

Tomorrow, she decided, she would meet her patient and decide for sure about the job. On the whole, though, she thought she would stick it out here. Two months at the wages offered by Mr. Tall-Dark-And-Scary Jones would get her back on her feet financially. She’d be able to enroll at Tech for the summer semester. Or she might work this summer and start back in the fall. She wasn’t giving up on her dreams, she assured herself. Maybe she’d had to postpone them a bit, but the university wasn’t going anywhere. It would still be there when she had the money again

The two bed pillows were thin. She bunched them up together into a comfortable shape. The mattress was firm, the sheets clean. All in all, she thought, letting her eyes drift shut, she could have done a lot worse for herself. She’d be fine as long as she stayed away from Nathan Jones, with his tricky ways and dangerous past, not to mention his mismatched eyebrows and that cold, wicked voice.

Oh, that voice...

Desire danced along her skin—a quick, prickly charge that brought her eyes wide-open. She frowned, rolled onto her other side, bunched the pillows up beneath her head again and stared at the black rectangle of the window.

Damn. It didn’t seem fair, but she was going to have to avoid him even when he wasn’t around.

 



Hannah possessed the knack, shared by interns and small children, of shutting down quickly and completely, then waking refreshed from even a relatively short sleep. So the next morning when someone started cussing in the room next to hers, she woke fast and clearheaded.

The voice was male and furious. One or two words, loud enough for her to make them out in spite of the wall between her and the speaker, made her raise her eyebrows as she tossed back the covers. Certainly she had heard those words before, having been raised around cowboys who sometimes forgot themselves, but Patrick McBride had been a chauvinist of the old school. He would have knocked down anyone who he heard using that sort of language around his daughters.

Suddenly the cussing stopped. It was followed by a loud yell. “Nate! Dammit, Nate, get your butt in here!”

Hannah didn’t take the time for robe or slippers. She left her room at a run and flung open the door to the room next to hers.

The man in the hospital bed had dark hair and coppery skin. She could see quite a bit of that skin, since he was naked except for two white casts, one on the lower half of his right arm and one that covered his right leg from hip to heel. And he was gorgeous. Absolutely, drop-dead gorgeous, from his scowling face to the bare toes sticking out the end of the leg cast.

He sure didn’t look like anyone’s little brother.

“What the hell—” He made a quick, left-handed grab for the sheet twisted up between his legs, and managed to fig-leaf himself, then turned his scowling face on her.

That face was several years younger than his brother’s—about her own age, she thought—and damp with the sudden sweat of pain. He was trapped in a position that had to hurt like hell, his back a couple of inches above the bed and the cast on his right wrist stuck through the trapeze that hung from the scaffolding over the bed—stuck and caught, holding him miserably half-up, half-down.

She hurried to him. “Tried to swing from the trapeze with the wrong arm, didn’t you? Hold on.” She pushed the button on the side of the bed, raising it enough to come up behind him and take his weight, easing the pressure on his broken arm.

He grunted and tried to pull his arm back out of the trapeze. “I can’t—”

“I know. The ribs?” she asked sympathetically as she helped him get cast and arm out of the triangular device. Nathan Jones had described his brother’s injuries when he hired her over the phone. The right femur—the long, weight-bearing bone in his right leg—was broken. So was his right wrist, so he couldn’t use crutches to get around. With a couple of cracked ribs as well, he couldn’t yet even use the trapeze to shift himself around in bed.

“Yeah.” He lay back against the nearly flat pillow with a small sigh of relief. His skin was clammy.

She untangled the covers, which were in a heap near the foot of the bed. “You must weigh, what—about two hundred?”

“So?” The “make me” expression on his face reminded her of a little boy caught in some mischief. The face itself was so perfect that it was startling. That stunning face was framed by hair as black as a raven’s wing, worn long enough to tuck behind the ears. It was straight as a raven’s wing, too.

Gorgeous. She sighed, envying him his hair.

Footsteps sounded in the hall, moving fast. Her employer, no doubt, who must have been some distance away when he heard Mark’s last bellow for help.

“What the hell business is it of yours how much I weigh?” her patient growled.

“Pity your language and temper aren’t as pretty as the rest of you.”

Nathan’s voice came from the doorway. “What’s going on here?”

She glanced over at him. “How many aides did you say his temper has driven off?”

“Two.” When Nathan came into the room, he seemed to bring a trace of the outdoors with him. The brim of his Stet-son shadowed his eyes the way an overcast sky shadows the earth, and she fancied she could feel the cold clinging to his denim jacket through the two feet of air separating them. He directed his question at his brother. “What’s wrong?”

The skin on his cheek would be cold, Hannah thought, if she were to touch it. Not that she would, of course... Good grief, she was certainly not going to think about touching her boss’s cheek.

Mark’s lip lifted in a sneer. “Nothing, now. Your new bimbo did a fair job of playing nurse.”

She sneered right back. She’d learned long ago that arguing with men who jumped to conclusions based on a woman’s bra size wasn’t worth the trouble. “I’m not playing. I expect to be paid.” She turned to her boss. “Your brother decided to use his broken arm to lift two hundred pounds of man. He got his cast caught in the trapeze. Not too bright.”

Nathan turned his scowl on his brother. “Idiot.”

“I’m sick and tired of hollering for you every time I want to turn over.”

“No problem,” Hannah said, wondering if she was imagining the tension between the brothers. “You can holler for me from now on.”

“You?”

His astonishment irritated her. “Why not?”

Nathan spoke before his brother could. Irony tinted the smooth, rumbly voice that did such peculiar things to Hannah’s insides. “Mark, this is Hannah McBride, the nurse I told you about. I picked her up at the bus station last night.”

“Home health aide,” she corrected conscientiously. She was five semesters from being able to call herself “nurse.”

A smile started in Mark’s dark eyes. “Obviously I’m an idiot.” He glanced at his brother. “She’s sure easier on the eyes than Mrs. Grimes.”

“Don’t get used to it. She’s temporary.”

“Maybe not,” she said, looking over the clutter covering the top of the little bedside table. “Mr. Jones—”

“Nate.”

“Nate, then. You can go now. Mark and I will get acquainted better if you aren’t hanging over us like a storm cloud.”

Mark seemed to like that.
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