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NOT A FAMILY MAN


The Wedding Series

Book 8

Patricia McLinn


PROLOGUE


“Guinevere Peters. What the hell kind of name is Guinevere?”

Tucker Gates absorbed the glare that accompanied Deaver’s outraged words without flinching. He’d been absorbing those glares nearly full-time for fifteen years now. They hardly nicked him these days. And this one wasn’t even truly directed at him. He was just handy.

“The kind of name that belongs to someone about as likely to take an interest in the Double Bar X and Park County, Wyoming, as you are to start collecting Faberge eggs,” Tucker said calmly.

“Eggs? What’d I wanna collect eggs for? Manny gets ’em at the store these days.”

“My point exactly.”

“Eggs! Why’re you yammerin’ about eggs when we got something serious to discuss? Don’t even keep chickens around the place anymore! Eggs?”

Tucker took a deep swallow of the thick brew that spurted caffeine directly into his tired bloodstream.

“What is there to discuss?” he asked.

“What? This Guinevere, that’s what!”

“I don’t see that it makes any difference if it’s Guinevere Peters or Etienne de Salare who officially owns the Double Bar X. We’ll have as much contact with Guinevere as we had with Etienne a few years back. Probably less.”

Deaver had recovered sufficiently to give a bit of his cackling laugh.

“That’s right. I’d about forgot his secretary calling that time to find out if we were close enough to Aspen for the big boss to stop by between runs down the ski slopes.” He cackled again. “Yeah, you gave that Frenchy a geography lesson, and we didn’t hear any more from ’em.”

“Only the occasional official correspondence. And that’s all we’ll hear from this Guinevere Peters.”

“But I thought the French guy sold the Double Bar to the Ferrington bunch.”

“He did. And we heard even less from Ferrington Corporation when de Salare sold them the Double Bar. Now we’ve been officially informed—” he held up the letter he’d been reading to Deaver “—that Ferrington Corporation has sold it to Guinevere Peters.”

Actually, judging by the letter’s date, they’d been informed more than a month ago, but experience had taught Tucker that letters from corporations were easily left on hold when things got busy around the Double Bar — and with cows dropping calves in bursts now, busy didn’t start to describe it.

Seemed to him there were a couple more Ferrington envelopes in the stack on his desk. He’d get to them eventually. If that didn’t suit them, they’d call.

“We’re being passed around like a hot potato,” grumbled Deaver.

Tucker shrugged. “Doesn’t make any difference to us who owns the Double Bar. Doesn’t change when calving season comes or which fences need tending or how much rain we get.”

He looked out the window into April’s chill dark, almost believing he could see the familiar acres reaching toward the peaked skyline. Or the nearby buildings where he and Deaver would likely spend the night helping a couple more cows bring calves into the world. Why’d the creatures always seem to choose to be born in the middle of the night?

In reality, the window reflected back a room almost as familiar as the scene beyond it, and considerably warmer. He saw bookshelves, filing cabinets and an oversize desk from which he’d run the Double Bar X for more than a decade under three — no, this latest one made it four — absentee owners.

As far as he was concerned, having learned the lesson early and hard, those were the only kind of people to work for. The kind who stayed the hell away, and out of his life while he ran their business.

“Time to relieve Manny and Karl. Let’s go.”

“But, geez, Tucker, bein’ owned by a woman.”

Tucker fought down a grin. Except that his voice hit the lower registers, old Deave sounded just like a kid horrified by the notion of playing with girls.

“It won’t make any difference, Deaver. You’ll see.”


CHAPTER ONE


Jenny knew the silence from the back seat was ominous.

But she was too grateful to care.

She didn’t know how much longer she could have withstood the whining — terrible to call your own children whiners, but she’d finally learned to call a spade a spade. And Greg and Debbie had been whining. In spades.

Whining while they closed up the house. Whining while they waited at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. Whining in the air and whining on the ground during the delay in Denver.

The flight to Wyoming had provided something of a respite, but only because they couldn’t be heard over the commuter plane’s engine without shouting. They’d more than made up for it when she’d insisted the three of them take the rental car and drive directly to the ranch instead of spending a night in the Cody Holiday Inn.

“You’re going to deny us a final night in civilization?” her daughter had demanded tragically.

That remark had felt like a special betrayal. Barely a year older than Greg’s nine, Debbie had always been the quieter, more observant and blessedly less critical of her children.

Jenny had known she needed to go on to the ranch without making a stop.

She could feel her own will eroding under the tension of the trip, her children’s unrelenting resistance and the cumulative effect of a year’s worth of drastic changes.

She hadn’t even stopped to cancel the hotel reservation. She feared if she stepped into the impersonal comfort of the lobby, she’d just curl up on the floor until somebody came and took care of her.

When she realized she’d taken the wrong highway out of Cody, she didn’t turn back, unwilling to get even that close to temptation. Instead, she kept going, fumbling around the navigation system of the strange car with no help from her children.

At least there was little traffic on the road, so if she wove across the center line it didn’t really matter. This was a strange sensation for someone who’d always kept her path carefully inside the correct lines.

She turned onto the narrow road the map promised would carry her back toward where she wanted to go.

“This is the middle of nowhere,” Greg wailed.

“It’s not the middle of anywhere,” Debbie corrected grimly. “Not even nowhere. It’s gotta be the outer edge of nowhere.”

Jenny didn’t answer. She needed every bit of energy just to keep going through the dark, unpopulated landscape.

It was barely ten o’clock, but it had the feel of the small hours of the morning — that deserted, lonely, isolated feeling of the darkest hours.

It felt familiar.

Occasionally, a light betrayed an inhabited outpost. But now she didn’t feel drawn to them, no urge to stop the car, knock on the door, and ask to be taken in.

She stopped keeping track of time or miles. In the quiet, she found she wanted to keep hurtling along through the dark, with the black silhouette of mountains to her left and the unknown all around her, even behind her.

“That’s it, isn’t it? Don’t you see the sign?”

She hadn’t. And she wouldn’t have if Greg hadn’t pointed it out. She would have kept driving until the tires stopped rolling. It had been so hard to get started, she wasn’t sure what would happen when she stopped.

She turned sharply into the road, spraying gravel onto the paved surface they’d just left, and jolting the car over the ruts. All three of them let out grunts as they reconnected with car seats.

“Geez, Mom!”

“Sorry. I’m sor—” She bit it off. No more apologizing.

Once her tires found the ruts instead of fighting them, it wasn’t too bad. Really not much worse than sections of the Edens Expressway that hadn’t been repaved lately.

Although, Jenny realized as she looked at the speedometer, for the same amount of suspension-jolting, she would be going sixty miles an hour there instead of the nine here.

Bare-limbed trees lined the road, creating a winding ribbon of darkness. The silence in the back seat tightened, and she felt as if she’d been driving on this dirt road for twice as long as she’d been on the highway. Despite the gloves she wore, her fingers were so cold it hurt to bend them, so she held the steering wheel mostly with her thumbs and palms.

Another curve. But at the same time, the road widened and the trees stepped back, opening for a circular road. She slowed almost to a stop.

The loop enclosed a patch of earth about a hundred feet wide. At its opposite side stood a two-story farmhouse, painted yellow and with only one first-story window lit. Behind it and to the right stood a massive barn in faded red, plus angles and slices of buildings that suggested a hodgepodge of structures of varying purposes and vintages. Floodlights atop three poles lit the scene.

She followed the road around. To the right of the farmhouse it widened into an area that once might have been graveled. She tried to look at everything at once, to sort the impressions and questions. From the silence behind her, she suspected the children were doing the same.

With a city-dweller’s instinct, she pulled the car into the most brightly lit area. She didn’t notice it was also the wettest area until the car stopped moving forward, although the wheels kept turning.

“Oh, great! Now we’re stuck!”

She gritted her teeth at Greg’s too-perfect rendering of his father’s tone.

“Since we aren’t going anywhere else, it doesn’t matter. Let’s get out.”

She couldn’t stretch her leg quite far enough to avoid getting a swatch of mud on her polished flats, but she reached dry land and had time to look around while her children skirmished over which side to exit, what path to take and the “grossness” of the trip through the mud.

The stark lighting gave the buildings the otherworldly, faintly ominous appearance of an Edward Hopper painting. Beyond them was night so dark it seemed to have substance and weight.

“Just a barn,” Jenny muttered to herself, pushing back her growing unease. A barn, a shed of some sort and a, uh, a garage, maybe, and … She had no idea what the other buildings were.

A man came out of the building to their right that Jenny had identified as the barn, and eyed them while he wiped his hands on a bandanna. He was no taller than Jenny’s five foot six and wiry except for a gentle bulge over the top of his jeans. His hair was what her mother used to describe as salt-and-pepper, because Alexandra Ferrington would have considered it impolite to actually say someone was going gray.

In this case, the salt had the upper hand, and the pepper had started off as cayenne.

With her best smile, Jenny started forward, moving cautiously to avoid the generous number of mudholes. Was ice forming a glistening skin on their tops? So much for spring.

“Tucker!”

The man’s bellow made Jenny jump and stop abruptly. It even quieted the disgruntled mutterings from her children.

A door opened in a small building to their left and someone emerged, so brightly backlit that the figure appeared merely as a man’s lanky silhouette.

“Visitors,” the first man announced with a jerk of his head toward where Jenny stood, uncertain whether to move ahead, turn back, or face this newcomer.

“Help you, ma’am?” The voice was a slightly raspy drawl, marginally polite but not patient.

Before she could form an answer, Greg gave a disgusted snort from behind her. “Yeah, she could use a lot of help.”

The figure shifted slightly, apparently to take in Greg, slouching in his baggy pants and oversize Bulls T-shirt under the already abused lightweight ski jacket he’d just gotten that winter. Something in the tenor of that indiscernible look spoke of disapproval, and, as often as she’d tried to get Greg to straighten up — posture, as well as attitude — she tensed.

The figure turned back toward her.

“Need directions, ma’am?”

“No, I—”

“Yeah, which way is Chicago?”

Why couldn’t Greg shut up?

This time the figure turned more fully toward Greg, and she saw the outline of a sharp chin and, when he pushed back the low brim of his cowboy hat, a strong forehead and straight nose.

Even before he spoke, his body language had her motherly instincts on alert to defend her offspring from a putdown. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

Maybe one putdown wouldn’t be so bad.

She’d been listening to Greg’s snide delivery since first light and she was tired, so tired….

“Well,” the figure drawled. “Right offhand, I’d say it’s east of here a ways.”

The first man made a derisive sound, but Greg opened his mouth for another round, too young, too full of himself to know he’d lost the last one.

“Actually,” Jenny interposed, “we were looking for the Double Bar X Ranch.”

The man turned to her, caution more than welcome evident in his posture and tone. “You found it.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t been aware of holding. “Thank heavens.”

“What do you want here?” demanded the first man, older, shorter, and squatter than the silhouetted figure.

“We’re staying here.”

“The hell you are!” the older man exclaimed.

“Mom?” Debbie sounded shaky.

Jenny felt shaky too, but forced herself to stand straight.

“We are staying here, Mr., uh … mister.” Strong start, weak finish. “It was arranged through Ferrington, because…”

Because, not knowing how to go about it, she’d let her father’s office take over. She’d told herself it was because she had so many other things to arrange, but here in this starkly lit oasis amid foreign darkness, she knew the truth.

She grimaced inwardly. She still had a long way to go. But that was exactly why she’d come to Wyoming. She squared her shoulders.

“Owners!” The older man grumbled under his breath and turned his head toward the darkness behind him.

From the sound, Jenny suspected he’d spit, but at least she didn’t see it.

The lanky silhouette moved forward into the light, resolving into a lanky man wearing jeans and a blue work shirt stained by a long day. Strong arms emerged from rolled-up sleeves, with dark hair curling below the cowboy hat whose brim shadowed his face. With those three slow steps, he’d taken command of the spotlight without even trying.

Jenny realized everybody was waiting for him to speak. If she had gumption, she’d take charge, she’d…

“There’s been a mix-up, ma’am. Ferrington no longer owns the Double Bar X.”

He was so sure of himself, her apology came automatically. “I’m sorry if there’s been a mix-up, but—”

The slightly raspy voice rode right over her explanation. “We’ll straighten that out later. What we’ll do now is put you folks up for the night—”

“What! Tucker—”

“Deaver.” The even-toned word sounded more quelling than a shout. “It’s late. It would take ’em an hour or more to get back to Cody. You want to send a woman and two children back out this time of night?”

She noticed he hadn’t bothered to ask her what she wanted to do.

“Wouldn’t bother me a bit,” the older man said staunchly.

One side of the lanky man’s mouth lifted. At least she thought it did. It was hard to tell amid the shadows and dark stubble on his face.

“Well, we’re not going to. We’re going to put them up for the night. Then we’ll set this straight in the morning. In the meantime, I’m Tucker Gates, general manager and foreman of the Double Bar X. And this member of the local welcoming committee is Deaver Smith.”

“You’re the manager?”

Maybe he heard something more in her voice than simple relief, because his “yes” had an echo of wariness.

“Then we don’t have to wait until morning to straighten this out. It’s very simple. These are my children, Greg and Debbie, and I’m Jenny Peters — Guinevere Peters — and I’m the new owner of the Double Bar X.”

Tucker Gates said nothing.

What Deaver Smith said had more to do with what street sweepers clean up after horse-drawn wagons come through than with the neighborhood welcoming committee.
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If she’d known what was in store for her, she might have stayed in Illinois. In fact, she might have stayed in bed.

It wasn’t the welcome Jenny would have hoped for.

Heaven knows the kids’ response hadn’t been what she would have hoped for.

Not even this house was what she would have hoped for.

Up close, the yellow exterior could use at least a good washing and the back porch that a still-silent Tucker Gates led them across needed a wholesale cleaning.

Everything that Jenny saw testified to the need for attention — not only the clumps of mud scraped loose just short of the door and left to dry into deformed bricks, but the broken step stool, the plastic bucket with a tear in its side, and a nearly bald broom that rested on similar detritus mercifully hidden in the shadows.

The inside wasn’t much better, though in a different way.

With one exception, the rooms she glimpsed as their ragged procession trailed Tucker Gates’ long strides were clear of all extraneous decoration. In fact they were lifeless. Sheets covered large shapes that could be a sofa, a chair, a dining-room table, but in the dim light they resembled huge, wily beasts — or an overcrowded graveyard with blank headstones. The drapes were closed, the walls bare.

With no offer of help with their luggage from either Tucker Gates or Deaver Smith, they’d each grabbed the overnight case Jenny had insisted they carry on-board “in case.”

She’d been thinking along the lines of lost luggage, not a sojourn in the Addams Family mansion.

She didn’t even reprimand Greg when he let the leather end of his bag bump, bump, bump against the wall as they went up the stairs.

On the shadowy second floor, the Double Bar X’s manager bundled covering sheets off two single beds in one poorly lit room and off another single in a second room, stirring faint clouds of dust that drew a triplet sneeze from the travelers.

Pointing first to one hall door, then another, he said, “Bathroom. Closet.” With that, he headed downstairs.

Greg and Debbie stared at her wordlessly. Reproach shouted from their nearly identical blue eyes. At least they were too tired, or too horrified, to say the words out loud.

Jenny forced a smile. “Debbie, why don’t you use the bathroom first, while Greg and I start on the beds?”

Her daughter dredged up a sigh from the depths of her soul as she picked up her overnight tote.

“I am not sleeping in the same room with him,” she declared, and sailed off toward the bathroom with the dignity of a queen who’d just tossed off a law or two.

“Yeah? Well, I wouldn’t let you share my room anyhow. Not even in this rat hole!”

Jenny cravenly dived into the linen closet before they could decide to turn their united discontent on her.

Cedar-chip sachets hadn’t quite defeated the mustiness of disuse; it floated out as she made the beds with token help from Greg. The rooms held the same aura of desertion, and even the bracing air that flowed in when she opened a window in each room did not completely dispel it.

In fact, the only exception she’d seen to that air of desertion was the kitchen, the first room they’d come through.

It had suffered from the effects of being too much used — counters were cluttered and open spaces dulled with patches of something certainly sticky, while dirty dishes littered the sink, and the floor bore testament to the fact that not all the mud had been scraped off outside the door.

Stereo sneezes followed her from the bedrooms where Debbie and Greg had begrudgingly settled as she started down the stairs in search of that kitchen.

She longed to collapse into the remaining bed — mustiness and all — but after the reaction from Tucker Gates and Deaver Smith, she feared she’d dream all night of being packed up and dumped back in Cody before she knew it. She was too new at all this. She needed to assert her right to be here before she’d rest easy.

At the base of the stairs, she heard voices coming from the vicinity of a lighted rectangle halfway down the dark hallway that crossed the back of the house, the opposite direction from the kitchen. Without thinking, she kept her approach quiet as she followed the voices.

“You said this wouldn’t happen,” Deaver’s tone reproached.

“You said that already.”

“Well, how did it happen?”

“I don’t know. But it’s not the end of the world.”

From just outside the open door of what appeared to be an office, Jenny could see Tucker Gates sitting behind a large, plain desk, clearly at home in that position of authority.

Despite the hat he still wore, she could see him clearly for the first time. Between dark brows and sharp slashes of cheekbones, his eyes were black and unrevealing. Below a straight nose slightly flared at the end, curved grooves flanked a firm-lined mouth. He was not an easy man, for all the relaxed way he’d hooked an arm over the back of his chair, twisting his broad shoulders.

“Near enough for my taste.” From the position of Deaver’s worn boots — the only part of him visible to Jenny — he sat across the desk from Tucker. “I’d think you’d be the last person to be wanting a couple kids running around the place. The very last person on God’s green earth.”

Tucker said nothing, his expression remaining unchanged, yet Jenny would have sworn the tension level multiplied.

Deaver’s grumbling went on unabated. “Bad enough to be bossed by a woman, but—”

“I’m the boss of the Double Bar.”

Tucker Gates was very sure of himself. So sure that Jenny found herself disproportionately relieved at the appearance of twin creases between his eyebrows. At least he was human enough to show that one small sign of concern or discomfort or uncertainty.

“Yeah, but she’s the owner. And she’s here.”

“Not for long.”

A beat of silence followed.

“What you got in mind to do, Tucker?” Deaver voiced the question rumbling in Jenny’s head.

“Not going to do anything. Not going to need to. You saw those kids. You saw her. They won’t be sticking around. Just relax.”

Deaver’s relieved chuckle approached a cackle.

Jenny felt no inclination to laugh.

Sometimes in life you had to take a stand.

She’d spent most of her life not realizing that. Placating, doing what was expected of her, pleasing others, never rocking the boats other people put her in. In fact, the only real stand she’d taken was divorcing Edward.

In the fourteen months since then, she’d worked at remaking herself into the person she’d always wanted to be. Now she saw that what had appeared as giant leaps were merely small steps, often as not aided by her father and his wife, Liz, and all leading her to this.

Would she turn tail and run before the disapproval of some stranger now?

How the second stand of her life came to be occurring in the office of a Wyoming ranch house some time after midnight on a chilly spring night, she was too tired to unravel at the moment. But a stand it was — and it wouldn’t be the last one, not if the new Jenny Peters was to survive.

“Mr. Gates. Mr. Smith.” Jenny breezed into the room pretending to be blind to both Deaver Smith’s jolt of displeased surprise and Tucker Gates’s narrow-eyed look from her to the dark doorway. Avoiding the other chair pulled up in front of the desk, she removed a shuffle of papers from a worn wing-back by the fireplace and sat down, consciously aligning her forearms on the leather arms in a position of at-ease authority.

“Mr. Gates, please make yourself comfortable by removing your hat.”

She’d been wrong about his eyes being unrevealing. They revealed in quick succession irritation, begrudging amusement, and then the confidence that allowed him to acknowledge an opponent’s hit.

Without a word, he removed the hat, running his free hand straight back through black hair in an automatic gesture. The hair, well-cut at some point in the not-too-recent past and not trimmed since, curled slightly around his fingers and over the collar of his blue work shirt.

“Thought you’d gone to bed, Mrs. Peters.”

“Yes, I imagine you did.” Surprised at her own temerity, she met his look steadily. Let him wonder if she’d been listening, and what she might have heard. This uprooting your life, going a thousand miles west, being exhausted and encountering someone who expected you to be weak could be incredibly bracing. “But I’ve managed temporarily to resist the lure of these … accommodations.”

He didn’t look the least abashed by the state of the house.

His black eyes surveyed her. Not in a sexual way, but like an art critic viewing the latest work by an artist he didn’t like.

She was abruptly aware that this was probably the first time he could see her clearly. She wished she’d taken time to wash up. Her face was probably pale, her eyes shadowed, and her hair ruffled. Not an appearance likely to instill employees with respect for the new owner.

A doubt hit her full force. “You were informed by the Ferrington corporate office, weren’t you?”

“They wrote and told us the Double Bar’d been sold off again, yes.”

Maybe the excessive blandness of his voice prompted her to pursue it. “But about our coming?”

The merest flicker of his eyes toward the desk wouldn’t have been noticed by most. But she wasn’t a mother for nothing. Her gaze fell on the jumbled pile of envelopes on his desk, and her confidence rebounded.

Raising one eyebrow, she looked from the unopened envelopes to his face and back. “Perhaps you were notified. How could you possibly know?”

“They call if it’s something important.”

Just that easily he dismissed her arrival — dismissed her — as unimportant. No apology. No defensiveness for not checking his letters.

An inane urge to apologize herself, the result of a lifetime of training first by her mother and then by Edward, trembled on her lips.

No! That was the old Jenny.

The new Jenny would take control … but how? No answer came. Her mind scrambled for an idea. What would a forceful person do? Her father … her father was forceful. What would he do?

“If you’d called, Mrs. Peters, and asked me about coming out here—”

“I own the Double Bar X, Mr. Gates. You are my employee. I don’t have to ask you anything.” Amazing! Her father’s voice coming out of her mouth! She could hardly believe it. But it felt good … incredibly good. She was giddy with it.

Tucker Gates, on the other hand, did not look happy; the grooves at either side of his mouth lengthened and the tuck between his eyebrows dug deeper. But he kept on as if she — or her father — hadn’t spoken.

“If you’d called and asked me about coming out here,” he repeated, “I would have told you it wasn’t a good idea. This is a real busy time, with calving season. There’s nobody with time to show you and your kids around the ranch.”

“So?”

“So we can’t be entertaining no women and kids,” grumbled Deaver. “We got work to do.”

“I would hope so,” she replied calmly. “I want my employees to work. Mr. Gates—” she turned to him “—if I’d wanted Walt Disney World, I would have taken my children to Florida.”

“No fear of having Florida weather here, Mrs. Peters. The weather’s unpredictable this time of year. Could be we’ll have a blizzard yet. Or mean cold for weeks on end. This isn’t the time to see the ranch. You go on back to Chicago tomorrow and come summer, say July maybe August, you bring your kids back here for a week or two—”

“Two?” yelped Deaver.

“—And I’ll make sure they get to ride a little, see some of the ranch, things like that. They’ll enjoy the visit then.”

“Visit?” She mimicked the tone her father had used the one time that new wine captain at Danelo’s had offered him an inferior vintage. “I’m afraid you’ve misunderstood. My children and I aren’t here for a visit. We’ve come to the Double Bar X to live. We’re here to stay.”


CHAPTER TWO


For such a small thing, this Guinevere Peters packed a hell of a one-two punch.

He’d barely absorbed the blow of this wispy woman with the soft eyes and the perfect manicure being the Double Bar X’s owner, and she announced that she and her two kids were staying. Staying, for God’s sake.

That pronouncement even left Deaver wordless, though not quiet.

He bolted out of his chair and stood there spluttering until Tucker thought the older man might explode from the half-swallowed words. Instead, Deaver finally flapped his arms at Tucker in a gesture half of supplication and half of blame, hooked his thumbs in his worn belt and stomped out of the room.

Tucker’s eyes met hers, and the humor deep in the soft gray caught him off guard. He felt his mouth ease into a grin and watched her lips curve up.

Her eyes seemed to pick up more color, chips of green shining against the softness. The expression eased that impression she gave of carrying worry around with her, like a low-grade infection of some sort. He liked it.

Liked it? What was he doing sitting here grinning at her for? A pain-in-the-neck owner, who’d come to stay, for God’s sake.

“Mrs. Peters—”

Her smile fled like a startled deer.

“You know,” she interrupted, standing with a jerk, “I am tired, after all. I’m going to get some sleep, and we’ll discuss the details of our moving in in the morning.”

Like hell we will. But he said nothing aloud; that would only make this one dig her heels in.

“By the way—” she turned from the door “—it’s Ms. Peters, not Mrs. Although it does seem silly to be so formal under the circumstances. I’m going to call you Tucker,” she informed him in a voice that reminded him of young Staci Coleman playing Queen Victoria in the high-school play last fall. “And you may call me Jenny.”

She closed the door behind her, and he fought another grin. Definitely Queen Victoria bestowing a favor upon her subject.

The grin faded. An owner on the spot was bad enough, but an owner patterning herself after royalty — even play acting — was more headache than someone who’d done his level best to stay out of the path of trouble for the past decade deserved.

His mood was grim as he headed out to join Deaver checking over the heifers.

[image: *]*

“So what are you going to do, Tucker?” Deaver demanded.

He could quit.

She wanted to stay? He could put in his resignation, and let Ms. Guinevere Peters see how she really liked ranching.

Let her worry about finishing the calving, and getting the horses shod for spring work, and feeding the cows if that forecaster was right about the cold front heading this way, and putting that new field in grain and getting the equipment needed for seeding ready. And that was this week.

But why the hell should he quit?

He’d tended this ranch, nurtured this land for over a decade. It was more his than hers no matter what some deed said. Why should he be the one to leave?

Couldn’t they both stay?

The temptation whispered from the same part of him that had noticed the soft gray-green eyes, the glint of gold and red in light brown hair, the humor in faint lines at the corners of her eyes, the air of weariness held in check by sheer gumption.

No. They couldn’t both stay.

He knew the dangers. He’d first felt their impact as a boy, then borne their full force some fifteen years ago. That’s what had drawn him to the Double Bar X. He might not be a Rhodes Scholar, but he remembered a lesson once learned.

No, Jenny Peters and her kids couldn’t stay.

“We’re going to do exactly what I said before, Deave. We’re going to encourage these folks to see that where they belong is back in Illinois, far away from a cattle ranch in Wyoming.”

Deaver snorted, but his eyes glinted.

“Subtly, Deave. This has got to be subtle, or I have a feeling Ms. Guinevere might be one to dig her heels in. Understand?”

Deaver snorted again. This time Tucker accepted it as an expression of agreement.

The Peters family would leave. They had to. So Tucker Gates could stay.
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Morning sun had a reputation for bringing strength. It brought Jenny second thoughts as numerous as the dust motes floating in the early-rising beams.

How had she gotten herself into this?

Against the air that had gone from chill to cold overnight, she pulled the covers up over her nose and promptly sneezed. Dropping the covers, she rolled to her side to burrow her face in the pillow. A wave of mustiness hit her olfactory senses, tickling unpleasantly. She rolled back and kept the covers at her neck.

Better a cold nose than a string of sneezes that would wake Debbie in the next bed.

She remembered how she’d gotten herself into this. It had started that evening with her father and Liz. Liz had suggested her coming to dinner to distract Jenny from her concerns about the children.

Charles Ferrington had carried the bulk of the conversation. He’d changed a great deal under Liz’s influence the past few years, but a good business problem still got his juices flowing. And the current juggling of Ferrington assets to avoid a competitor buying out one of his companies occupied his mind.

“…so we’re selling those three holdings as a unit, then a single ranch we’d thought we might consolidate someday and—”

“A ranch? Where?”

Her father didn’t even blink at her interruption, though her mother would have been appalled — even during the final days of her fatal illness, Alexandra Ferrington had drilled into her daughter that well-mannered women did not interrupt. “In Wyoming. Near the Montana border. When we find a buyer, we’ll—”

“I’ll buy it.”

“—use that income to … What?”

“I’ll buy it.”

“What on earth do you want a ranch for?”

“I’ve always wanted to live on a ranch, have horses, you know that.” She considered her father and how little they had known about each other until the past few years. “Or maybe you don’t. But I have. It was my first dream as a kid. And it would be perfect for Debbie and Greg.”

Far from shopping malls and social cliques of kids with too much time, too much money, and too little sense.

Far from bad influences.

“But Edward wouldn’t—”

“I think,” Liz had interrupted gently, “that is a great part of the attraction.”

And of course it was. That Jenny’s ex-husband wouldn’t fit in on a Wyoming ranch, that he wouldn’t bother to make the long trip, that he wouldn’t have as much influence over the children and, yes, petty though it might be, that he wouldn’t like her moving to a ranch.

And of course he hadn’t.

Less because he truly regretted his children being so far away than because he couldn’t stand the idea that she made decisions on her own. He’d had his attorney make noises about a custody battle, but it didn’t carry much weight when she knew the last thing he wanted was responsibility for two children. Still, for the kids’ sake, she’d agreed to a liberal visitation schedule.

But when Edward’s attorney made a comment about being sure Edward’s money hadn’t paid for the ranch, she’d let him have it. The child support Edward paid barely covered the tennis lessons he’d insisted they have, much less the price of a ranch. Besides, it was a ridiculous insinuation when the whole North Shore knew very well how much money she’d been left by her mother, plus the trust from Grandfather Barton.

Charles Ferrington had gone ahead with the sale, although he had looked doubtful right through the goodbye hugs and kisses. But Liz had supported her. Jenny thought fondly of her father’s wife — it was hard to think of someone not even a decade older than herself as a stepmother. Liz had supported her every step, helping with the practicalities without taking over and, even more important, encouraging when Jenny’s spirits flagged.

But maybe Liz’s faith in her had blinded her to the plan’s shortcomings, to her own shortcomings.

Sure she’d always wanted to spend time on a ranch, but what did she know about ranches? Nothing.

For as long as she could remember, her bookshelf had been filled with classic tales of horses — My Friend Flicka, National Velvet, Misty of Chincoteague, The Black Stallion. No matter the book’s setting, she had transported them to a mythical Western ranch she’d created in her mind, an amalgam of every Western movie she’d ever seen.

Certainly her mother couldn’t object to a horse, Jenny had reasoned as a child. It wouldn’t bring dirt and germs into her house as Alexandra always said a dog would.

Her mother didn’t object. She also didn’t allow Jenny her dream.

Instead, Alexandra Ferrington enrolled her in the most prestigious riding academy on the North Shore, outfitted her in britches and jacket and applauded her in horse shows.

Jenny had liked it, but it wasn’t what she’d wanted.

And years later, in that final year of her marriage when she’d worked so hard to try to recapture her dreams, Jenny had suggested a vacation on a working ranch, where they could get away, get to know each other again. Edward had taken the plans out of her hands and put them into his travel agent’s, and they spent a week at a spa with a bridle path. It also had a golf course, tennis courts, a Jacuzzi, and the highest speed communication of all kinds — everything Edward needed to be happy.

Manipulated, molded, prodded. That’s how she’d felt.

Her mother and Edward had twisted her dream to fit their own ambitions.

And she’d let them.

Jenny Peters sat up in bed.

She’d let them.

Maybe she couldn’t have stood up to her mother as an eight-year-old, but she could have later. She could have told her she wanted to ride the range, not circle an arena.

And she certainly could have stood up to Edward, insisted on her ranch vacation instead of graciously going along with his changes and smiling — God, smiling! — about it.

So she didn’t know anything about ranches. She would learn. And this time she wouldn’t be bullied out of her dream. Not even by her own fears.

She pushed back the covers and stepped out of bed, hopping a little at the cold under her feet, the noise causing a stirring in the next bed.

No, she wouldn’t be deterred.

Not even by a cold floor, or a grim-faced manager named Tucker Gates.

[image: *]*

“Tucker says they won’t be staying, but she says they’re here for good.”

Tucker heard Deaver as he walked down the hall toward the kitchen.

The manager’s suite and the kitchen formed a one-story wing across the back of the two-story house which had been built in the twenties to replace the spread’s original log headquarters.

The wing was newer, built to accommodate a wheelchair-bound owner. When he’d died, his young widow had hired Tucker and taken her kids to Dallas. It had been Tucker’s home ever since. In the main house he only bothered with the office. Otherwise, all his needs were met by the kitchen and his suite — bathroom and a large room divided by bookshelves into bedroom and den.

“What do you think, Deaver?”

That was Manny. He’d been at the Double Bar X almost six years. He did the cooking and shopping, mostly by default — he didn’t gripe as much as Deaver and was less likely to cause food poisoning. But he hadn’t been hired to cook and shop, and sometimes Tucker resented the time those chores took, because they sure could have used that other pair of hands.

“Hell, I don’t know. Tucker said they’d never show up at all, but here they are. Now he says he can get rid of ’em. He’s been wrong before.”

“Got a lot of faith in me, don’t you, Deave?” Tucker said without rancor as he entered the room.

Deaver, seated at the large, plain, rectangular table long ago worn down to bare wood, simply grunted. Manny didn’t turn from where he was putting grease into a large frying pan. The third occupant of the room, young Karl Wethers, didn’t look up from buttering a slice of bread.

Even if they’d followed the social convention of exchanging good-mornings, there was no need. They’d already seen each other, out in the calving shed, in the cold, barely lit hour before six a.m., battling a heifer who’d decided she’d just as soon her calf not get born.

They’d won.

Not a bad way to start a day, but it meant the half hour or so of sleep the night-watch sometimes got before breakfast disappeared. Tucker had barely had time to shower and change.

“I don’t know, maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing, having a woman around,” said Karl.

Karl had arrived a year and a half before. He juggled his work on the ranch with taking courses at Northwest College over at Powell, leaving the young man little free time. He worked hard and he listened, but Tucker had noticed a growing restlessness in him, and suspected Karl chafed at the lack of female companionship in his life.

At that moment, Karl seemed to sense the three sets of eyes on him, and looked up. He flushed, but didn’t back down.

“You know, somebody to cook — no offense, Manny — and maybe fix up the place a little. And it sure would be nice to have somebody else do the laundry.”

“You ain’t seen this one,” muttered Deaver.

“I wouldn’t object to handing over the stove duties,” Manny ventured.

Time to stop this right now.

Tucker scraped back his customary chair at the head of the table and sat. “Fine, we’re all agreed, we’d be real happy to have a housekeeper show up on the doorstep. Especially one who didn’t want to get paid. But this woman isn’t a housekeeper. She’s the owner.”

He let that ominous pronouncement sink in. But Deaver had his mite to add. “More likely she’ll have you polish her shoes than be washing your dirty socks.”

Manny dished up a platter of well-fried eggs, plopping empty plates in front of them and sitting.

“But you think they’ll leave, Tucker? Even when she says they’re going to stay?”

He nodded. “The kids don’t want to stay, that’s clear. And I can’t see this woman holding out long against her kids. A little subtle encouragement is all it’ll take to make her see she’s made a mistake coming here.”

“What do you want us to do, Tucker?”

“Just go about your work as usual. They’ll soon see we don’t have time to entertain them, then they’ll be gone.”

They all heard footsteps on the wooden staircase. Everybody turned to the door except Tucker.

“Good morning.” Jenny Peters sounded nervous, and determinedly breezy.

Deaver mumbled. Manny said good-morning. Karl stared and swallowed.

“Ms. Peters, let me introduce two more of your employees.” Still without looking around, Tucker jabbed his fork to direct her attention. “Manny Whitewood and Karl Wethers.”

“How do you do? It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

She pronounced each word separately instead of running them together like most people. It made the formula words sound different — special.

“Sit down, and I’ll get you a plate and some coffee, Ms. Peters,” offered Manny.

“Thank you, that would be very nice.”

She entered Tucker’s view and sat two chairs down the left side of the table. She had on jeans and a green sweater that looked as if it would be soft to touch. It had a pattern in a darker green across the front from shoulder to shoulder. Her hair shone like she’d brushed it, but the area under her eyes was darker than the pale skin around it. She hadn’t slept well.

“But, please, call me Jenny.”

“Here’s some coffee.” Manny placed a mug before her. Tucker noticed Manny didn’t call her anything.

She took a sip just as the old coffeemaker started into its series of peculiar clicks and hiccups. She jerked.

“What’s that?”

“What? Oh, the coffeemaker. Damned thing makes enough noise to start a stampede.”

From her doubtful look at the substance in her cup, Tucker wondered if her question had been about the noise or the toxic brew. He stifled a laugh.

“You want some eggs, uh, Jenny?” Karl handed her the platter as a tide of red rose on his neck.

“Thank you.” She smiled at him, then looked at the cooling eggs. She put down the platter. “I’m really not very hungry this morning.”

“Can I get you something else for breakfast?” Manny asked.

“Do you have any fresh grapefruit?”

Tucker had to bite back another would-be laugh at Deaver’s outraged expression. Manny was more accommodating.

“No, ma’am. I got a can of peaches somewhere, though. Pretty sure I do, anyhow. You want them?”

“Uh, no, thank you. That’s very kind of you to offer. I’ll just have some toast.”

Karl pushed the clutter of jelly jars toward her, dived back for the butter, and put that in front of her, too.

Jenny Peters smiled at him, sending another surge of color up his neck, but Tucker noticed she didn’t use any of the proffered additions.

The light clattering of feet on the staircase announced the girl’s arrival.

Debbie — that’s how her mother introduced her now, Tucker hadn’t remembered the name — looked at each of them in turn without a word.

“Would you like breakfast, Debbie?” Jenny Peters’ tone was of forced cheerfulness.

“Want some eggs?” Karl asked, again offering the platter.

Debbie didn’t even take it. She looked down at the congealed blobs of yellow and white and said, “Yech! Take that away!”

“Deborah!”

“It’s disgusting, Mom. Gross. It looks like—”

“Never mind! You apologize to Mr. Whitewood.”

“If I have to apologize for saying it’s gross, he should apologize for making it gross.”

“Deborah—”

“Sorry.” Two muttered syllables could carry a load of sullenness.

Manny Whitewood, who invested no ego in his cooking, accepted the small apology with a dignified nod. “Those eggs’ll be stone-cold for the boy.” Manny shot a glance at Tucker. “Unless you want me to stick around and…”

“Oh, that’s not—”

“Need you to check the calves.” Tucker spoke over Jenny.

“—necessary.” Jenny gave him a sour look as she finished her statement. The smile returned as she addressed Manny. “I’ll fix something for him when he gets up. He can be particular.”

Spoiled brat, Tucker thought, confirming last night’s assessment.

Round here, everyone ate at the same time, and they ate what was served. Not something special, not fresh grapefruit and not dry toast.

Jenny seemed to sense the surprise in the looks she received, and faltered slightly. “That is, if you don’t mind me in your kitchen, Manny. I won’t—” she flashed a look around the cluttered work area “—mess anything up.”

“Can’t say I’d notice if you did.”

Manny’s cheerful answer visibly eased her expression.

“Good. Thank you. In the meantime, I thought I’d see about opening up some of these rooms.”

She gave Tucker a challenging look, but he only shrugged.

He didn’t care what she did in the house. It wouldn’t take much to put some sheets back over the furniture once they left.

“You’re going to clean?” Debbie’s disdainful disbelief drew looks from Manny, Karl, and Deaver, but the child didn’t seem to notice. Her mother stiffened, but kept smiling.

“Yes. Would you like to help?”

“No way. Where’s the TV?”

“In Tu—”

Tucker cut off Karl. “There’s no TV in the family quarters.” He stood and looked at Deaver. “I’ll order those plow discs, and the other supplies we talked about, then we’ll go look at the fence section you wanted to show me.”

As he headed to the office, he heard a concert of scraping chair legs as Deaver, Manny, and Karl left to continue their workdays. And he heard the high-pitched whine of a preadolescent deprived of television.

He’d have to make sure he kept the volume low on his set if he had it on when they were around. He didn’t want them robbing him of his privacy.

He shook his head. God, and he’d thought last night that the girl was better than the boy by a long sight. Good thing he’d be out of the house before that piece of work got himself out of bed.

He sat at the desk and pulled his notes toward him.

Without thinking, he glanced up at the chair where Jenny Peters had sat the night before, and an image of her face came clear and sharp. Only it wasn’t as she’d looked last night, sometimes harried, sometimes sassy. It was the look this morning. The pained, almost haunted look when her daughter had disappointed her.

So the woman had trouble with her kids. No concern of his.

Except it meant they were more likely to nag at her to leave.

And it provided one more reason to get them gone from the Double Bar X and his life as soon as possible.


CHAPTER THREE


Jenny stood in the wide archway that separated the parlor from the hallway and wondered where to start.

Weight tried to settle on her shoulders. The weight of not knowing what to do. The weight of Debbie’s poor behavior. The weight of doubt.

Maybe she didn’t belong here. Maybe she wouldn’t know what to do or how to cope…

No! She’d decided this morning, she wouldn’t let someone else’s definitions of her ability stop her from trying what she wanted — what she needed. Because need definitely described her feelings about shaking her children out of this pattern.

They needed to be brought up short, to see beyond their own desires. In other words, they had to turn out different from their father.

She was going to try. At least try. If she failed … Well, she’d face that then.

First she had to face the parlor. She’d never tackled anything like this. She’d dusted and vacuumed, but for the heavy-duty cleaning there’d always been someone else. What to do first?

She sneezed.

An omen. She chuckled, the feeling almost giddy.

First, open a window and try to get rid of some of this dust. The parlor went from the front to the back of the house, with a double-paned window at each end and a bay window at the side. One porch crossed the front of the house. Another covered the rear parlor wall, then turned to follow the wing.

She pushed back the front-window curtains. Morning light picked out the movement of dust, like steam coming off a pot. Opening the window eddied the curtains, raising more dust.

Rubbing her itching nose, she repeated the action at the back window.

Might as well get all the dust stirred at once. She started pulling covers off furniture, piling them in one of the few open spots. A couch, two chairs and a love seat were overstuffed, square-shaped and plain in dull brown.

Lifting covers revealed a wooden settee, a rocking chair, a revolving wooden bookcase, three end tables, a game table with four chairs, and a smoking table. No wonder the room had looked like a crowded graveyard.

Worn and faded in areas, and certainly no museum piece to start with, the rug was still a pleasant Oriental-style.

Busy mentally rearranging the room, eliminating pieces, swinging the rug around so that bare patch would be under the repositioned couch, Jenny barely noticed the whiff of cigarette smoke. But her own shivering demanded her attention.

As long as she’d kept moving she was fine, but standing still she took the full impact of the strong crosscurrent. She rubbed her arms through the sweater and headed to the back window to cut down the wind.

“What’s your name again?” It was Debbie’s voice, coming from outside.

“Deaver Smith.”

“I’m Debbie. Debbie Peters.”

Her only answer was a mumble.

“You shouldn’t smoke, Deaver.”

Jenny reached the window in time to see Deaver, leaning against a porch post, glare down at his tormentor, who stood three feet away.

“You shouldn’t smart-mouth your mother.”

Jenny stilled, one hand holding the curtain so she could see without being seen. She forgot about closing the window.

Debbie didn’t blink, and she didn’t deny it. “Smoking’s bad for you.”

“Where I come from, so’s smart-mouthing your mother.”

“Smoking makes you sick. It makes your lungs all clogged up with this disgusting stuff and then you can’t breathe and you die.”

“And smart-mouthing your mother makes you a brat, and pretty soon nobody wants to be around you and you’re all alone.” Deaver’s voice, rumbling on the low notes, didn’t soften the words any, but there was no meanness in his tone.

Debbie looked at him a long, solemn moment, weighing his words. “That’s not the way it is where I come from.”

“Well, you’re not where you came from anymore, are you.”

Debbie’s eyes widened in acknowledgment of that irrefutable logic. She considered the man before her.

“My grandfather’s tall, and he plays tennis and wears suits because he’s a very important man. He’s on TV sometimes, shaking hands with people. Important people. I call his new wife Aunt Liz, and they’re going to have a new baby.” That drew no response, so she made her comparison more direct. “You’re not like my grandfather at all.”

At the note of disdainful accusation in her daughter’s voice, Jenny tightened her hand on the curtain.

Maybe she should go out there. Debbie was about a sentence and half from spelling out for Deaver Smith exactly where in her estimation he fell short of her grandfather.

But she saw that Deaver Smith could take care of himself.

“Stands to reason.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not your grandfather.”

“Oh.” Debbie considered that. She moved a step toward the man who still smoked steadily. “My grandmother died. I was a baby, and Greg wasn’t even born yet. They had a funeral for her, but they wouldn’t let me go. I guess I would have been too young to remember it anyhow. My grandfather said she died from cigarettes. She got real sick, and then she died. And they had a funeral.”

Deaver Smith’s hand stopped on the way to putting his cigarette back between his lips. He turned his head and looked at Debbie.

“I’ve never been to a funeral,” she added. Her steady regard indicated she saw him as a candidate for her first.

With a jerk, he dropped the cigarette on the porch and ground it out with the heel of his boot.

“I can’t waste any more time waiting for Tucker to decide he’s ready to get a move on. I got work to do.”

Without looking at Debbie, he stepped off the porch and headed toward the barn.

She hesitated a moment, then headed after him, catching up within a few yards. Deaver didn’t look around, and as far as Jenny could tell, neither said anything, but at least the old man didn’t order Debbie away.

Jenny watched them disappear into the barn, side by side. Releasing the curtain, she turned and gasped.

“Eavesdropping?” Tucker Gates stood just inside the archway. He looked as if he’d been standing there awhile. “It’s not real polite, but you can learn mighty useful information, listening to other folks’ conversations.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Listening to Debbie did not constitute eavesdropping. That was her daughter, after all.

His gaze shifted to the window, then back to her face.

“You can learn things like what I told you before — that this isn’t the place for you and your kids.”

She raised her eyebrows with what she hoped would look like hauteur. “Your leap defies logic.”

“I always heard mothers got real concerned about the company their kids keep.”

Concerned enough to move halfway across the continent.

“Say what you have to say, Mr. Gates.”

His raised eyebrows acknowledged her return to formality.

“You haven’t landed in a monastery here, Ms. Peters.” The look he gave her brought to mind myriad sins he might indulge in. But he didn’t mention the ones that unfortunately came to her mind first. “We smoke and we swear and we drink.

“Karl’s not around much and I can’t speak for Manny, but I can tell you right now I curse when I’m mad, and sometimes when I’m not, and I’m not about to change my ways for a couple of kids and a woman. And I sound like a preacher compared to Deaver. Deaver’s got more rough edges than a rusted rowel.”

Tucker wished she looked more impressed by that little speech than she did. For as big a fool as it made him feel, it ought to send her screaming from the room. Especially considering who she was.

He’d finally dug out the Ferrington envelopes and read the past month’s correspondence. The one that really caught his eye was the formal notice with her full name — Guinevere Barton Ferrington Peters. That explained a lot. He’d heard Ferrington had a daughter.

So that partially answered one of his questions. Like, what kind of woman bought a ranch, sight unseen? Although it left unanswered why she would want a ranch in the first place. But who knew what kind of whim moved a woman whose father would hand over a ranch as a plaything.

He figured a little exposure to the unvarnished truth of this situation should send her on her way — and out of his.

But she stood her ground.

Her eyes flicked, as if she was about to look back toward the window where she’d watched her daughter walk off with Deaver. But just for an instant, then her gaze returned to him.

“There are other kinds of obscenities,” she said. Without breaking stride as she passed him, she added, “We’re staying.”

Now what the hell did she mean by other kinds of obscenities? Obscure words spoken in a raw voice. And why did he want to smooth her hair and try to take the hurt out of her eyes?

He let loose one of the curses he’d just owned up to, but only in his mind.
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Jenny hoped her voice was steadier than her nerves when she asked Tucker to remain a moment after the rest of the men had cleared out after lunch the second day.

He didn’t take off the hat he’d just put on, and his tone qualified as barely civil. “What do you want?”

“I want,” she answered rather testily, “you or one of the others to bring in the rest of our luggage.”

She’d given thought to trying to bring it in herself, but knowing she would get no help from Greg or Debbie, remembering the strain the taxi driver and skycaps had experienced, and considering the wallow of mud behind the rental car’s trunk, she’d decided against it.

“We are all tired of living out of our overnight bags.”

She wished that was the only cause for her children’s behavior.

Actually, after that first morning, Debbie had been pretty good, complaining about the lack of television only two or three times last night, and not at all yesterday afternoon or this morning, when she had again disappeared in the wake of Deaver Smith. Greg had not been so restrained.

“No time.”

She was getting tired of these short answers from Tucker Gates. In fact, she was tired, period. Physically from the toll of heavy cleaning. Emotionally from the sullen silences Greg alternated with periods of complaining.

“You can’t spare half an hour?”

“I can’t spare half a minute. We got more work to do here than we got time. No way can we get everything done that needs to be done around the place, much less what we’d like to do.”

Much less what he didn’t want to do, like bring in her luggage. He didn’t need to say that, she saw it in his face.

“Why don’t you hire more people to help, then?”

“Because owners like their profits.”

She opened her mouth to say she wouldn’t mind a cut in profits, then closed it.

She didn’t know what the profit was, so how could she say she wouldn’t mind a cut? And how could she tell this man she’d bought a business without knowing what the profit was?

“I’ll make you a deal, then, Tucker.” And they both knew the return to first names constituted an olive branch. “I will cook dinner, and Manny can use the time he would have spent cooking to bring in the luggage.”

The tuck returned between his brows, and she read it easily. He didn’t want to accept any further entrenchment, but he couldn’t see a way out of it without outright rudeness to his employer.

She had him! Jenny fought a triumphant smile. He had tried to maneuver her out of getting their belongings in the house, and she’d flanked him.

“Okay.”

He turned to go after that mumbled acknowledgment.

“One more thing, Tucker.” He didn’t look eager to hear it, but at least he didn’t ignore her. “I saw in a description of the house that there’s a master bedroom suite.” She’d studied the description of the ranch’s “improvements” — matching “bunkhouse,” “garage,” “main barn” and “barn annex” with the buildings she saw from the window of the bedroom she’d taken as her own, though she’d gotten a little lost in the list of miscellaneous sheds. “I’m presuming it’s beyond that door in the hallway. Will you unlock it for me, please?”

Some of the other rooms in the house had been locked — closets, storage areas in the basement, too. She’d had to ask him to open each.

“It’s open.”

She didn’t like the glint in his eyes. Somehow the advantage had shifted, and she didn’t know how or why. But it wouldn’t do to show her uneasiness.

“Good.” She smiled brightly. “Because I want to tackle that next. There are plenty of rooms upstairs, but it would be nice to have some privacy from the kids, to have my own area—”

“It’s mine.”

“What?”

“It’s my suite. That’s where the manager lives.”

“In the house?”

His dark brows slammed down. “Yeah, in the house. What did you think? I slept in the barn?”

“No. I didn’t … I mean, I, uh, I guess I thought you lived in the bunkhouse with the others.”

He’d gone stone-stiff. “You want me to move my things out?”

No — and yes. She didn’t want him living in the house with her … with her and her kids. But to kick him out…

“No, of course not. If it’s your home … I’m sorry, I didn’t know. The information just said a master bedroom suite. It didn’t say anything about the manager’s quarters…”

“That’s the way it’s been for more than ten years.” She saw something come into his eyes and knew she didn’t like it but didn’t have time to guess at its identity before he went on. “That’s also the way it’s been the past two nights, and I’ve managed to keep from ravishing you in your sleep. I think you can feel pretty secure that won’t change. Just not my style to ravish a woman with her kids in the house.”

He gave her an insolent smile, turned on a boot heel and was gone.


CHAPTER FOUR


Jenny steeled her nerve to face Tucker at dinner. Then she didn’t need any nerve because he didn’t show up.

Deaver muttered something about Tucker’s having gone into town, but nothing else.

She supposed she should have been flattered that Deaver devoted all his attention to her dinner. She’d kept it simple. Baked chicken — without the wine sauce because she couldn’t find any wine. Green beans from the freezer — topped with toasted walnuts, an improvisation because there’d been no almonds. Crudités — carrots were the only fresh vegetable she found, with two kinds of olives and pickles from jars. Mashed potatoes — mesh bags of potatoes she’d found in abundance, so she’d closed her mind to warnings about fat and cholesterol and was generous with the butter and milk.

Manny was appreciative, Karl was lavish with praise. Her children didn’t praise, but they didn’t complain. Debbie even gave her a rather speculative look.

Karl volunteered to do the dishes, which allowed her to deal with the numerous bags he and Manny had wrestled upstairs before dinner.

They’d also helped her redistribute some of the parlor furniture, bringing the rocker up to her room, the rotating bookcase to Greg’s, a small chest to Debbie’s, and taking the card table with four chairs to the bunkhouse.

When Manny teased Karl about leaving a small corner of it free from his school papers and books so the rest of them could use it, she’d insisted they also take a small bookcase so Karl had somewhere to store his schoolwork.

So she had plenty to do upstairs.

Which freed her from the risk of running into Tucker when he returned.
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The trip into Cody provided Tucker with only temporary diversion.

He picked up the supplies he’d ordered the day before. Then, reluctant to return to the Double Bar X right away, he’d found Rebecca Coleman closing up the insurance office where she worked, and asked her out for supper.

That might have been a mistake.

He’d gone to some pains to cool that relationship when he’d realized last fall that people were watching them with expectations of an announcement — an announcement he had no intention of making.

Rebecca Coleman wanted a husband and a family. He wasn’t cut out for the latter, so he wouldn’t saddle her with the former.

So, after watching her younger sister Staci play Queen Victoria in that high-school play, he’d taken Rebecca for a drink, and said he thought they should go their separate ways and wish each other well.

She’d cried a little and called him a couple times after, but he’d stuck to it. He’d even felt a little noble — he was doing the right thing, being fair to her, even though it deprived him of the company of an attractive woman — and a damn good dancer.

Tonight had changed that, he thought sourly, as he drove through the star-brightened darkness. The clouds had scurried away in fear of the cold front coming in, and the stars sparkled like ice in the huge blackness above.

Maybe he should have still felt noble, since Rebecca seemed very happy about the new guy she was seeing. A guy who sounded as if he’d give her just what she wanted.

Tucker had made that all possible by stepping out of the picture. He should feel good about that. And God knows, he wasn’t jealous.

What he was was bored.

Hard to feel noble about giving up a woman so she could find her happiness when you were busy wondering how you’d forgotten how dull she was. Pleasant, attractive, a great dancer … and she stared at him with her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted and not the slightest hint that she comprehended what he was saying.

No, the trip to town hadn’t provided much diversion on the plus side.

And on the minus side, it had foreclosed on his comfortable delusion that he’d acted with no self-interest in letting Rebecca go last fall.

One more proof Tucker Gates was no boon to mankind.

Or womankind.

What the hell, go for a clean sweep and include kids, too, he thought sourly as he opened the door of his room and found Greg Peters stretched out on his couch, feet on his coffee table, heels wrinkling his unread Beef Magazine and watching his TV.

“Hey, Tucker, how’re you doing?” Greg’s bonhomie would have been ludicrous in his childish alto if it hadn’t been so obnoxious. “You get pretty good reception for being out in the middle of nowhere like this. I guess that’s the cable, huh? But you really gotta get HBO.”

Tucker supposed that, despite the words, Greg’s obvious discomfort indicated the kid knew he was doing wrong, and that meant he wasn’t too far gone. The kid could be saved. But that wasn’t Tucker Gates’ concern.

Kids needed saving, they’d have to go somewhere else. They sure as hell would be better off with anybody other than him.

“Get out.”

Greg tried to placate him. “Hey, what’s the big deal?”

“This is my room. You were not invited. Get out.”

The boy shifted from placate to bluster. “Hey, this whole place is ours. My mom bought it from my grandfather, so I can be anywhere I want.”

Tucker took a step forward, and Greg hastily stood up, the magazine cover sticking to his heel an instant, making him look foolish.

But this kid was not so easily defeated. He shifted to a hands-back, chest-out, chin-up stance of arrogance. Tucker was torn between annoyance and giving the kid his due for guts.

Annoyance won.

“This is my room,” he repeated, low and quiet. “You were not invited.” He made sure to meet the boy’s eyes. “Get out.”

Tucker stepped back and Greg moved from the couch.

“Geez, if I’d known you were such a—”

He broke off as he met Tucker’s eyes. He and Tucker were less than three feet apart. Tucker saw a flash of real unhappiness in the boy’s eyes before Greg looked away and continued toward the door Tucker had left open. But he didn’t go quietly.

“Big man, aren’t you? You’ve got the TV and nobody else can watch it. You think you’re so great — well, you’re not!”

Greg punctuated that by slamming the door behind him hard enough that it popped back open a fraction.

Tucker remained motionless a moment, trying to pinpoint what made him think young Greg Peters had been imitating somebody. Some smart-alecky kid he’d seen on a TV sitcom, maybe? Tucker’s mouth twisted as he walked over to the remote left on the coffee table to turn off the TV.

“What was that sound? Did something fall?” Through the barely open door, he heard Jenny’s voice as she came down the stairs. “Greg?”

“What?” Greg hadn’t moved any farther than the end of the hall.

“Was that you? Were you talking to someone? I thought I heard voices.” By the sound, Tucker could tell Jenny had joined her son.

“It was that Gates guy.”

“Tucker? What were you talking to him about?” The wariness in her voice held two-way concern — he could almost hear her worrying what her son might have said to him, and what he might have said to her son.

“He’s got a television in there, and the selfish jerk won’t let anybody else watch it.”

“A television? Where?”

“In there. You’d think he was the boss, instead of him working for us. You should fire him.”

“In his room? You went in Tucker’s room and watched his television? Without his permission?”

“So what? The whole place is ours, so why should I ask him?”

“Go upstairs, Greg.”

“You should fire that jerk. Dad would. Dad would—”

“Go upstairs, Greg, before I tell you exactly how disappointed I am in you.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong.” The defensive belligerence wore thin. The voice sounded younger.

“I am ashamed of you, Gregory Barton Peters. Now go upstairs.”

“I—”

“Now.”

Tucker heard slamming, petulant footsteps mount the stairs, then a quiet out in the hall, like someone gathering herself. Gathering her pride, gathering her resolve.

He missed her footsteps approaching, but heard the quiet knock, soft enough not to disturb the door even though it was ajar.

Damn, he didn’t want to do this. Not now. Not tonight. Maybe never.

If he ignored the knock, maybe she’d go away. Maybe she and her kids would pack up and be gone in the morning, and he could get back to his normal life.

He opened the door.

She looked composed. Only the brighter color in her cheeks gave evidence of any inner turmoil. It made her look young. So did her hair pulled into a ponytail and the Chicago Cubs sweatshirt liberally marked with dust.

“I came to apologize for Greg’s behavior, Tucker.”

He looked at her a full thirty seconds. “Want to come in?”

Her eyes darted from him to the room she could surely see beyond his shoulder — including the corner of the bed visible over to the far side, beyond the bookcases.

“Uh, no, thank you.” She sounded less certain than a sentence before. As if she had suddenly considered the possibility that he would pounce on her, here and now, with her kids in the same house.

That irked him.

It irked him even more that he’d planted the seed himself. Why had he made that crack about ravishing her in her sleep? He’d been kicking himself about that all afternoon and all evening.

To make her uncomfortable, of course. Uncomfortable enough to get the hell out of here.

But he didn’t want to scare her. No woman should feel that way, and the fact that he’d done it to her, even for an instant, made his stomach grip hard.

He shifted. Besides, it was stupid. Sure, he didn’t want her to stick around, but he also didn’t want her to fire him. And she’d be smart to do just that if she really thought he’d harm her.

“You should do something about that kid,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Wh-What?”

“You’re not doing him any favors letting him think he rules the roost. Make the kid toe the line and see—”

Her first shock solidified to stiffness. “My son is my concern, not yours, Mr. Gates.”

“It becomes my concern damn fast when he makes himself at home in my room, with my TV, lady. You got to make those kids of yours stop—”

“I did not come here to be told…” She bit it off, but he saw the rest of it in her eyes. She hadn’t come to be told how to deal with her children.

Especially not by him, he mentally added. He couldn’t agree more, so what the hell was he doing?

He saw her gather in her momentarily scattered poise and wished he could do the same. God, he was tired. He hadn’t gotten much sleep. He never did during calving season, but this year, with these three showing up…

“I came,” Jenny Peters resumed, “to say I’m sorry for the intrusion on your privacy.”

“You’ve said it.”

“Yes, I have. Good night.”

It was not a good night, or a restful one, for Tucker Gates.

[image: *]*

Jenny had driven into Powell that morning — for cleaning supplies, she’d said. What did she think they’d been using to clean? Fairy dust?

Tucker repeated the mental grumble several times during the day. She’d taken her kids with her, so lunch seemed particularly quiet, especially since Karl spent the time staring absentmindedly at the wall and Deaver didn’t come in until the rest of them were leaving.

Tucker and Deaver were conferring about an aged tree stump in the field they planned to plant in grain when they spotted the rental car cautiously approaching on the driveway.

A fancy sedan on that surface was like Guinevere Peters at the Double Bar X — neither fit. When was she going to realize that?

The car stopped, the back doors popped open and the kids piled out with several bags each and headed to the house, Debbie pausing to wave to Deaver and get a nod.

Tucker was surprised to see them helping their mother tote her cleaning supplies so readily, then he realized they were toting their own purchases. Jenny went around to the trunk and took out two bags, leaving it open — she must plan on cleaning the whole state — while she went into the house.

On her return trip, she detoured to where he and Deaver stood. He’d help her carry in the bags if she asked, but he’d been hired to manage the ranch, not cater to the rich owner, and the sooner she learned that the better.

“We drove into Powell,” she said.

That was no news, so Tucker said nothing, but Deaver grumbled, “Did you leave any of it behind?”

“A few sticks and stones,” she answered dryly. Apparently Deaver didn’t fool her any more than he did Debbie.

“I gave the kids some money and set them loose on Bent Street while I picked up the things I needed. But it was on the way back…”

In the afternoon light, Tucker could see flecks of green in her eyes. The brightness took over the gray, sparkling and glowing.

“What was on the way back?” demanded Deaver.

“I took a different road coming back, and we were driving along, with the green fields and neat houses on either side. Then the road took a sudden curve to the right and dipped at the same time, and it was as if we drove into the Twilight Zone. It was a moonscape — hills of bleached white rock and odd-colored pools bubbling ominously and—” She shook her head. “—I don’t know how to describe it.”

Tucker thought she’d done just fine.

Her shoulders shifted in a remembered shiver at the eerie grandeur. Her eyes glowed with awe. Her hand swept a line in time to illustrate the impact of the abrupt change in topography.

“I just had to stop the car and look at it. I even turned around and drove back to make sure I hadn’t imagined the green behind us, then followed that curve again — and there it was. Amazing.”

She looked from one to the other of them, searching for a sign they understood her excitement.

Tucker understood; that’s why he ducked her look. He didn’t want to understand her excitement, to share it, to like the way it looked on her.

But she took no notice. Her attention had been snagged by Deaver’s slow nod.

“Yeah, they do a lot of irrigating over that way, ’round Powell. Greens up real nice.” With that pronouncement he went over to his pickup and drove away to check another distant fence section.

Tucker knew exactly when Jenny turned from following the truck’s progress to him, and he couldn’t stop himself from looking back. He’d expected the stunned expression of someone who’d just announced they’d discovered a diamond mine and been complimented on the nice glass.

Instead, where he thought he might spot outrage or disdain, he saw humor.

His mouth twitched. Hers lifted into a grin. Then the laughter hit them both.

“Greens up real nice,” she said with a gasp, folding one arm across her middle.

“All that irrigating,” he told her as solemnly as he could.

Then she put her hand out to grasp his forearm.

A simple gesture. Maybe she needed it to steady herself. Maybe she meant it to be friendly. But he knew the danger the instant he saw the motion start.

Understanding her reaction, enjoying her excitement, sharing her amusement — that was one thing. He couldn’t risk a touch being something else.

He pivoted away before she reached him, laughter echoing toward silence.

“Better get back to work,” he announced.

“Yes. Me, too.”

He thought she sounded puzzled, but he didn’t look back to check.
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“Tucker, could I talk to you a moment?”

He nodded to the other three men who hesitated at the door, and they headed out.

She was tired of snaring him after meals — this time breakfast — but it seemed the only time he allowed himself to be snared.

She certainly couldn’t accuse her ranch manager of wasting his time hanging around the house. She had only occasional proofs of his presence, including a book on Wyoming geology appearing on the hall table, marked at the section about the Big Horn Basin.

Jenny knew Manny had had watch duty for cows about to give birth last night. But Tucker didn’t look as if he’d gotten much sleep, either.

He hadn’t said a word through the breakfast Manny had cooked, and the glances she’d cast his way over her toast and coffee hadn’t shown a very happy face. It didn’t look any happier now that he came back and sat at a right angle to her spot at the table.

“What do you want?”

“I want you to stop shutting me out of the operation of the Double Bar X.”

“Don’t know how I could shut you out when you own the place.”

“You’re trying your damnedest.” She gestured as if to wipe away her own anger and tried again. “Tucker, this is ridiculous. There’s no reason for us to be enemies. True, I don’t know much about ranches. But if you told me more about the operation, I’m sure I could help. I could—”
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