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      c. 1952

      That anyone knocked on her door was unusual in and of itself. And at this time of night even more so, but it was the fact that it was done so with such vehemence that caught her attention above and beyond anything else, making her already tense, small body become utterly rigid.

      It had not been her experience that people who came calling at this time of night were up to any good, in general, or pertaining to herself specifically.

      However, she had also learned—the hard way—that ignoring such things often led to even worse consequences, so instead of running and hiding, which was her long ingrained first instinct, Claire Beaumont stood and forced herself to walk toward the door.

      Standing in front of it, not having so much as reached for the knob yet, she asked in what she hoped was a quiet, firm tone that didn't reveal her internal quavers, "Who is it?"

      "You know exactly who it is, little girl," came the deep, no-nonsense reply. "Open the door."

      Her automatic reaction at that all too familiar, all too demanding tone was to bite her lip, but she knew she had to abandon any sign of nervousness around him—like not showing fear in front of a wild animal. So, she grimaced at his presumption, instead—as well she should have—at him appearing on her doorstep like this, as if she was his for the taking or some such other horribly presumptuous—and thoroughly incorrect—assumption.

      "I don't think so, Mr. Ferguson. Whatever you have to say, you can say it through the door." She was thinking, "through the relative safety" of the door, but managed not to say it, especially since she knew that it was a flimsy form of protection at best.

      When he finally spoke, she knew she was going to have to let him in—not because of his words, which were bad enough, but because of how he said them, in that too soft way he had that set her heart to beating fit to make it fly right out of her chest.

      "You're not making the mistake of thinking that I won't bust it down, are you, Claire? I think you know me better than that, don't you?"

      How could something that was said that low and soft—that downright civilly—sound so utterly threatening at the same time?

      Claire knew the answer to that question before she asked it of herself, because she knew he'd do it without a second thought and just send someone from the ranch out tomorrow to fix what he'd done. No skin off his nose in the least.

      With an exasperated sigh that she heartily wished had more oomph behind it, she unlocked the door without opening it then went to stand in the middle of the small living room, in what she hoped would be a defensible position, although she doubted it.

      A chill went through her when he closed and locked the door behind him, but she stood her ground, even lifting her chin as he took a step or two closer to her.

      She'd forgotten just how much of a behemoth he was—or perhaps he hadn't been quite as filled out back then as he was now. Still, he was no slouch, no bumbling oaf. He was a man who was well aware of his size. He had more than enough money to buy clothes that fit his outsized frame almost too well, and he was standing in front of her in nice dress pants and an Oxford shirt with an open collar.

      That said, he managed to dwarf not only her, but the entire room! Not that, on a teacher's salary, she had been able to afford the Taj Mahal, but it was more than big enough when he wasn't taking up four-fifths of it.

      And he was hogging all of the air, too, it seemed to her, somehow. She was breathing quickly, as if she'd just run a race, and she knew him too well to think that he had missed that terribly revealing piece of information.

      "To what do I owe the honor of this visit, Mr. Ferguson?" Claire asked, crossing her arms over her chest and staring up at him, willing herself not to look away first.

      But all it took was him moving his hands to mirror her stance for her eyes to immediately dart to the worn carpet in front of the pink toes that were peeping out of her threadbare slippers.

      She tightened the belt of her robe reflexively, adjusting the patch worked chenille skirt of it so that it hid from his eagle eyes what her slippers didn't, his expression so unwelcoming that she doubted she would have the guts to look up at him again.

      "Don't try to play the innocent with me, Claire Beaumont." He fairly spat her last name at her. "You know why I'm here. I can't believe you had the audacity to come back at all, but I'm going to make you regret that decision in any way I possibly can."

      His tone was as hard as the expression on his face—solid rock, unyielding, and unfeeling.

      She let herself snort at that one. "You can't possibly still be mad at me for choosing Nathan over you, can you? I didn't think you were that petty, Mr. Ferguson."

      I did think the sun rose and set on your command, at one point in my life, she thought to herself, but I've never thought of you as petty.

      Uncompromising, demanding, driven, yes, but generally principled.

      Considering the choices that she'd made in her life, she was startled to find out that her assessment of the few men she'd allowed to get close to her was extremely flawed.

      Her eyes snuck to his and were sent skittering away by his thundercloud expression for their bravery. Her feet wanted her to take a step back from him, but she stood her ground.

      "Don't play dumb with me, Claire," he nearly whispered, reaching out to wrap his hand around her upper arm just tightly enough to let her know he meant business, but with a care not to hurt her that, if she had been able to think at that moment, would have surprised her. "You know what that profligate husband of yours did to me."

      Her eyes found his and remained there this time, while she attempted to jerk her hand out of his grasp, but she succeeded only in hurting herself in a way that she knew would leave her with bruises.

      And when she finally regained its use, Claire was excruciatingly aware that it was due to his indulgence and not her own efforts against him. "What? You mean have the audacity to marry me before you had a chance to bully me into it?"

      If she'd managed to insult him—which had been her intention, despite the fact that she was the one at a distinct disadvantage—he showed no sign of it.

      He was not a man used to pulling his punches, and his barbs—when he chose to use them—were much more accurate than hers. Ruthlessness had its advantages. Even the sly, suggestive manner in which he spoke was meant to give offense, and the egotistical, slightly lopsided grin on his face only added insult to injury. "You and I know, Claire, that I wouldn't have needed to bully you in any way to have you in any way I might have wanted. I was inches away from it when you ran from me to that shadow of a man who used you up, took what you had to give, and died. I think that was the only good thing Nathan was ever able to do for you."

      She didn't think. One minute, she was staring up and him and hugging herself. The next, she heard—then felt the sharp pain of—her hand connect with his chiseled jaw, which she then saw flex several times in obvious anger.

      "That's your one. That's all you get. As you'll recall, I'm sure, I'm much more accustomed to being the one delivering the slaps, and if you ever strike me again, young lady, you'll need a pillow on your chair for a week afterward, I can promise you that."

      Her color was high because of what she'd just done—wondering if this was the night she would meet her maker—but it rose further, nearly to the point of fainting, at his words.

      "But you're not going to be around here long enough to get the opportunity to do that again, anyway."

      "Of course, I am! Don't be ridiculous. I just moved here, and the school year is just beginning."
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        * * *

      

      He tapped his finger against his full lips, looking thoughtful, and that just made her more worried about what he was going to say. "Yes, but I wonder what the school board would think about the fact that they're employing a woman whose husband—who I would bet is merely your fall guy—embezzled over fifty thousand dollars from me, that I intend to recover, one way or the other?" Ethan took that step he'd been denying himself since he'd entered her tiny little apartment, the one that brought him dangerously close to her.

      He didn't think he'd ever know what it was about this little woman that got to him so easily, and in so many ways, few of which he was able to control. But she did. She got under his skin—bone deep—and she'd been there since he'd become aware of her when she was younger than she should have been, although he very carefully left her alone while he was in college, giving her time to graduate from high school. And become involved with that weasel she'd married instead of him. He didn't like to think of himself as egotistical, which didn't mean that he wasn't on occasion, but how she could have chosen that man instead of him was beyond his ken. Mostly, he'd tried not to think about it.

      As much as parts of him definitely wanted him to—practically demanded it of him—he couldn't bring himself to go after her, so he did his best to forget her, but he wasn't very good at it at all. Several women who had done their level best to distract him, any one of whom he knew would have said yes in a minute if he'd been able to bring himself to ask them to marry him. But he hadn't been able to, and she was the reason why.

      Hell, he hadn't even been able to bring himself to go after them. He felt like such a fool. They had played him for all he was worth—she had distracted him from his usually meticulous tendencies in regards to his business, and he had taken advantage of that to its fullest extent.

      Ethan was in no hurry to have his own idiocy revealed to all and sundry, although he certainly knew he had the right to go after the two of them.

      But now that she had decided to return to the scene of the crime, that was exactly what he intended to do. His reputation in this small town was certainly strong enough to withstand something like this—especially since he was the injured party—and he wanted his money back!

      At the moment, though, she was standing there, looking all starchy like she often did, like a ruffled hen. He liked that she stood up to him. Hell, he liked it when she didn't, too. He liked most things about her entirely too much for his own comfort, but most particularly when she was like this—even though she was in the wrong—and not letting him bowl her over.

      She was so small; it was as if it had never occurred to her that he was as big as he was, as if it had never come into her mind that he could have her where she stood—be inside her in a matter of seconds—and that there would be precious little she could do to stop him.

      Some women had a wariness about men of his size—and demeanor, he supposed—that was born out of bad experiences with previous men.

      Claire didn't have that innate caution around him, and he had always been glad that she didn't.

      Most of his body would have gone along with him doing just what he was thinking of, but he refused to give in to his more prurient interests in her. He didn't want to want her that way. He didn't want Mrs. Claire Beaumont anywhere near him—or his nephew—and he was going to get rid of her one way or the other.

      "I have no idea what you're talking about."

      If he didn't know better, he might have been inclined to believe her.

      "I don't think that that is what the School Board will think when I tell them about this at the emergency meeting I'm going to call, at which they're going to fire your pretty little behind, after which I'm going to sue you for said fifty thousand."

      She blanched—physically—at that, growing visibly whiter beneath her already pale skin and wobbling a little on her feet.

      Ethan automatically reached out to steady her, but she shied away from him so radically that she nearly fell, righting herself while he watched through narrowed eyes, unable to stop himself from tensing, automatically ready to help her in any way he could.

      But even her staunch backbone gave way a few seconds later at what he'd said. "You…you're going to tell the School Board what?"

      Steeling himself against the wispy, flimsy tone of her voice, as if she couldn't quite gather enough breath to work up any volume, he repeated, "I'm going to tell them the truth—that you and your then boyfriend stole fifty grand from me. I hope you have a contingency plan, sweetheart, because you're going to be unemployed by next Wednesday, and I'm not going to accept any sort of payment plans."

      All of her puffery and all of her bravery seemed to drain out of her at that, and why the hell he felt horrible that it had, he couldn't decipher and didn't want to spend any time puzzling over. It was exactly what she should have expected from him, blithely waltzing back here like this, as if she thought he was just going to overlook what they'd done.

      She should have known him better than that. She should have known better than to become entangled in such a situation at all. He certainly would never have allowed her to do so, even if he wasn't the victim.

      He couldn't see Nathan as the mastermind of their little plan. That man didn't know his ass from a hole in the ground. So, over the years, when he had occasion to think—obsess—about it—about her—he had cast her in the role of instigator, even though it had been Beaumont, as one of the accountants at the firm he employed for the ranch, who'd had access to the money.

      It was all at her behest; he was quite sure—even though she'd never shown any signs of being a money grubber when she was with him. In fact, more of the women he'd met after she'd left had fit that role better than she had.

      But that was neither here nor there. In his mind, they were both equally responsible, and he was going to make her pay him back. He was not going to allow her to merely bat her eyes at him and talk him out of it.
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        * * *

      

      This was truly the first Claire had heard about Nathan doing anything like that. Granted, when they'd gotten married, he was already quite sick, and he had insisted that he would handle their finances, such as they were.

      He never took another job—he'd quickly become unable to do so—but he'd never let her get a job, either, although he did let her go to school. Where the money came from every month to pay the bills—which he saw to exclusively, too—she didn't know, but she supposed she should have asked. She did bring it up occasionally—the idea that there was a lot of money going out, but little going in, that she knew of—but he got agitated to the point of nearly becoming inconsolable when she did that, so she stopped altogether. So, she didn't push him when she apparently should have. Of course, she wasn't about to say any of that to him.

      "I have no idea to what you're referring, Mr. Ferguson."

      Ethan stood there, looking down at her, hands on his hips. "I should take you over my knee right here and now." Then he suited actions to words, sitting down next to her on the couch, grabbing her far wrist and tugging her over his lap, all in one smooth motion. "I'm beginning to think that just getting you fired and getting restitution isn't going to be anywhere near satisfying enough, I'm afraid. I want my pound of flesh, and I'm very happy to take it out of your hide."

      Before she could draw a breath to scream at him about how highly inappropriate this was, her robe and nightgown were up around her waist, her drawers—which, like everything else she was wearing, were more hole than fabric at this point—were at her knees, and his hand was busy viciously singeing the flesh of her behind.

      She never did get to take him to task for anything so mild as his impropriety. Instead, the first words that came screaming out of her mouth were for him to stop spanking her!

      "I don't think so, Mrs. Beaumont." Again, he emphasized her last name as if it left a bad taste in his mouth to say it.

      "I'm doing for you what your husband was incapable of doing. I bet you ran roughshod over the poor man. He probably didn't know which way was up once you'd had your way with him. A woman like you can do that to man—render him senseless."

      She couldn't concentrate on what he was saying—she was in too damned much pain, and trying too hard—with utter futility—to get off his lap and away from that very lethal hand of his!

      "Well, maybe you could do that to a man like Nathan. But, as you know, I'm a very different kind of man. I'd never let you talk me into doing something like that, no matter how good you were in bed."

      That tickled her mind a little, and she gasped in indignation, although she supposed the ship had really sailed on that, considering that she was only half dressed over his lap, getting her bottom blistered.

      "I told you! I haven't got the faintest idea about Nathan embezzling anything!"

      The punishment continued relentlessly, regardless of what she said or did.

      And—despite how bad it was getting—she refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry—although that was definitely touch and go there, especially at the end. She couldn't stop herself from trying to fight him tooth and nail—for all the good it did her—and she was screaming invectives at him as if she was trying to drive away the Devil himself. But she managed not to cry, and that was a very hard won achievement.

      When his hand came down for the last time onto a bottom that by then was scarlet red and swollen and throbbing, he felt her begin to relax slowly, and he found himself wishing that he had the right to hold her now and comfort her. But he jettisoned those treasonous thoughts immediately.

      That wasn't ever likely to happen, and she'd only gotten the barest slice of what she really deserved, but it was Indian Summer, and her windows were open, and he didn't fancy trying to explain to the Chief of Police why he'd been making the new schoolteacher—who he was holding half naked over his lap—scream. Rory Palmer would have had entirely too much fun ribbing him about it for the rest of his natural life.

      As soon as Ethan stopped, she'd scrambled away from him—at first to cower in the corner of the couch but then deciding that was nowhere near far enough away, she shot off the couch like a rocket to the other side of the room, ending up standing just about as far away from him as she could get and still remain in the same house.
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        * * *

      

      Ethan rose, too, although he did so much more slowly, heading for the door. He caught sight of her on his way, standing near the corner of the small breakfast nook in the relative darkness staring warily out at him, looking lost and forlorn.

      He was again assailed by feelings and needs he had no interest in confronting, the foremost of which was a desire to pull her into his arms.

      The underlying impulses were normal—he desperately wanted to fuck her, even though Beaumont had gotten there ahead of him. He had always wanted her to the point of nearly shaming himself in myriad ways, so perhaps he wasn't as different from the other man as he liked to think he was. But then again, he would never have done something illegal, no matter how much he wanted her.

      Still, his arms were itching to close around her, his hands aching to rub her back or stroke her hair while she clung to him and cried.

      Only, she wasn't crying now, and she hadn't cried then, which was only further proof, as far as he was concerned, of her guilt. If she felt remorse for what she had done, or if he had been spanking her and she was innocent, she would definitely have been crying.

      "I'm sure you'll get an invite to the meeting, if you'd like to waste your breath trying to defend yourself. But I have all a paper trail that leads right to your husband, and since you necessarily benefited from his ill-gotten gains, you are the one I'm going to come after with everything I have."

      Seconds after he closed the door, he heard something heavy crash against it.

      Guess she'd gotten her nerve back.

      He'd intended to go right home, but he ended up at the Round Up—the only bar in town—drinking much worse whiskey than he had at home, but for some reason, he didn't want to go there.

      His dad would be sleeping, as would James, the nephew he'd adopted when his sister and her husband had died in a car accident, and whom he considered to be more of a son—especially since he was unlikely to have any other kind. There was no one waiting up for him. No one curled up, warm and welcoming and willing, beneath the warm covers of his bed.

      So, he might as well stay out, for the moment, at least.

      Sonny, the bartender, knew what he wanted—not that he spent all that much time there—and kept it coming.

      "You seen that new schoolmarm? She's a pretty little thing. But then, she always was."

      He made an unintelligible sound that didn't encourage further conversation, not that Sonny needed any such encouragement to keep talking. Ethan tapped the again empty shot glass in front of him with the side of his index finger and Sonny refilled it obligingly.

      "She's going to have every eligible man in town after her as soon as they realize that she's here and available. Probably some that aren't eligible, too. We were lucky to get her on such short notice—Sally Kepler having had to stay in bed with this last pregnancy all of a sudden 'n all."

      That got him to pay attention.

      "What did you just say?"

      "That we were lucky to get her⁠—"

      "No, before that," Ethan scowled.

      Sonny grinned in a manner that Ethan took an instant dislike to. "Oh—that she was going to have every man in town after her? Why not? She may be a widow, but she's got a good job, and she's still young and cu⁠—"

      He couldn't finish his sentence because Ethan's fist found its way to his jaw in a punch that didn't seem like he'd put much power behind it but had managed to drop him to his knees anyway.

      Leaving behind a huge pile of bills on the bar in apology, he left before he took that man apart piece by piece with his bare hands, thinking all the way home about what Sonny had said, and the truth behind it.

      Somewhere in his sloshed brain, a light bulb went off that should have been on all of this time, and as he stumbled into his bed—after checking in on James to make sure he was all right—his arms reached out to the empty other side, as if he expected someone to be there.
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        * * *

      

      That someone was miles away in the seedy but still somewhat genteel side of town, shaking with reaction and in almost the same position in which he'd left her—minus one of the butt ugly Hummels that her mother had collected and she hated that was lying shattered on the floor in front of the door through which he'd just left.

      There would be no bliss of sleep for her that night, or indeed the rest of the weekend as the truth of what the big man had said sank slowly into her consciousness.

      Nathan had had money he hadn't had to work for because he'd stolen from the one man in town who was the least likely to forgive and forget, especially when it came to his widow, who he seemed to think was the genius behind the whole caper.

      He'd always said that he was working on some kind of big strike. She'd assumed that he meant an oil well or a stock that he thought would pay off.

      And now, because she hadn't had the gumption to ask him exactly where he'd gotten the money off which they were living, she was going to lose her job and very probably go to jail, and even after that, she knew for absolute certain that Ethan Ferguson was going to hound her for the money until kingdom come.

      The thought struck her that she should just leave town and not wait for the sword to fall—not that she had any misguided notions that he would leave it at that, but at least she might get some free time before she was hauled off to jail.

      Do they still have debtor's prison? she wondered. But then her agile mind supplied that, if he could somehow prove that she had encouraged Nathan or knew about it—or maybe he was right when he said that, just because she had lived off the stolen money, he had the right to come after her for it, even if she was innocent. And he certainly didn't believe that she was.

      It didn't really matter. Innocent or guilty, jail was jail, and destitution was destitution.

      The idea of leaving had a certain amount of appeal. She hated to seem like a coward, and she supposed that she should want to stay and clear her name. But she'd have no idea how to go about doing that, nor any money with which to pay a lawyer or investigator or whoever to help her do so. Claire had no idea where she would go, either.

      And if she left like this, with no notice, she wouldn't be able to use Lincoln School as a reference. She'd have a hard time getting another teaching job, without one, which was her best bet at steady employment that wasn't something part time and low wage, like waitressing.

      Something like this was quite likely to follow her wherever she went, with or without Ethan's sense of vengeance. She might not end up in prison—she certainly didn't deserve to—but she could certainly end up penniless and living on the streets, begging for money or… worse. Much, much worse.

      It was highly unlike her, but she felt frozen and had no idea what to do. She'd done the best she could after Nathan had died. By then, the money—whoever it belonged to—was long gone, and she had been living hand to mouth, tutoring and substitute teaching occasionally, while taking care of him.

      When he was gone—other than realizing with a certain amount of horror that she wasn't all that sorry to have seen him go—she set about trying to rebuild her life, and finding a job as a teacher was the biggest step in that.

      She'd thought that, finally, her life was coming together. It was going to be what she'd wanted it to be originally, before she'd let Nathan talk her into essentially running away with him.

      But now, Claire didn't know which way to turn. Living away from Somerset, her home town, with her husband, who wasn't the most social of beings, had isolated her. Her family was gone, and so were her friends, or at the very least, they had grown away from her. She had just barely gotten back into town, so she hadn't had a chance to re-establish those relationships at all.

      As a result, Claire spent most of the weekend, until late Sunday afternoon, hovering in the corner of her worn couch, crouched there, holding herself, hunkering down and huddling up as if she was caught outside in a blizzard, not feeling anything, and not thinking anything.

      Especially nothing about him.
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