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Chapter One

“Tell me again, why in heaven am I doing this?” Tucker asked as he shrugged into the heavy bearskin coat. 

“’Cause you’re a big strong man and I’m a weak little woman who needs help?” Dixie blinked her long lashes at him and smiled wide enough to bring out both dimples. 

Tucker groaned. “Bullpuckey is getting deep here. You can turn it all off, I said I’d get the kid.”

The dimples disappeared. Her big brown eyes filled with moisture as her hands pulled the coat’s collar up. Soft fingers arranged the muffler she’d knitted around his throat and tucked it inside the coat. When her hand cupped his cheek, Tucker turned his head to kiss her palm. 

“Honey, he’s not a kid any longer. By now I’m pretty damn sure he knows his momma runs a saloon for a living. The last time Dwight was here, he wanted to stay, you should let him.”

Her jaw firmed and the real reason no one gave Dixie Jones any shit surfaced. Brown eyes flashed fire at him. “All the old biddy hens in town would put out an edict, respectable folk would need to leave Dwight alone or suffer the consequences. No one is going to go against the establishment.”

“How about you marry me? Mr. and Mrs. Tucker Cramer and their kid can always move somewhere else and start over.”

She backed away. The same old argument. Tucker sighed, he should keep his mouth shut and couldn’t. 

“What happens when someone comes along who recognizes me? The sheriff isn’t supposed to hang around with soiled doves.”

“If Seattle isn’t far enough, there’s always Canada. We could change countries.”

“No. Daddy fought for this damn country, died for it. I’m not leaving.”

“I’m getting tired of creeping up your back stairs. Shit, everyone in town knows where I spend the damn night!”

“Suppose they do at that. But if no one says anything, they can all pretend you live in the apartment above the jail.”

“I’m getting damn tired of hiding. You run an honest saloon. Everyone knows the girls aren’t for sale. If they want to be with a man, it’s their lookout.”

“If we get blatant, they are going to tell you to move along and hire someone else.”

“For the pittance they pay me? The town fathers aren’t that damn dumb.” Tucker pulled the fur lined gloves on and tugged his hat lower on his forehead. “Come spring, one way or another this farce will end. Get one thing in your head, I’m not going anywhere.” 

One gloved hand reached for her arm and pulled her close for a kiss. “The kid and me will be back day after tomorrow. Count on it.” He didn’t say he planned to get Dwight’s help in convincing Dixie to marry him. He didn’t give a tinker’s damn if she kept the saloon or not. Tucker made up his mind and didn’t plan on backing down. 

Out in the stable he nodded to the old man. Riley took care of the horses and Dixie took care of him. In the warm building behind the saloon, Tucker grinned at Riley. “You didn’t need to saddle him,” he inclined his head toward the little mare patiently waiting beside his big gelding. “I didn’t mind saddling both of them.”
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