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      Texas, 1888

      

      THE STEADY clack clack of the train wheels provided a soothing rhythm, but it did nothing to quell the turmoil of Gilbert Porter’s mind. He stared out the window of his family’s elegant private car, watching the drab landscape roll by. The lush trees that were just beginning to bud with spring’s arrival back home had thinned out the farther west Gil traveled and turned into sparse clumps of sagebrush. The land flattened out into empty brown plains that went on forever, with fewer towns spaced much farther apart.

      Although, calling them towns was overstating the case. They consisted of a few ramshackle buildings not over two stories high, and the streets were nothing but rutted dirt paths. He found it difficult to believe anyone would willingly live like this in 1888, but he was quickly becoming aware that the world he’d left behind was nothing like the world he was going to.

      The territory was desolate, and it did nothing to lift Gil’s already low spirits. Being exiled to his uncle’s ranch was a wretched fate, but he couldn’t possibly have stayed in Boston, not with the miasma of a scandal clinging to him. The best thing he could do for his family—as Father had so kindly reminded him every day until his departure—was stay away until the gossip died down and his former social circles had forgiven and forgotten his transgressions enough to admit him once more. Without his presence as a reminder, that might happen more quickly, and it would help the rest of his family avoid being stigmatized by association.

      “Vernon will make a proper man out of you.” Father’s eyes had been cold as he uttered those words, condemning Gil to exile in Texas for the foreseeable future.

      Gil remembered his Uncle Vernon from the one time they’d met. It had been at his grandmother’s funeral, and Uncle Vernon had traveled from Texas back to Boston for the occasion. At twelve, Gil had been a short and slight boy, and his tall broad-shouldered uncle with the booming voice and strange, uncouth accent had intimidated him. At twenty-two Gil was still short and slender, and he didn’t doubt his burly uncle would find him as unmanly as Father did.

      He wasn’t looking forward to being judged and found wanting, but in some ways, it was better than remaining at home where the memories of Jeremy were strongest. More than exile, more than scandal, that was the burden that lay heaviest on Gil’s heart.

      When the train arrived in Mercy, Texas, at last, Gil stood and collected his umbrella and valise, then made his way to the exit. He was surprised there was a depot in town, but he’d done a little research before the trip and learned that while Mercy wasn’t a bustling city, it wasn’t the tiny one-horse town he’d expected either.

      He looked around when he stepped off the train, wondering if Uncle Vernon had come for him or if they expected him to find his own way to Bent Oak Ranch. Before he’d taken more than two steps toward the station door, however, a tall dark-haired man who appeared to be in his late twenties straightened from where he’d been leaning against the wall and walked over to Gil. The man smiled, teeth flashing white in his deeply tanned face.

      “Hey there. You must be Gilbert Porter. Vernon sent me to pick you up and take you back to the ranch.” He held out his hand. “Matt Grayson, by the way. Pleased to meet you.”

      Gil shook the man’s hand, feeling a little tingle, which he ignored. He couldn’t possibly let himself be distracted like that again, and he intended to keep everyone at a safe distance—especially handsome, rugged cowboys.

      “Yes, I’m Mr. Porter,” he replied, drawing himself up to his full height, for all the good it did. He still had to look up to meet Matt Grayson’s gaze. “You must be the help.”

      Matt Grayson blinked in surprise at the formal reply, but then a gleam of amusement sparkled in his hazel eyes. “Certainly, yer lordship,” he drawled. “If you’ll step this way, I’ll take you to the ranch. Maybe we’ll make it back in time for you to wash up before tea.”

      Gil bristled slightly at the impertinence. No servant had ever spoken to him that way before, and he was surprised that Uncle Vernon hadn’t fired the man already. But he was too tired from the journey to bother with discipline right now, and so he merely fixed Matt with a disapproving look.

      “Did you bring more than that little case with you?” Matt asked, pointing to the leather travel case in Gil’s hand.

      Gil lifted his chin imperiously. “Of course. I have a steamer trunk.” He looked around and gestured toward the baggage car. “It appears to be unloading even now.”

      “The big brown one?” Matt walked over to where the attendants had placed it on the platform. He bent his knees, grasped the handles, and lifted it up without so much as a grunt of effort. He turned his head to look at Gil. “Follow me, if you’re comin’.”

      Gil tried to ignore the little thrill he felt at the show of strength and the flex of Matt’s muscles beneath his shirt, and resolutely followed along.

      Matt led the way toward a set of beautiful, matched golden palomino horses, but Gil noticed that instead of a carriage, they were hitched to a wagon with a large bed completely filled with crates and bags. The only place to sit was an uncomfortable-looking board seat across the front.

      “Climb on up. I’ll just put this in the back,” Matt said, moving toward the rear of the wagon.

      Gil stared at the wagon with dismay. “You expect me to ride on that?”

      Matt heaved the trunk into the back of the wagon and closed the tailgate. “I’m afraid the coach and four was taken out by the duchess this mornin’,” he drawled teasingly as he returned to Gil. “It’s this or walk. It’s only about five miles. You could probably make it.”

      Gil fixed him with an annoyed glare, determined to speak to Uncle Vernon about his servant’s impudence. “I’ll ride,” he said with as much frosty hauteur as he could muster.

      His attitude didn’t seem to bother Matt in the slightest. The big man put one foot on a small step and swung up onto the wagon seat, and then he picked up the reins and waited patiently for Gil to climb up.

      Gil climbed up awkwardly, the heat of humiliation stinging his cheeks. He wasn’t nearly as easy or graceful about it as Matt, and he sat down heavily, keep his stony gaze fixed straight ahead once he’d made it up there.

      Matt clicked his tongue at the horses, and they started forward, apparently knowing their way without needing much guidance. Gil could feel Matt’s eyes on him.

      “You ever been to a ranch before?”

      “No,” Gil replied in the most cutting tone he could muster. He didn’t intend to engage in idle chitchat with the help all the way back to Bent Oak.

      “Didn’t think so,” Matt said cheerfully. “Just a word of advice, meant friendly-like. Folks here ain’t like those back East. Who your parents are don’t matter so much. A man is judged on his own merits. If you’re nice and fair to folks, they’ll be nice and fair to you. But if you get up on your high horse, so to speak, you might find it hard to make friends.”

      “I’m not here to make friends,” Gil snapped, fixing Matt with a quelling glare. He wasn’t at all accustomed to someone like Matt ignoring his rebuffs and refusing to be cowed, and he didn’t like it. He was already far out of his depth, and this wasn’t helping at all.

      “No, really?” Matt asked, a trace of sarcasm in his voice. “Then let me give you another word of advice about judgin’ folk by appearances. Like maybe thinkin’ someone is beneath you because they offered to give you a lift since they were goin’ to town today anyway.”

      “I don’t care who you are or why you’re here,” Gil retorted, bristling anew at Matt’s implied criticism. “I’m here because I have to be, and I don’t need any advice about how to deal with the ‘folks’ around here because I intend to have as little to do with any of you as possible.”

      “Suit yourself,” Matt said easily. “When that big ol’ chip falls off your shoulder and you want someone to talk to, you know where to find me.” Then he fell silent as the horses plodded their slow and steady way away from Mercy and out into the spacious grasslands.

      Gil watched the bland scenery go by, feeling overwhelmed by the endless openness. It was too empty and vast here, and he doubted he could ever learn to like it. Matt hummed the whole way, just loud enough that Gil could hear him. Gil was tempted to demand that Matt stop the annoying noise, but he suspected it wouldn’t do much good, given the contrariness Matt had exhibited so far.

      It seemed like hours before they passed under a wrought iron arch with “Bent Oak Ranch” spelled out in iron letters across the top. The fencing stretched out as far as Gil could see, and while there was a well-worn dirt road ahead, the ranch house itself was a mere speck in the distance. Father had mentioned Uncle Vernon’s ranch being quite large, but Gil was getting a sense of its scope now that he was here.

      When they reached the house at last, Gil regarded it with a critical eye. Built in a simple style, the house was only two stories and appeared to have been expanded since its original construction, as the overall design wasn’t terribly cohesive. Painted white, it had simple shutters and no trim, and it had no landscaping to speak of. Other than two wooden rocking chairs and a spittoon on the front porch, there wasn’t much evidence that anyone bothered with decor.

      Gil turned to Matt out of necessity, determined to keep the conversation brief. “Where may I find my uncle?”

      “I suspect he’s in the stables behind the house. One of his favorite mares is due to foal, so he’s stickin’ close to make sure nothin’ goes wrong,” Matt said.

      Matt jumped down from the wagon seat just as the front door of the house opened and a beautiful girl with light brown hair came down the steps toward them. She was dressed in a pale pink-sprigged muslin dress with a pristine white apron over it, and she smiled widely at Gil.

      “Hello, there. Welcome to Bent Oak Ranch,” she said, her voice soft and pleasant. “You must be Vernon’s nephew.”

      “I am, yes.” Gil climbed down from the wagon slowly and carefully, not wanting to fall flat on his face in front of Matt. He regarded the young woman, unsure how to greet her. He wasn’t aware that Uncle Vernon had a wife or daughter, which meant she must be the housekeeper, but he didn’t want to assume incorrectly.

      “Pleased to meet you. I’m Jeanie Grayson,” she said with a smile, offering him her hand. “Vernon told me to put you in one of the bigger rooms at the front of the house, and it’s all ready for you.”

      Either she was Matt’s wife or his sister, but either way she was still part of the staff, which meant Gil wasn’t going to shake hands with her. “I’m Mr. Porter. I’d like to see my room, and one of you may tell my uncle I’m here.”

      The smile faded on Jeanie’s lips, and she drew herself up proudly, not seeming to like Gil’s attitude one bit. Her hazel eyes were full of cool censure as she gazed down at him. “You can tell him yourself,” she replied primly. “He’s in the stables around back. Your room is the third door on the left at the top of the stairs, and supper is at six. If you’re late, we won’t wait for you.”

      She turned on her heel, and with all the dignity of any Boston socialite, marched back up the stairs and into the house.

      Anger and embarrassment warred within Gil, and he whirled away, determined to speak to his uncle as soon as possible. He couldn’t remain here with people like this. Surely even Father wouldn’t expect him to live under these conditions.

      He skirted around the side of the house in search of the stables, which he hoped was the large building. Like the house, it was made of wood rather than brick, but it looked to be in excellent condition. The smell of hay and manure assaulted him as soon as he reached the open door, and he stepped inside, confident he’d found the right place. He paused to let his eyes adjust to the cool darkness inside.

      “Uncle Vernon? Are you in here?”

      “In the back stall!” a booming voice Gil remembered well called out. “’Bout time you got here. Those damned trains never do run on time.”

      Gil blanched a little at the strong language as he headed to the back of the barn, glancing around curiously. Most of the stalls were empty, but they were clean and filled with fresh hay, which suggested the occupants would be returning. When he reached the last stall, he found his uncle and another man watching over a sweating mare.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Uncle,” Gil said politely, keeping a safe distance from the stall when the mare began to paw the ground and whicker nervously.

      “Shh, it’s all right,” Vernon crooned to the mare and stroked her neck to settle her. He turned his head and looked at Gil, and Gil saw that other than being a bit grayer at the temples and even more deeply tanned, Vernon Porter didn’t seem much different from Gil’s memories of him. He looked Gil up and down with frank appraisal. “You got a little taller than when I last seen you, but you ain’t changed much, Nephew. Get settled in up at the house yet?”

      “Not yet.” Gil drew himself up proudly, stinging from his uncle’s observation. “I don’t suppose I have grown much in ten years. On that, perhaps you and my father agree, which is why he sent me here so you can shape me into the strong, powerful man he wants me to be. However, I fail to understand how being here can possibly change what nature herself has wrought.”

      Vernon gave a snort of amusement and exchanged a look with the other man in the stall—another tall broad-shouldered fellow, wearing jeans and a blue chambray shirt with the sleeves rolled up past his elbows. Then he turned back to Gil and shook his head.

      “George and I ain’t agreed on a damned thing since we were children, other than it was a good thing I left Boston,” he said dryly. “Ain’t my place to change what nature gave you. You’re right enough about that, in more ways than one. I was just teasin’ you a little, not trying to get your back up. Relax, son. You ain’t in Boston anymore, and I ain’t your pa.”

      Gil stared at him, not knowing how to respond. He wanted to find a place in the world where he could relax without feeling the weight of being judged and found wanting. But bitter experience had taught him there was no such place, and he couldn’t possibly trust his uncle so easily. After all, Father had a reason for sending him here.

      “I apologize,” he said stiffly. “As I said, I haven’t been in the house yet. Your staff have all been quite rude so far.”

      “Staff?” Vernon looked genuinely puzzled.

      “I think he must mean Jeanie,” the other man chimed in.

      “Oh!” Vernon chuckled and shook his head again. “I ain’t got no staff, son, and if Jeanie was rude to you, no doubt she took exception to bein’ taken for a servant. She keeps house for me, sure enough, but don’t make the mistake of thinkin’ anyone here is one bit better than anyone else. My home has only had one mistress, and that’s Jeanie. She’s thought it was her job to take care of me since she was five years old.”

      The concept of such equality was so foreign to Gil’s experiences that he could scarcely wrap his mind around it. His parents had always drawn a sharp, clear line between those who were their social equals and those who were not, and Gil had grown up in a deeply stratified world.

      “But if she is the housekeeper, how is she not a servant?” he asked with a puzzled frown, trying to make sense of the situation.

      “You’re gonna need to adjust your Boston thinkin’, son,” Vernon said pleasantly. He moved to the side of the other man and clapped him on the shoulder. “For instance, this here is my foreman, Jeb Grayson, but he’s also my best friend in this world or any other. He gets a wage for workin’ on the ranch, sure enough, but he’s no man’s servant. His son, Matt, works the ranch, too, and will likely take the place over for his pa someday, Lord willin’. I’ve known Matt and Jeanie since they were wee tiny children, and Jeanie would take offense at gettin’ a wage for lookin’ after me. When a man comes out West and ain’t got no kin nearby, he tends to make his own sort of family, and Matt and Jeanie are as close as I’ll ever come to havin’ kids of my own.”

      “I see.” Gil nodded his acceptance of the situation. He would have to treat the Grayson family like social equals whether he liked it—or them—or not, but years of experience at masking emotion in favor of social pleasantries would see him through. He only wished he knew how long Father intended him to remain in exile here. He almost considered facing the memories and the fallout of his scandal worth accepting just to be somewhere familiar again. Uncle Vernon’s words had made him acutely aware of how much of an outsider he was here in every way, and he felt the isolation already. “Well, I will impose on you and your family as little as possible. Just tell me what exactly I am expected to do here.”

      Again Vernon exchanged a look with Jeb Grayson, and then he crossed over to Gil and rested his large hands on Gil’s shoulders. “I know you feel like your pa shipped you out here as punishment, son, but the truth of the matter is, it was my suggestion. I know how those Boston biddies can rip a man apart for steppin’ over the lines they draw in the sand, and I thought you might like it better here. A man can breathe here, and he ain’t defined by who his family is. It ain’t gonna be easy on you, I’ll give you that, but if you’re willin’ to try, you’ll be surprised. If a man works hard and is fair in his dealin’s, he can be anything he sets his mind to. In Boston, you’ll always be George Porter’s son, one of the Boston Porters. Out here, you can be Gil Porter—whoever he really is. Sure, we have scoundrels, horse thieves, and even snobs aplenty, but you’ll find most everyone willin’ to accept you at face value—so make it a face you’re proud to have people see.”

      Part of Gil wanted to cling to his uncle’s words and hope they were true, but he knew better than to think anything could be different for him here. Even if he really could escape his father’s shadow, he wasn’t at all sure who Gil Porter was—and what he did know wasn’t good. He had unnatural desires, and he harbored a secret that would make him as much a pariah here as he was in Boston. He could never be truly accepted or truly free no matter where he went.

      Mustering a polite smile, he strove for a neutral response. “Of course.”

      Vernon clapped Gil on the shoulders. “You don’t understand, not yet, but hopefully you will. I know your pa told you some nonsense about how I was gonna make a man out of you, but he’s wrong. You’ll make a man out of yourself—or not. It’s up to you. If you really hate it here, I’ll send you back to Boston. All I ask is for you to give it a chance and see if you can find somethin’ about ranchin’ you like.”

      Gil didn’t see that he had much of a choice. If he returned to Boston before Father considered his punishment to be over, there would be hell to pay. He had no choices and no control. The only thing he could do was stay here and do as he was told while keeping up a polite face to everyone else.

      “Of course,” he said again, for lack of any better response.

      With a sigh, Vernon removed his hands. “I need to stay here with Zephyr, but you go on up to the house. Jeanie is a sweet girl, really. You must have gotten her back up. If you say you’re sorry, I’m sure it’ll all be forgiven and forgotten. She’s softhearted and loves to take care of folk, so if you’re nice to her, she’ll be spoilin’ you like she spoils the rest of us in no time.”

      Privately, Gil would rather tear out his own tongue than apologize, but outwardly, he pasted on another polite smile and nodded. “As you wish, Uncle.”

      With that, he turned and fled the barn, wanting to escape that uncomfortable conversation. His steps slowed when he reached the house, but he stiffened his spine when he went inside, keeping his polite mask in place. As he moved through the house, he heard the low murmur of conversation coming from the back, and he headed in that direction, finding himself in the kitchen—along with both Grayson siblings.

      Matt was stretching to get a large kettle from a high shelf, but both he and his sister turned when Gil entered the room. Standing close together, it was easy to see the family resemblance between them, although Matt was smiling and Jeanie frowning as they looked at him.

      “Can I help you?” Jeanie asked stiffly.

      “Forgive my intrusion,” Gil said as he moved closer to the pair, offering a conciliatory smile. “I wanted to apologize for my earlier rudeness and assure you it will not happen again.”

      The siblings exchanged glances, and then Jeanie turned back to him with a slight smile. “Thank you,” she said. “Anyone can make a mistake. Would you like a glass of tea, Mr. Porter?”

      “No, thank you, Miss Grayson,” he replied politely. “If you’ll excuse me, I would like to take my luggage up to my room and unpack.”

      “I already carried up your case and trunk,” Matt said, handing his sister the kettle. “If it’s in your way after you unpack, I can take the trunk up to the attic.”

      Gil nodded an acknowledgment. “Thank you, Mr. Grayson. I appreciate your assistance. If you’ll excuse me?” He didn’t wait for a response before escaping the kitchen and hurrying upstairs.

      The bedroom he was assigned was smaller than his room in Boston, with nothing more than the bare basics—a bed, a nightstand with a small lamp, a wardrobe, and a washstand with a plain white bowl and pitcher. There was only one window with the same dark green curtains he’d noticed throughout the rest of the house, and the walls were bare. But at least it was his room alone, and he would have somewhere to go when he needed a respite.

      He dropped heavily onto the side of the narrow iron bed, feeling the weight of his grief, loss, and isolation bearing down on his narrow shoulders. At least in here, he didn’t have to pretend to be strong and polite, but he couldn’t let himself indulge in emotion right now. He needed to unpack, and all too soon he would probably be summoned to the evening meal, where he would have to don his armor and his mask once again.

      It would be difficult living this way for the foreseeable future, but it wasn’t that different from the armor and mask he’d had to wear in Boston. No matter where he was, he was hiding something. No matter where he was, he was never truly home.
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      MATT WHISTLED as he opened the back door into the kitchen of the Big House at six in the morning, unsurprised to find Jeanie at the stove, frying bacon, and his father and Vernon already at the table, discussing plans for the day over coffee.

      “You’re runnin’ late this mornin’,” Vernon observed, glancing up at him.

      “A little, but I was lookin’ for these.” Matt held up a pair of well-worn leather boots and a Stetson hat. “Jeanie had packed ’em away in a trunk. I figured what fit me at fifteen ought to work fine for your nephew, Vernon, least until we can take him into town to buy his own. His fancy duds didn’t look fit for ranch work.”

      Vernon nodded. “Good thinkin’. I’m sure he won’t have nothin’ suitable. You got jeans for him too?” He looked at Matt and shook his head. “They’d definitely have to be from when you was a young’un, though.”

      “I borrowed a pair from Pete Skinner,” Jeanie said, carrying two plates of bacon and eggs over to the table. Pete was one of the younger hands, barely eighteen and not much bigger than Gil. “Matt’s got turned into rag rugs years ago. I left Pete’s on the settee by the stairs, Matt.”

      “Thanks, Beanie,” Matt said, calling his sister by her nickname, which made her stick out her tongue at him. “I take it he’s still in bed?”

      Vernon grunted. “Reckon so. Folk in Boston ain’t partial to sunrises, as I recall.”

      “Someone’ll have to go up there and roll him outta bed,” Jeb spoke up. “There’s work to be done. He might as well start earnin’ his keep.”

      “Sure, Pa. I’ll get him up. I figured I’d take him with me to ride fence,” Matt replied. He thought it wouldn’t have hurt to let Gilbert Porter have a day or two to adjust, but Jeb Grayson’s work ethic had been absorbed by Matt with his mother’s milk. Everybody had to work, and God help the person Jeb found lounging around looking idle.

      “Here, you might as well take him a cup of coffee to help,” Jeanie added. She poured a cup and added two sugars, remembering Gil’s preference from dinner the night before. Jeanie had a good sense of the niceties, which was why Matt and the other men felt spoiled rotten most of the time.

      Matt took the cup. “Back as soon as I can roust the new hand,” he drawled, then left the kitchen to the sound of Vernon’s chuckles.

      He stopped at the settee to add the pair of jeans to his armful of clothes and made his way slowly and carefully up the stairs, not wanting to spill the coffee on Jeanie’s neatly swept runner.

      Even though Gil had been up on his high horse and treating Matt and Jeanie like servants the day before, Matt didn’t hold it against him. He felt sorry for the younger man. It was pretty horrible to have your parents ship you off to a strange place to live with people you didn’t know, doing hard work on a ranch. He wasn’t sure why Gil had been sent to Texas, but whatever he’d done, it couldn’t be that bad, since he wasn’t in jail. He’d probably broken some stupid social rule and sent a bunch of stuffy matrons into a fit of the vapors. Matt had heard enough of Vernon’s tales of growing up in stratified Boston society to wonder how anyone could stand it for more than five minutes, and he figured once Gil got used to Texas, he’d probably want to stay.

      Not to mention Gil was as cute as a new kitten with his reddish hair and wide green eyes. His attitude reminded Matt of a kitten too, one that had found itself backed into a corner and was snarling and hissing to show how fierce and unafraid it was, even when facing a pack of wolves. Matt had a weakness for cute things, especially cute men, a fact he’d shared with no one but Jeanie. He had no secrets from his sister, and he realized just how incredibly lucky he was to have someone he could confide in about anything at all.

      But Matt knew he would have to be careful not to let Gil Porter realize what he was, because it would probably make Gil dislike him. Not that Gil liked him now, of course, but Matt was patient, and he could tell Gil was hurting badly. If there was ever a person who needed a friend, it was Gil, and Matt was the most likely candidate for that role. Besides, Matt loved Vernon Porter like a second father, and he was willing to do anything he could to help Vernon’s nephew. If Vernon figured Gil was worth the trouble of helping, Matt accepted it without question, and he would try his hardest to get Gil to like him.

      He reached the door to Gil’s room, and since his hands were full, he had to knock with his foot. “Mornin’!” he called out cheerfully. “Time to come down for breakfast. I have clothes for you, and Jeanie sent you coffee.”

      He heard the bed squeak, but it was still a minute or two before the door opened, revealing Gil, bleary-eyed and clutching his dressing gown closed.

      “Good morning. Please come in,” Gil said in the exquisitely polite manner he’d adopted since returning from the barn yesterday afternoon, and he stood aside, giving Matt room to pass by.

      “Coffee first,” Matt said, offering the cup. “Jeanie fixed it the way you took it last night. Two sugars, right?” Relieved of the cup, he stepped inside and put the jeans and Stetson on the bed, dropping the boots on the floor next to it. Then he turned to smile sympathetically at Gil, trying not to notice how young and incredibly appealing he looked all sleepy and tousled. “If you have an old shirt you don’t mind gettin’ dirty, that would probably be the best thing to wear. When you’ve woken up and had breakfast, I’ll help you pick out a mount, and we’ll go ride fence.”

      “Very well.” Gil sipped the hot coffee gingerly, the bleariness fading from his eyes somewhat.

      “How do you like your eggs?”

      “If it isn’t too much trouble, I prefer them poached,” Gil replied, moving over to the bed to examine the clothes, his expression shuttered into careful neutrality.

      Matt barely kept from sighing, wondering how bad things must have been in Boston for Gil to be able to close off his feelings so completely. All he could figure was that Gil must have horrible parents, because he couldn’t imagine anyone related to Vernon being so unapproachable. “It won’t be any trouble. I’ll let Jeanie know.” He nodded politely, then turned for the door.

      “Thank you, Mr. Grayson. I appreciate it.”

      Matt turned back, smiling slightly. “Call me Matt. Mr. Grayson is my pa.” With that, he turned again, then closed the door behind him before heading back downstairs.

      He went back to the kitchen. “He’d like his eggs poached, he says,” he told Jeanie, who nodded and set about rinsing the frying pan at the sink.

      “Poached.” Vernon rolled his eyes but made no other comment. “Might as well sit down and get started yourself, Matt.”

      “Yes, sir.” Matt took his usual seat at the table.

      Last night they’d eaten in the dining room, since it was Gil’s first night and therefore a special occasion. The room was probably the fanciest one in the Big House because Vernon had let Jeanie have her way in the decorating. The chairs had cushioned seats, the wallpaper had an elaborate pattern of damask roses, and there was even a chandelier with real crystal drops all over it. But Matt had the feeling it wouldn’t have mattered if they’d eaten sitting on logs out in the barnyard. Gil would still have been just as exquisitely polite and remote and miserable as he’d been sitting in the plush room eating off the china plates Vernon had brought west with him—one of the few family treasures the elder Porter had bothered to keep.

      Jeanie put a plate of bacon, scrambled eggs, hotcakes, and toast in front of him, and Matt thanked her before digging in. She’d have a pack with sandwiches for each of them to eat at noon, which Matt appreciated greatly. Work on the ranch was hard and physical, and he was always hungry, even though there was plenty to eat. It was just the nature of working hard on a ranch all day every day.

      A few minutes later, Gil entered the room, wearing the clothes Matt had given him and looking like a little boy playing dress-up in his big brother’s clothes. Somehow the rugged work clothes emphasized the paleness of his skin and the softness of his hands, making him appear more out of place than ever.

      Jeb took one look at him and let out a bark of laughter. “Ain’t we got ourselves a fish out of water,” he remarked, shaking his head.

      Gil glanced away, a pink flush staining his cheeks, but he didn’t say anything other than “Good morning,” as he took an empty seat at the table.

      Matt shot his father a frown and shook his head slightly. Jeb wasn’t a mean man, but he didn’t believe in coddling anyone, either. But while they were all used to speaking their minds, Matt didn’t feel it was the best route to take with Gil, not when he seemed so fragile. He wasn’t sure why that particular word came to mind, but it seemed to fit. Gil looked like someone could shatter him completely if they said the wrong thing, which didn’t bode well for his survival with the forthright ranch hands.

      “Good mornin’,” Matt said cheerfully, and he watched Jeanie also give her father a reproachful look as she put a plate of beautifully poached eggs and crisply fried bacon in front of Gil.

      “Would you like your toast light or dark?” she asked Gil, smiling at him supportively.

      “Light, please,” Gil murmured, keeping his gaze focused on the plate.

      Matt saw him pause and swallow hard before finally starting to eat, as if he was forcing himself.

      Jeanie took herself back off to the stove, and returned with a plate of light toast and the coffee pot. She refilled everyone’s cup, then finally sat down herself, although she ate only toast with some jam. She’d decided eating bacon and eggs every morning wasn’t good for her figure, although Matt could attest she worked just as hard as the men.

      “I want to check on Zephyr and her new colt before we get started on inspectin’ the windmill,” Vernon said, finishing off his cup of coffee. He wiped his lips with his napkin and stood, pausing to drop a kiss on the top of Jeanie’s head as he passed behind her chair. “Thanks for breakfast, Beanie,” he said. “You ready, Jeb? Gil, I hope you have a good day. Matt knows almost as much about the ranch as I do, and he’s a sight more patient than I am, Lord knows. Ask him anything you’re curious about, and he’ll tell you. Right, Matt?”

      “Yes, sir,” Matt agreed.

      “Of course, sir. Have a good day,” Gil said, all courtesy and no warmth.

      Jeb drained his cup and pushed back his chair, pausing to pat Jeanie’s hair gently as he passed by and then following Vernon to the door.

      Matt met Vernon’s eyes over Gil’s head and could see the concern in them. Apparently Vernon shared some of his worries about Gil, and Matt gave the tiniest of nods to let Vernon know he’d do his best to help. Vernon smiled back, then took his hat off its hook next to the door, clamped it on his head, took up his gun belt, and headed out the door.

      Once the older men were gone, Jeanie sighed. “I’d like to apologize for my pa,” she said, turning to Gil. “He isn’t exactly what you might call sensitive to other people’s feelings.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, Miss Grayson, but I assure you, it isn’t necessary,” Gil replied, looking up from his plate at last. “I’m fine.”

      “It’s kind of you to be so understanding, but I do think it’s necessary,” Jeanie replied, rising to her feet and collecting Jeb and Vernon’s empty plates. “Nobody is comfortable their first day in a new place, especially not someone who doesn’t want to be here in the first place. You don’t need Pa making things harder on you than they already are. There are limits to what a body can take, and I don’t want my father saying things to push you beyond yours.”

      It looked as if Gil might respond, but he seemed to think better of it, and he shook his head. “I believe you mentioned something about a fence?” he asked, turning his attention to Matt.

      Matt nodded. “We have miles of fence on the spread, and every bit of it has to be inspected regularly for breaks, signs of trespassin’, or even trapped animals. It’s not hard work, mostly tedious, but it’s a good way to see the whole spread. I thought you might like to get a feel for the place. It’ll be yours one day, after all.”

      “I doubt it,” Gil replied coolly. “My uncle spoke as if he intends to leave it to you, as the son he never had. As someone who met him once ten years ago, I have no claim.”

      Frowning, Matt shook his head. “No, he’ll leave it to you, I’m sure about that. Pa and Vernon are trainin’ me up to run the place, of course. You’ll need a foreman who knows every inch of the spread and how to handle it. Vernon is like family, true enough, but he’s right fond of you. He’s talked about nothing else but you comin’ out here for days, excited as a boy at Christmas.”

      Gil raised one eyebrow, and there was a flash of disbelief in his eyes, but all he said was “I see.”

      Matt wondered if Gil thought Matt was trying to horn in on his inheritance, and he smiled reassuringly. “Have you ridden horseback much?”

      “Not regularly, but I do know how to ride.” Gil finished his breakfast and pushed back his chair. “Thank you for the meal, Miss Grayson. I am ready to depart when you are,” he added, glancing at Matt.

      “All right.” Matt rose to his feet, kissed his sister on the cheek, and moved toward the door. He put his hat on his head and reached for his gun, then fastened the belt around his waist. Jeanie came over and handed him a pack with their lunch in it, and he thanked her. “All set. Let’s head on out to the barn and get you saddled up.”

      Once they were in the dim, cool barn, Matt considered the available horses. Gil wasn’t very big, so he decided on a pretty chestnut Morgan mare. “This here is Cherry Pie,” he said petting her soft nose fondly. “Cherry, this is Gil. We’re gonna be ridin’ the whole fence today, and he needs a steady mount.”

      Although he was obviously trying to mask it, Gil didn’t look terribly confident or enthused, but that was hardly a new situation. Whatever his true level of experience, he had at least enough knowledge to extend his hand to the horse with his palm flat to let her sniff him. Cherry obliged and whickered softly.

      “I think she likes you,” Matt said, patting the horse on the neck. “Let’s get a blanket and saddle and get her ready.”

      He led the way to the tack room and gestured toward a row of saddles. “Pick one out.”

      Gil surveyed the selection, looking uncertain. “Does it matter which one?”

      “Not so much. Most of these are well broken in, so they should be pretty comfortable,” Matt replied. “It’s more a matter of you findin’ one that appeals to you.” If he and Gil had been friends, he probably would have made a joke about Gil needing to choose for himself what was going to be between his legs for hours, but of course he couldn’t. Maybe someday that would change, though, and he smiled slightly.

      “This one will be fine.” Gil indicated the first one. He paused, glanced at Matt questioningly, and then stepped forward to pull the saddle off, hefting it awkwardly. Matt grinned, pleased Gil was taking the initiative for the first time. He grabbed a saddle blanket and followed Gil back to Cherry’s stall.

      He opened the stall for Gil and draped the blanket over Cherry’s back. He stood back and waited for Gil to settle the saddle. With his lack of upper-body strength, Gil struggled to lift the heavy saddle and heave it over Cherry’s back, but he didn’t utter a word of complaint or request any help. He was breathing hard when he finally got the saddle in place, his expression one of grim determination.

      “Good job,” Matt said approvingly. “Now all you have to do is cinch it.”

      Gil set about the task without a word, seeming indifferent to Matt’s approval. He fumbled with the belt, but he got the saddle cinched—eventually.

      “Give me just a minute to saddle Wendigo and we can get goin’.” Matt turned to his horse’s stall and patted Wendigo’s nose fondly. His own saddle was draped over the stall door, and it took him only a few moments to get his big brown stallion ready. He put the pack with the food in it into his saddlebag, grasped the reins, and led Wendigo from the stall.

      “Ready?” he asked Gil. “We can mount up outside.”

      “Very well.” Gil grasped Cherry’s bridle and gingerly led her out of the stall, slowly heading for the barn door.

      “There’s a mountin’ block over there, if you need it,” Matt said. He would have offered to help Gil mount, but he doubted it would be welcome. Instead he put one foot in his stirrups and swung up onto Wendigo’s back, then waited patiently for Gil.

      Gil nodded tersely, led Cherry over to the block, and used it to get himself on Cherry’s back. He appeared a little more settled once he was in the saddle, and he touched his heels to Cherry’s sides to prompt her to move, guiding her to catch up with Matt. “I’m ready.”

      “Then let’s go.” Matt grinned and started off, heading north. He began to describe the ranch to Gil as they rode, hoping Gil might display some hint of interest. “Vernon didn’t buy all the land at once. He started out with the money from his inheritance from your great-grandpa, as I understand it. But he’s a right smart businessman, and over time he bought out smaller spreads. Now he has almost five hundred thousand acres, and he’s the third biggest ranch in the state.”

      Gil listened in silence, his expression unreadable as he kept pace with Matt, but leaving a significant distance between them. Matt wondered what he was thinking about, but decided patience and persistence were the keys to getting through Gil’s thick armor.

      “We run about fifty thousand head of cattle most years, along with horses and sheep,” he continued. “But Vernon and Pa are workin’ out an idea to diversify more, since the price of cattle ain’t too stable these days. There’s about twelve miles of fence, and a large creek runs across the northern pasture. We have close to a hundred and fifty ranch hands at the moment, because we’ve got the calf brandin’ goin’ on. That’ll wrap up in a week or so, and then the calves will fatten up in the pastures until it’s time to sell them.”

      “Our time might be better spent by you explaining what my duties will be,” Gil suggested—politely, of course.

      “Well, it sorta depends on you.” Matt regarded Gil seriously, wondering if the city boy might find anything appealing about manual labor. “There are lots of different things to do on the ranch. Workin’ with the horses, workin’ with the cattle, takin’ care of all the record keepin’, ridin’ fence like we’re doin’ now. Is there anything in particular you could see yourself doin’ and maybe even enjoyin’?”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Grayson, I don’t see how enjoyment enters into it,” Gil replied, keeping his gaze fixed straight ahead. “I will do whatever tasks I am set to.”

      “Call me Matt, please,” Matt said without much hope Gil was actually going to do it, since he seemed so determined to keep his distance from everyone. He was quiet for a moment, wondering if he should say something about Gil’s attitude or if Gil would be offended. Then he decided what the hell. Things couldn’t get much worse than they already were.

      “You know, if you’re determined to be miserable or act like a prisoner, you might as well be one.” He kept his tone quiet and reasonable, hoping Gil wouldn’t feel like Matt was chastising him, rather than offering advice to help make Gil’s path a little easier. “Seems to me that if your Pa wants you to be unhappy here, one of the best ways of gettin’ a little of your own back is to find somethin’ here to like. Leastwise, it’ll make the time go quicker.”

      Gil was silent for a long moment, his expression turning pensive, and then he shook his head. “Happiness isn’t for the likes of me, Mr. Grayson. I have accepted my fate, and I will endeavor to do my best in the situation I find myself in. That will suffice.”

      Matt drew back on Wendigo’s reins and turned in his saddle to stare at Gil. He was genuinely horrified that anyone—especially someone as young as Gil, with good health and his whole life ahead of him—could have such a low opinion of himself and such a grim outlook on life. “Who in the hell fed you that load of horseshit, and why in the hell did you swallow it?”

      Gil reined Cherry to a stop as well and regarded Matt dispassionately. “No one fed it to me. I figured it out myself.”

      Shaking his head, Matt drew in a deep breath. “The only people on this earth who don’t deserve to be happy are those who deliberately and cruelly hurt others and enjoy it. I consider myself a fair judge of folk, and I don’t think you’re a bad person at all. Everybody’s got faults, sure enough, but there ain’t no evil in you, Gilbert Porter. A lot of hurt and confusion, I think, but nothin’ evil at all.”

      There was a brief flare of life in Gil’s eyes, but it faded swiftly, and he looked away. “You don’t know anything about me or what I’ve done.”

      “True enough,” Matt admitted. “All I know is what I’ve seen with my own eyes, and I can tell you’re carryin’ a powerful heavy burden. But I do know this—Vernon has surely been told whatever it was you’ve done. If he thinks you’re worth somethin’, that means you are. Trust me, I’ve seen him cut loose hands with sob stories that would tear your heart out to hear ’em, but I’ve never known him to be wrong when it comes to folk. He wouldn’t have let you set foot on his ranch if he thought you were no-account, no matter if you were his own long-lost son or brother. He wants you here, and that means there’s somethin’ in you he thinks is worth savin’, whether you believe it or not.”

      “You honestly expect me to take the word of strangers over that of people who have known me all my life?” Gil shot him an incredulous look. “I’ve no idea why you seem to have appointed yourself my own personal Good Samaritan, but I neither need nor want your help.”

      “I’m afraid that’s just too bad, Mr. Porter, because I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Matt said cheerfully. “When it comes to takin’ the word of strangers over your kin, let’s just say that some parents ain’t so good when it comes to seein’ their young’uns as people in their own right. Some of them want little bitty copies of themselves, and they ain’t inclined to accept nothin’ else.”

      “Not that it’s any of your concern, but this has nothing to do with being a copy of my father,” Gil retorted frostily, drawing himself up straight and as tall in the saddle as he could manage—which wasn’t very much. “While I’m here, I will do whatever tasks are assigned to me, and I shan’t utter a word of complaint. I will treat everyone here as my equal, and I will not ask anyone to do something for me that I can do myself. In return, all I want is to be left alone. I don’t think that is too much to ask.”

      The words were cutting, but Matt didn’t allow them to dissuade him. People who needed help were sometimes contrary about accepting it. Gil was in shock right now, but eventually it would wear off. He would need a friendly ear to listen, and Matt would be there. Gil also needed to be busy so he wouldn’t have time to brood about whatever it was weighing him down. Matt had found that hard work really was the best medicine for a troubled mind. He would push Gil hard and give him a chance to prove to himself what he was made of, and maybe then the opinion of the folks in Boston wouldn’t matter so much.

      “Whatever you want, Mr. Porter,” Matt said, smiling cheerfully. “But if you ever change your mind, you’ll know where to find me.” He pushed his hat back on his head. “Well, this fence ain’t gettin’ inspected, so I guess we’d best get to it.” He pointed to a section of wire closest to them. “Let’s get over there and start lookin’. Your first job is to look for anythin’ that seems irregular—crooked or broken posts, broken wire, or places where somethin’ or someone has gotten underneath. Think you can handle that?”

      “Yes.” Gil’s response was terse as he turned his attention to the fence, the tension in his shoulders easing slightly now the focus of the conversation had turned away from personal matters.

      Matt wouldn’t bring up anything uncomfortable again for a while, just so Gil wouldn’t feel trapped. But he was going to work Gil so hard, he’d fall asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow at night, then get him up the next day and do it all over again. Maybe in a few days, he’d test the waters again and see if Gil was ready to talk. He had to admit to a certain amount of curiosity about what Gil could have done that was so terrible that he thought he didn’t deserve any happiness, but Matt would keep it to himself. When Gil was ready, he’d talk—and Matt would be happy to listen when it happened.
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      TWO WEEKS passed in a blur of hard work and not enough sleep as Gil slowly settled into the routine of the ranch. His internal clock adjusted to rising early, although he still didn’t much like it. After spending a couple of days inspecting the fence, Matt set him to helping brand the calves, which was the most unpleasant task Gil had ever performed in his life. Despite his exhaustion at the end of the day, he could still hear their pained bleating ringing in his ears.

      After that, Matt had him help with breaking the new horses, but that didn’t last long. Gil tried his best, but he didn’t have the strength or skill with horses to do much good. When they tried putting him on the back of one that was half-trained, he lasted all of two seconds and got the wind knocked out of him, which everyone except Matt seemed to find funny.

      Matt moved him quickly to haying, the job Gil was able to perform best out of everything he’d tried so far. It didn’t require any particular skill, and while the repetitive motions made his muscles ache, it was somewhat soothing as well.

      The only break he received was on the afternoon when Matt took him into town to the mercantile so he could buy clothes that actually fit. Much to his chagrin, the shopkeeper outfitted him with clothes usually worn by young men who hadn’t reached their full growth, but at least he now had a wardrobe suitable for manual labor. He folded up everything he’d brought from Boston and stored it all in his steamer trunk, leaving out one suit for Sundays. The rest of it was useless now.

      With his days consumed by labor, his memories of life in Boston began to fade. He couldn’t say he was enjoying what he did. Given a choice, he’d prefer not to spend all day wielding a pitchfork and getting hay dust up his nose, but at least it was useful work. The burning anger and resentment he’d felt on arrival had begun to fade as well, and while he still kept to himself as much as possible, using courtesy as a protective shield, it was no longer as difficult to be polite as it had been. But he still wasn’t interested in talking more than he had to or forming any attachments. He knew all too well how dangerous that was, and he wasn’t going to make that mistake again.

      Gil heard Jeanie ringing the dinner bell as he finished unsaddling and grooming Cherry, since he was expected to take care of the horse assigned for his use. Matt was already finished with Wendigo and was waiting on him, but Gil couldn’t quicken his pace. After so much haying, his hands were stiff and sore, and his palms were covered with blisters that grew worse every day. He refused to speak of it, however, not wanting to show weakness, especially not to Jeb Grayson. He had vowed he would do his work without complaint, and he intended to do just that, no matter how painful. Eventually he finished and put away the grooming equipment, then joined Matt at the barn door at last.

      Matt looked at him with unmistakable concern in his hazel eyes. “What’s the matter with your hands?” he asked. “Don’t say nothin’, please. I can tell you’re havin’ trouble, so you might as well fess up so we can get it fixed.”

      Gil forced himself not to grimace, but he couldn’t quite keep the irritated edge out of his voice. “I have a blister or two, that’s all.”

      Matt held out his hand, not saying a word, just waiting. Gil repressed a sigh and resigned himself to the inevitable. As little as he liked Matt hovering over him, he had little choice in the matter. He lifted his left hand and revealed the palm, which didn’t look quite as raw as his right.

      Matt frowned, and for the first time, he seemed genuinely angry. “You should’ve let me know,” he said tightly. “Don’t tell me this don’t hurt, because I know it does. I should have realized….” He shook his head and looked Gil straight in the eye. “If you’re ever injured—I don’t care how small—you need to let someone know, not try to live up to some damn-fool notion of bein’ manly. We work around horse and cow manure all day, Gil. If somethin’ like this got infected, they might have to amputate your hands.”

      If Gil particularly cared about the life that stretched out ahead of him, he might have been alarmed. As it was, however, the threat of death didn’t strike fear in his heart. “I’m not trying to be manly. I simply didn’t deem it worthy of complaint,” he replied with a diffident shrug.

      “Listen to me,” Matt said, his tone brooking no argument. “I know you feel like you ain’t worth nothin’, but now it looks like you’re actually punishin’ yourself for somethin’. I don’t know what it is, but it don’t matter, do you hear me? You need to let it go and start carin’ about yourself again. Inflictin’ unnecessary pain on yourself ain’t gonna fix whatever is wrong.”

      “Nothing can fix it.” The words were out before Gil could think better of speaking them, and he couldn’t recall them no matter how much he wanted to. Frowning, he withdrew his hand. “What I do is none of your concern anyway.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” Matt’s jaw clenched, and then he blew out a breath, obviously trying to calm himself down. “You said you’d do whatever tasks you’re given without complaint. Well, one of your tasks is to tell me or Vernon if you’re hurt. It ain’t complainin’ to report an injury. It’s just pure common sense. For right now, I’m gonna clean up your hands and bandage them, and you ain’t workin’ tomorrow and maybe not the day after.”

      “Then what exactly am I supposed to do?” Gil stared at Matt, bewildered. After all the jabs Jeb had made about his usefulness, he didn’t want to think about what the foreman would have to say about him not working for two days.

      “I have no idea. Maybe you can help Vernon with the paperwork,” Matt replied. “Let’s get into the house so I can clean up your hands.”

      Gil wished he had some way to avoid revealing his injury to Uncle Vernon and Jeb. “What will your father say?” he asked hesitantly.

      Matt flushed under his tan, an indication he was well aware of what his father would say. None of Matt’s and Jeanie’s scolding for Jeb’s constant poking at Gil had stopped the elder Grayson from doing it. Matt bit his lip and looked at Gil intently for several moments.

      “Wait here,” he said sternly. “I need to get some things, but I’ll be right back. Don’t touch anything, you hear me? Not one damned thing.”

      “Very well.” Gil nodded, wondering if he was getting a reprieve somehow. At least he wouldn’t have his hands tended to under Jeb’s scornful eye.

      Matt released his hand and nodded. “Not one thing!” he repeated, then turned and hurried toward the house.

      Gil moved away from the door and went to sit down on a wooden bench, letting his hands rest palm-up on his knees while he waited for Matt to return. He sat quietly and listened to the sounds of the horses, finding their soft whickering restful. He rarely had time alone these days unless he was bathing or asleep, and he enjoyed the respite while it lasted.

      About ten minutes later, Matt returned, flushed and out of breath. He had two bags with him as well as a bowl.

      “Thank you for behavin’,” he said quietly as he placed the bowl full of water on the bench next to Gil. Next, he took a few clean cloths and a bar of soap from one of the bags. “This is gonna hurt. I’m sorry, but I’ll be as quick and gentle as I can, all right?”

      “Do what you must,” Gil replied, bracing himself.

      Matt nodded and dipped one of the cloths into the water. As he was lathering up soap onto it, however, Jeanie suddenly appeared at the door of the barn. She hurried over to them, her expression worried, and Gil could see she held a bottle of whiskey.

      “You’ll need this,” she said softly, pulling the cork and handing Gil the bottle. She bent quickly and kissed Gil on the forehead as she often did to Matt. Then she turned and hurried off before he could say anything. Gil looked at the bottle and then at her retreating figure before turning a puzzled look on Matt.

      “She blistered up her hands something awful learning to churn butter when she was a little girl,” Matt explained. “She tried to be brave, but it hurt bad and she cried, and she was embarrassed to let Pa know what had happened. So you have all her sympathy because she knows how it feels, and she said to tell you that if you’re ever hurt, you can tell her, and she’ll fix it, and no one else ever has to know. Not even me, if you want it that way.”

      Stunned into silence, Gil couldn’t respond at first. He wasn’t accustomed to having such sympathy directed at him, and he especially didn’t expect to receive it from Jeanie, considering how rude he’d been when they first met. He was far more accustomed to people like Jeb. Sympathy and understanding were foreign to him, and he distracted himself with taking a swallow of whiskey to cover the prickling of his eyelids that had nothing to do with the pain in his hands.

      Matt made no comment. He simply knelt beside the bench, took Gil’s left hand, and began to clean it. It stung, but Matt was gentle and careful, the same way Gil had seen him be when dealing with injured animals. When Matt had cleaned the red oozing skin to his satisfaction, he took a clean cloth and dipped it again in the warm water to rinse away the soap. After that, he removed a tin of salve from the bag and applied it. Gil didn’t know what was in the stuff, but it immediately soothed the stinging of his skin and seemed to ease the stiffness too. Finally Matt wrapped a clean cotton bandage around his palm and tied it off.

      “That’s one done,” he said, looking up at Gil with a smile. “Time for the other one.”

      Gil nodded, switching the whiskey bottle so he could hold out his right hand, then took another swig of whiskey more for his emotional turmoil than any physical pain. He couldn’t help being acutely aware of how warm and gentle Matt’s hands were, and his skin woke up at Matt’s touch, tingling pleasurably in ways Gil wanted to ignore and forget.

      A small sigh escaped Matt as he looked at Gil’s right hand, which was definitely worse than the left. But he made no comment, simply set about cleaning and dressing it as gently and thoroughly as he had the left. It took a bit longer, but at last he finished and rose to his feet.

      “I’m no doctor, but I reckon that’ll do,” he said, brushing hay and dirt off his knees. He smiled crookedly at Gil. “I told Pa and Vernon that we weren’t at dinner because I was making you curry Cherry again. I hope you don’t mind, since Pa will probably twit you for it, but it was all I could come up with. I’m a piss-poor liar to begin with, and lyin’ to Pa and Vernon ain’t somethin’ I normally do anyway.”

      “No, I don’t mind.” Gil peeked up at Matt through his lashes, imagining he could still feel the warm trails left on his skin by the brush of Matt’s fingers. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Matt replied softly. He tossed out the remaining water from the bowl, then repacked the supplies in the first bag before dropping down onto the bench next to Gil. He reached for the second bag, opened it, and pulled out a paper-wrapped package containing two sandwiches made with thick slices of ham. He offered one to Gil. “Jeanie made these for us real quick so we wouldn’t starve. She said she’d give a little ring on the dinner bell when Jeb and Vernon have left the table. Then we can go in through the kitchen so they won’t see the bandages.”

      Gil accepted the sandwich, but he didn’t eat, watching Matt with growing bewilderment. “Why?”

      “Why what?” Matt gave Gil a questioning look.

      “Why are you going to the trouble of all this subterfuge?”

      Matt lowered his sandwich and shrugged. “You didn’t want Pa to know, and I understand why. You get enough grief from him already. So we don’t let him find out. Once we go back in the house, you can go up to your room, and he won’t see a thing. In the mornin’, we’ll get up a bit early and head out before breakfast to ride fence. With gloves on, your hands should be okay so long as we don’t ride hard. We’ll come back after supper, and you can go upstairs again. I’m hopin’ by the next mornin’, your hands’ll be good enough so you can eat at the table. If not… well, we’ll think of somethin’.”

      Gil couldn’t think of anyone in his own family who would have helped him in such a way. On the contrary, his sisters would have lined up to report his latest failure to Father. The weight of expectations bore down heavily on his shoulders, and no one had ever tried to lighten the load, only demanded more.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, although he felt it was inadequate under the circumstances.

      That earned him a playful smile. “Anytime,” Matt said. “Believe me, there are a few things I’ve had to hide from Pa over the years. Jeanie and me cover for each other, so we don’t mind helpin’ you. I love my pa, but there are times when he can be a sore trial. I imagine it’s much worse for you, because you ain’t fond of him to start with.”

      “In some ways, he’s like my father.” Gil stared down at the sandwich without really seeing it. “I dislike what he says, but I’m accustomed to it.”

      Matt’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. “Parents. I’m pure mortified by the things Pa has said to you, but I can’t stop him. I think he’s hard on you ’cause he thinks it’ll make you tough. Either that, or he thinks you’re a threat. I can’t decide which it is. Maybe both.”

      “A threat?” Gil glanced up, frowning. “How could I possibly be a threat to him?”

      “You can’t see it?” Matt shrugged. “Vernon has always treated us like his family. Pa became foreman here when me and Jeanie were small. I had only just started school, and Jeanie is two years younger. Our ma died havin’ another baby who died too, and it broke Pa up. Vernon saw somethin’ in Pa he liked, though, and it helped Pa get over feelin’ like a failure and gave him somethin’ to work for. Pa would walk through fire if Vernon asked him to, and he even saved Vernon’s life once on a cattle drive when Vernon got bit by a snake. But close as they are, and much as Vernon loves us, we ain’t his real family. Sure, Vernon don’t have no use for your pa, but I told you he was excited to have you come here, didn’t I? Like he finally found someone out of all his kin he could like. So if you stay, and you and Vernon grow close… I guess Pa might feel like you’d be more important to Vernon than we are. But that’s just my thinkin’. I ain’t sayin’ it’s exactly what my pa is thinkin’.”

      That reasoning made perfect sense, and Gil wouldn’t be surprised if some—perhaps most—of Jeb’s animosity sprang from feeling threatened. Liberally mingled with contempt for a soft city boy, of course.

      “I pose no threat to any of you,” Gil said with a quiet sigh. “I’m an outsider here. I can’t imagine my uncle would want me to stay.”

      “You’re only an outsider if you want to be,” Matt replied. “I ain’t threatened by you, nor is Jeanie, because we love Vernon, and that love don’t depend on this ranch. We’d love him if he hadn’t a cent to his name, and if there is one thing I know, it’s that Vernon has a heart as big as Texas and plenty of love to give to you, if you want it. It don’t take away from him lovin’ us. And he does love you, you know. I think part of it is because he went through somethin’ with his pa sorta like what you’re goin’ through with yours. Never did find out what it was, but I got the feelin’ they were as happy to have Vernon away from Boston as he was to be gone.”

      Gil didn’t have many memories of his grandfather, but what few he did have made it easy to believe that Uncle Vernon hadn’t lived up to the expectations placed on him.

      “Perhaps he does understand and even sympathizes,” Gil conceded. “But love? I doubt it.”

      “You just don’t know Vernon,” Matt replied easily. “I don’t know why he never married and had a passel of kids. Maybe he got his heart broke young and it put him off women, but he would have been a great pa.” He chuckled. “Heard Vernon say once ‘anyone with a corset around her waist wants to put a noose around my neck.’ Maybe Boston women soured him on the fairer sex.”

      Or perhaps we have more in common than I realized, Gil thought, his eyes widening slightly. Although if that was the case, he didn’t understand why Uncle Vernon hadn’t said something—assuming he knew the full reason behind Gil’s banishment. “I don’t know, either. Father never spoke of him much until he decided to ship me here.”

      “Vernon has sure had plenty to say about your pa, though.” Matt’s eyes gleamed wickedly. “Mostly about how he ain’t got enough sense to teach a hen to cluck. But I think even if you don’t know Vernon, he feels he’s gotten to know you through what your pa has said,” Matt continued. “Because he’s such a lovin’ man, I’m sure you’re in his heart already. A body can’t have too many people who love ’em, you know.” He paused for a moment. “But anyways, don’t pay no mind to my pa. He’ll come around. In the meantime, we’ll keep you hid until your hands are better, so you don’t catch the backside of his tongue. Like I said, me and Jeanie can handle this, if you’re willin’ to go along with us. Maybe you don’t like it here so much, but we’ll do what we can to make it more bearable for you, if you’ll let us.”

      For the first time, Gil thought he understood what acceptance felt like. He didn’t understand why Matt, Jeanie, and even his uncle were willing to offer something his own family had not, but he could no longer deny it was real.

      “I’m willing,” he said softly.

      Matt’s smile lit up his whole face, making it seem like Gil had just offered him a hundred dollars instead of just agreeing to let Matt and his sister help him cope with life on the ranch. “Good,” he said, then gestured toward Matt’s sandwich. “Let’s eat up and get you inside. You should probably take the whiskey up to your room, in case you have a hard time sleepin’. I’ll come in real early to wake you, so we can get away before Pa comes over to the Big House. That work for you?”

      “Yes, it does.” Gil took a bite of his sandwich, feeling genuinely hungry for the first time in longer than he could remember. His appetite had never been keen at home, and it had dwindled even more since arriving at Bent Oak, but now, he was ravenous. “Thank you,” he added, feeling it needed to be said again.

      “You’re welcome,” Matt replied, then bit into his own sandwich hungrily.

      After they finished eating, they sneaked into the house, and Gil went straight up to his room. Despite the pain in his hands, he slept reasonably well thanks to the whiskey, although it seemed as if his head had barely hit the pillow before Matt was knocking quietly on his door so they could steal away in the predawn hours. Jeanie was already up as well, and she made sure they had plenty of sausage and biscuits to take with them for breakfast as well as thick sandwiches for later.

      They spent the day riding fence, although Matt insisted on limiting Gil to observation duties only, not allowing him to assist with the repairs at all. Matt was also quite assiduous about tending to Gil’s hands, keeping the bandages fresh and clean and applying salve generously.

      It was a mild spring day, a cool breeze tempering the warmth of the Texas sun, and the rolling plains were taking on a little color now the wildflowers were starting to bloom. By afternoon Gil had shed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, exposing his fair skin to the sun—something he never would have done in Boston. In a few months, he would likely look like the rest of the men on the ranch—their skin was tanned by the sun, at least where it was exposed. He’d seen several men with nut-brown faces and a clear streak of white along their forehead where their hat sat. No doubt he would end up with unusual tan lines as well, and he could just imagine what Father would have to say about that. But if Father doesn’t want me to look like a ranch hand, then perhaps he should have thought twice about sending me to work on a ranch, Gil thought in a rare moment of defiance.

      As the afternoon started to fade, Matt called a halt to work. “It’s almost time for supper. Jeanie gave me some stew in a covered pot, so we can build a fire and heat it up. But not here. There’s a place I want to show you. Someplace that I like a lot.”

      Matt took them away from the fence line toward the center of the huge north pasture. The land had a gentle rise to it, but Gil didn’t think much of it until Matt called a halt at a group of rocks where a couple of big pine trees grew. It was then that Gil could see the land fell away sharply to the west and they were on a high bluff overlooking the rest of the ranch.

      “This is a good thinkin’ spot, if you ever need one,” Matt said as he dismounted. “You take a good look while I get some wood for the fire.”

      Gil moved to the edge of the bluff and surveyed the landscape. He could see the ranch house in the distance and cattle dotting the fields, looking no bigger than little toy figures from up here. Everything seemed faraway, including his problems, and he thought he understood why Matt liked this spot.

      It didn’t take long for Matt to gather sticks and get a fire going in a pit that had obviously seen plenty of use. He took a covered iron pot out of his saddlebag—the lid tied on tightly with twine—opened it, and suspended it over the fire on an iron tripod. Jeanie had sent everything they needed, including bowls, spoons, and a crusty loaf of bread. When the stew had warmed up, Matt filled their bowls and tore the bread, giving Gil half the loaf before settling himself on a pine log.

      “I always think food tastes better up here,” Matt said, looking out over the ranch with the air of a man at peace with himself and the world.

      There wasn’t another log, and Gil didn’t want to sit on the cold ground, so he perched on the other end of the log, balancing his bowl on his knees as he ate. The sun was going down, and the air was getting cooler, but the fire kept away the chill, its crackling and popping the only sound breaking the silence of the vast prairie stretching out below.

      Gil found himself transfixed by the fiery display of the setting sun. He could see it all the way down to the horizon, something he’d never experienced back East. He’d never noticed how vivid the colors were before, setting the sky ablaze until they were muted by the encroaching twilight. Away from tall buildings and streetlamps, he thought the stars seemed brighter and more plentiful as they began to appear.

      “It’s beautiful,” he murmured, scarcely aware he’d spoken aloud.

      “Yeah.” Matt was looking up at the stars as well, the Milky Way slowly appearing in a dazzling band of light across the heavens. “Up here is a place where you feel small compared to the vastness of the world, but the thing is, it makes your problems seem small too. There was a time when I was sick at heart, feelin’ like the world wouldn’t never be right again—that I could never be right with it. I came up here, and it made me think that I’m one person, just like every one of those stars is a single point of light among millions. Every one of them is different, but special too, just like every person is. Everyone has troubles and cares, hopes and dreams. Maybe in the big old world, one person don’t matter much, but where you can matter is to the folk around you. Every one of those stars that seem so far and tiny to us could be a sun like ours, just like we’re all suns to someone else.”

      Even though Gil couldn’t see the rest of the ranchland anymore, he knew it was there, stretching out for miles and miles all around just like the sky stretched out overhead. He was surrounded by vastness, giving him a new perspective on his own little life. But right here and now, he was sitting comfortably by a fire with a bowl of hot stew in his hand, and somehow the rest of the world didn’t seem to matter as much.

      “When I first arrived, I thought this was nothing but an ugly, barren wasteland,” he said, leaning back a bit to get a better look at the rising moon. “Now I’m not sure I’ll ever see anything prettier.”

      Matt turned his head, and from the corner of his eye, Gil could see his smile, which seemed oddly warm and full of affection. He was silent for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was almost too soft to be heard. “Neither am I.”

      Gil glanced over, surprised to notice Matt was looking at him, not up at the sky, but he knew better than to read anything into that. Other than Jeremy, Gil hadn’t met anyone like himself, and the likelihood that Matt shared his unnatural desires was slim. He didn’t want Matt to share them, anyway. He didn’t want another lover, not now, not ever again.

      But there was no need to think about that. Instead he ate his stew and watched the last tendrils of the sunset sink below the horizon, feeling a measure of peace he’d never known stealing over him. Perhaps when all this was over, he’d have reason to be grateful for Father sending him here after all.
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