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Book 1 in the Small Town Secrets series

This is the complete trilogy of Marilee Dupont's story. Titles included are: Rancher Woman, The Banker, A Family Together, and a bonus novella titled, Celebration. 

Can love truly conquer all?

Marilee Dupont is running the ranch that has been in her family for generations. She never planned to do it alone. Now, at 35, it seems like the clock is ticking, and it's a scowling banker who has caught her eye.

Trent Williams has no intention of being a small-town banker forever. But his ex-wife is making his life hell, and worse, is hurting their teenage daughter. So he gets custody of his daughter, and jumps at a chance to leave Boise behind to run the branch bank in Moscow, Idaho.

Just for a couple of years. Just until his daughter graduates from high school.

But he can't take his eyes off the woman who can wear silk dresses and heels to town and then grab jeans and cowboy boots on a ranch.

Her ranch. His career.

The complete trilogy featuring Marilee Dupont and Trent Williams, part of the Small Town Secrets, is a romantic suspense series set in a small college town in Idaho. Four women friends have each other's backs, no matter what life throws at them. In this slow burn romantic suspense series, each woman gets her HEAs, but oh, the convoluted path love can take to get there! (Be prepared for language, triggers, and politics.)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Marilee Dupont sat at a table near the café’s front door where she could see everyone who entered the cafe for breakfast, as well as everyone who passed by on the street. She loved to people watch. At 7:30 a.m. on a weekday morning, there was no better place to watch than from the Breakfast Club. And let’s face it, she thought, she knew practically everyone she saw.

She sat in an old-fashioned booth next to the plate-glass window. The back wall of the café was old brick; the wood floors had been scuffed up over decades. But the coffee bar was modern, as was to be expected in a college town. And the menu? Full-on breakfasts designed to feed a hungry ranch crew and served up to faculty, students and townspeople who didn’t do anywhere near enough manual labor to work it off. Marilee smiled at the thought of them even trying.

She liked the restaurant a lot. She knew the owners — of course, she did. Moscow, Idaho, was a small town. They kept tabs on her coffee cup and stopped to gossip while they refilled it.

“Have you heard about the new banker?” Troy Clawson asked. “Have you met him yet?”

Bankers and their goodwill were probably as important for a café owner as it was for a rancher, Marilee pondered with more amusement than she thought she’d have. 

“Today at 9 a.m.,” she replied. She took a deep breath and let it out. “What have you heard?”

“Just that he’s a banker who transferred from Boise to run this branch. Which is weird, you know?” Troy said as he moved away to check other coffee cups.

It was. Boise was nirvana for most bankers in the state. Why would someone leave Boise to come here? Well, maybe to move up to be president with a plan to return after getting your bona fides? Maybe? Maybe, she’d find out.

Marilee sipped her coffee and concentrated on not spilling it down the front of her dress. She was dressed up for her meeting with the banker, a man named Trent Williams. Dressed up in her teaching clothes. She was wearing a blue, silk, shirt-style dress, with hose even, and high-heeled beige shoes. The dress brought out her blue eyes — already a startling contrast to her black hair — the light-colored shoes and their high heels were designed to make her look taller. At 5 foot, she needed the help. A lot of men — including the young men in her classes — had a hard time taking a small woman seriously. The young men in her classes made her despair — wasn’t sexism supposed to be going away?

Apparently not. Not among the agricultural students in her courses. Not among her neighboring ranchers. Not even with her own parents. She ground her teeth a bit on that thought. She’d been running the place for four years, she thought with some bitterness. You’d think someone would give her credit that she might — just might — know what she was doing.

Not even the PhD in agricultural sustainability seemed enough to convince anyone of that. She sighed, then shook her head. Let it go, she thought. Not for the first time either.

She’d been happily teaching at the University of Idaho here in Moscow. She had tenure in the School of Agriculture; she was doing research on sustainability and climate change, and she loved it all — even the thick-skulled young men in her classes. The family ranch was less than an hour away and run by her kid brother Max. It was the perfect place to spend weekends where she shed her dresses and heels for jeans and boots and spent hours on a horse named Cody. During the week-long fall round-up, she’d spend all day on him, the best-cutting horse in two states. And that wasn’t hyperbole — she had the cutting-horse competition ribbons to prove it. 

Then some drunken driver plowed through a red light into the small Prius that Max drove when he didn’t need the truck to haul something. Killed him outright. He’d been 26.

Her parents had retired to Arizona the minute Max had returned to the ranch after graduating from college. He’d been buying them out, and after his death, it looked like they were going to have to sell the ranch. Marilee had gone out to the ranch, saddled Cody and rode the perimeter of the property, visiting her favorite places. Dupont Ranch had been in her family for generations, since a French trapper fell in love with the Palouse in the 1800s and decided to raise cattle instead of setting traps. When she was done with the ride, she went back into town, found the chair of her department and asked if she could negotiate a different teaching schedule — Tuesdays and Thursdays only. He said yes.

Marilee called her parents then and said she would take over the ranch and continue to make the same payments Max had been making to buy them out.

They were grateful and fell all over themselves to thank her for being willing to up-end her life and keep the ranch in the family. And what dreamland did you live in, she jeered at herself even now. It had unicorns, too, right?

Her dad said she couldn’t do it and shouldn’t try. They were going to sell the ranch, and that was all there was to it. Her mother just bemoaned the loss of her son. Her only son. Her baby. Marilee gritted her teeth even now at the memory of those fights.

So she played hardball. Max had left his share of the ranch to her. Her parents were stunned when his will was read — probably stunned he had a will, Marilee thought. She’d been a bit surprised, herself. But Max had always been a careful person. Ironic that he’d died at the hands of a man so careless as to drink and drive.

So, she owned 10 percent of the ranch. They couldn’t sell it without her agreement. And she wasn’t going to agree to sell. The Dupont Ranch would remain the Dupont Ranch. She was willing to pick up Max’s contract with her parents.

It was fall, and roundup was weeks away — no time to dither around, and her father reluctantly agreed. But if she couldn’t make a go of it, there would be no renegotiation of the terms of the contract, he warned. He made it clear he didn’t believe she could do it. 

No, I just have a PhD in agriculture, she thought now. Book learning. And it was different than hands-on learning, but she’d grown up on the ranch, after all. She had the same prep her brother had. Her dad didn’t think she could do it because she was a girl. Plain and simple.

And there were a lot of eyes on ‘that rancher woman’: the neighbors, the feed store owner, the banker, even her own colleagues at the university. A single woman running one of the oldest ranches on the Palouse? Even her friends were concerned at how remote it was. After facing down her own parents, it was pretty easy to ignore everyone else. They were all just making her feel stubborn and even more determined to prove them wrong.

And as her friends could tell you, making Marilee feel stubborn was a bad idea.

This was year four. She made her payments to her parents. She paid her bills promptly. She was doing it. That rancher woman was running the Dupont Ranch. 

She was jarred out of her reverie by the sound of a very attractive, but unfamiliar, male voice. She looked around, intrigued by the baritone with a slight growl to it.

A tall, good-looking man, in a very nice suit, was seated in the booth across the café from her. The café wasn’t large, and his voice carried. A sullen teenaged girl sat across from him. His daughter, she guessed. She had the same finely-honed features, the same dark coloring. Interesting how those features could be so masculine on him, and, yet, expression aside, she was a pretty girl. Marilee set her cup down to listen.

“No, you cannot have a summer job at a ranch!” the man said. “That is not work for a young girl. And not the kind of men I want around my 16-year-old daughter. You need to find a job here in town. At a store or a café. Like this one.”

He gestured around, and he saw Marilee, sitting in her booth eavesdropping. Blatantly. He met her eyes and smiled at her. She dimpled up and smiled back. Should she intervene in the conversation? No, she decided. In part, because there were men who worked on some farms she wouldn’t want around a 16-year-old girl either. Of course, there were store owners and café waiters and customers she’d warn a girl away from as well.

“See that woman over there?” the father was now demanding. Marilee’s eyes opened wide. “That’s the kind of woman you should aspire to be, not some ranch hand. Do you think she’s throwing haybales?”

The girl looked at Marilee, and she got even more sullen. Marilee winked at her. The girl frowned. She’s probably 5-foot-9 and plays high school basketball, Marilee thought. And her dad just held up a petite woman in heels as her role model? She hurt for the girl. We are never what our fathers want, are we?

Troy was also eavesdropping from the cash register. He looked over at Marilee, and he grinned. She shrugged. Idiots wore nice suits as often as they did run-down cowboy boots, she’d found. 

The stranger got up from his booth and paid the bill. His daughter trailed out the door behind him. She looked back at Marilee. Marilee nodded at her with sympathy. The girl grinned.

Troy came over to top off her cup. Well, he came over to talk, and the coffee came with, Marilee thought with amusement. 

“So, who was that?” Marilee asked. New faces in town were rare — at least if they were over 25. And he had definitely been over 25. He’d been eye-candy of the mature variety.

“According to the name on the credit card? That was Trent Williams, our new banker,” Troy said. “Don’t you have an appointment with him in 30 minutes?”

Marilee closed her eyes. “Yes,” she said morosely. “Did he strike you as having a sense of humor? Because I don’t think he’s going to find it funny that the woman he just held up to his daughter as a role model — which was a dick move by the way — is a rancher. You know, the kind of woman he doesn’t want his daughter to be?”

“Bankers aren’t known for their sense of humor,” Troy said, commiserating. “Especially bankers who are the fathers of teenaged girls. All fathers of teenaged girls lose their sense of humor when the girl turns 10. Most regain it when the girl turns 20, but not all. Or so I hear.”

Marilee laughed at him. Troy’s teenaged daughter worked behind the counter on weekend mornings. “So, I should expect to be able to just crack a joke and laugh it off?” she said.

“Let me know how that works out for you,” Troy said, as he took her money away.

She probably wouldn’t have to, Marilee thought as she left the café for her appointment at the bank. Gossip like this was too good not to spread through town like the proverbial wildfire.

Face the music, she thought. Your plan is sound. You’ve got the numbers.

After all, there were other banks.

Chapter 2

Marilee leveraged herself up into the ranch pickup, fuming enough she hardly noticed the leap required to get into the cab of the truck. It was an 8-year-old Ford F-450 Super Duty designed to pull a six-horse trailer. She’d driven it into town because she was going to pick up horse feed on her way home this evening. She had something smaller for commuting into town to teach, because this beast guzzled gas. But she actually liked driving it. It was one time when she didn’t feel small in a big-person’s world.

She glanced at her watch. She had 20 minutes to park and get to the class she was teaching. Twenty minutes to calm down.

That bastard.

Trent Williams had been icy cold. She didn’t know what he expected. His appointment was with Marilee Dupont. She hesitated. Or had she made it as Dr. M. Dupont? Possibly, she conceded; she’d used her faculty email to correspond with him. OK, she might forgive him a bit of surprise. But he’d been rigid. Furious — as if she’d played a nasty trick on him. What was she supposed to have done? Told his daughter her father was perpetuating a stereotype, and she could actually throw a haybale?

She had made her carefully thought-out proposal. He listened in silence. 

She wanted to build a stock pond. A large one. Climate data was clear. It was getting hotter and dryer. The fires were worse every year. Farmers and ranchers were going to have to look for ways to conserve water. To farm more sustainably. A stock pond was perfect for the ranch. It would collect water passively during the winter, and it would be available during the spring and summer when crops needed it most.

Sure, she had irrigation rights. But if there wasn’t any water, all the irrigation rights in the world didn’t matter.

Her real concern wasn’t just growing the crops. It was having water to protect the ranch against fire. A wildfire had come close two years ago. Marilee didn’t like being at the mercy of the fire crews and the Forest Service. The volunteer fire station was 30 minutes away. She was a volunteer firefighter, and she knew they would be stretched too thin to be effective if her ranch, or any ranch, was seriously threatened.

In her view — her learned, academic, I study this stuff, view — every farm and ranch needed to think about how to do this. DuPont Ranch was up high enough, and it had a large spring-fed seep near one of the hills that embraced the homestead where she could create the pond.

But creating a pond wasn’t something she could do out of her meager profits. Her non-existent profits. She lived on her salary. Her ‘profits’ went to her parents. 

She didn’t begrudge them that, really she didn’t. The property was their retirement fund, as it would be hers one day. Land rich, cash poor. All family ranchers were like that. She just wished it hadn’t split the family apart. They made excuses to not come home for a visit the first year. Too soon after Max, her father told her quietly. Your mother isn’t ready to face the ranch without him.

OK, she understood that. She had some bad moments herself. But they hadn’t invited her down for the holidays either.

And year two? No, they wouldn’t be making it up. Some friends had invited them to go to Mexico with them.

She didn’t bother to mention a visit in year three. Or year four.

Instead she’d celebrated Christmas with her girlfriends. Marilee’s Squad, the town called them. She couldn’t remember when it started. Back in high school, she guessed. She’d played center back — setter — on the volleyball team. Setters were the team strategists, and she’d been team captain as well. They’d gone to state her senior year. Marilee’s Squad was more about women faculty these days, but among the community members of Pullman and Moscow? Marilee still had her squad.

Damn right she did, she thought now, as she parked her truck and prepared to run across the parking lot — in high heels — into her building to teach. She could fume about that condescending bastard when she got done.

This class was an introductory course — a cross-disciplinary look at agriculture, climate change and sustainability. It had been controversial the first year she’d taught it. Now? It was a popular course, and no one questioned its role in the curriculum. And fortunately, it was one she could teach in her sleep.

Or in a rage, as the case might be.

She thought about that and grinned. Use the anger, my child, she thought. Use the anger. She had her students break into small groups. She presented the basics of her proposal to the bank — didn’t tell them it was a real one, much less her own — and asked them to evaluate it. They had 30 minutes, and then they would have 5 minutes to present their decision and why.

Six groups of five people. Five groups would fund it. One group said no, because there was no return on investment. “It’s a backup at best,” the speaker for the group explained. “It doesn’t grow revenue in any way.”

“And if the rancher can’t get irrigation water one year?” Marilee asked. 

“This wouldn’t be enough water to get them through the year, would it?” the presenter said. “And so, you’ve invested money you can’t recoup.”

“Interesting perspective,” Marilee said. “Thank you. Can I ask you what your major is?”

Business, not agriculture. Something to consider. She looked at the proposal from a rancher’s long-term view. A business perspective of ROI saw it differently. Was that how Trent Williams saw it?

No, he’d made it pretty clear that her feminine wiles and her dressing up in high heels didn’t impress him. He was furious because he felt like a fool. That he had done it to himself didn’t change that. 

“What game are you playing here?” he said when she was done presenting her proposal and loan request.

“Excuse me?” she asked startled.

“You come in dressed to kill, and you think I’m going to overlook any flaws in your ranch’s proposal? Have your father come in and talk to me man-to-man about this,” he said dismissively. “I don’t appreciate people who try to make a fool of me.”

“I get that you’re feeling foolish about breakfast,” Marilee said slowly. “I thought it was pretty funny, myself. I didn’t contradict you in front of your daughter. I am a rancher, and I do throw haybales, and there is no reason why your daughter can’t do the same if that’s what she decides on as a career. But you could at least review the proposal before you dismiss it.”

“My daughter has a brighter future than that, Ms. Dupont,” he said dismissively. “And the bank has better ways to invest its money than in a big hole on someone’s ranch.”

Marilee started to respond and then caught herself. She stood up, nodded at him. She left the proposal on his desk. At the door she turned. “It’s Dr. Dupont,” she said levelly and she walked out.

Now she laughed at herself. Had to get the last word in, didn’t you, girl? A hole in the ground. Well he wasn’t wrong. That’s exactly what she wanted to do. 

Her failure to get him to even consider it was discouraging, but he wasn’t the only bank in town. He was just the bank her family had done business with for three generations. Helped start it, actually. Wasn’t much in the region some Dupont hadn’t had a hand in. It was her generation that was sparse. And at the rate she was going, she would be the last generation to hold the Dupont Ranch. 

She was 35 and her biological clock was ticking, she thought grimly. She shut down that train of thought. It got her nothing but an urge to drink. She stopped at the Grange, picked up the feed she needed and headed back to the ranch. She glanced at her watch. She had a crew of men working today. Irrigation. She’d left sandwiches in the refrigerator for them, but she’d like to talk to them before they headed back out. And she could get them to unload the feed.

Just because she could unload the 50-pound sacks, or buck a 100-pound haybale, didn’t mean she had to if there were men around. 

That’s why God gave men muscles. 

And gave women brains.

Chapter 3

Trent Williams did feel stupid. He acknowledged the woman had that much right. And yes, if he hadn’t had that stupid fight with Bethany this morning, only to discover that his paragon of womanhood was going to pass herself off as a rancher an hour later? Well yeah, that was kind of funny. But then Ms. — Dr. and he rolled his eyes — Dupont didn’t ‘fess up that she was just the messenger girl. She pushed it, to prove a point, he supposed, to prove he was being sexist? Probably. He wasn’t going to take that from any woman. Damn it, he had moved up here to get away from a woman who thought pushing his buttons was fun.

And to protect his daughter.

Instead? His daughter wanted to work on a ranch with all the roughnecks who worked on them, and a pretty, petite woman in killer heels tries to push his buttons over it by claiming to be a rancher. 

Now he was out of sorts, and his morning was half over. 

There was a knock at the door, and he looked up. His vice president for Business Loans was leaning in the office door. “Come in, Benjamin,” he said with a sigh.

“I saw Marilee Dupont leaving the bank,” Benjamin Crane said as he came in and took up the same chair Ms. — Dr. and Trent rolled his eyes — Dupont had been sitting in. “Did she need something?”

“A good talking to,” Trent muttered under his breath. “I told her to send her father in, I don’t talk to messenger girls, no matter how pretty.”

Benjamin Crane stilled. He was in his early 60s and talked frequently about retiring these days. The bank probably asked him to stay on long enough to train the city boy as president, Trent thought sourly. Damn he was in a bad mood.

“What?” He snapped a bit at his VP.

“Marilee’s father retired years ago — eight years ago, I think,” Benjamin said slowly. “Marilee’s been ranching that place for four years, since her brother was killed in a car accident. She’s a professor in the College of Agriculture at the university. What did she want?”

Did he even know what she wanted? He’d been so caught up in feeling like a fool — feeling like she was trying to rub it in, trying to make him feel embarrassed — he wasn’t sure he even knew what she wanted.

“Hell,” he said. “I suppose they’re an old family, one of our best clients, yada yada.”

Benjamin half-shrugged. “Was one of our best clients,” he said with a slight emphasis on was. “She looked a bit steamed when she left.”

He just bet she did. And damn it, she might even have cause. Not that he would admit that to Benjamin. And most certainly not to Dr. Marilee Dupont. 

He sighed. “I haven’t read the proposal yet,” he said, gathering his wits. He didn’t completely trust Benjamin Crane. It always felt like he was judging him. Was he reporting back to the main office? Possibly. Probably. 

“Let me know if I can help with it,” Benjamin said, standing up. “She pays on time.”

That made Trent snort. He’d seen the financials of most of their large clients. Ranchers, farmers, logging operations, timber growers. Their income cycles didn’t match bank financial cycles. Most of them didn’t worry about it either. They paid — settled up — at harvest. Or whenever their big money came in.

Benjamin paused at the door. “Ah, Trent? You didn’t say that to Marilee’s face, did you? About being her father’s messenger girl?”

“Go on,” Trent said. “Let me read this proposal in peace.” He wasn’t stupid enough to admit he had. He’d already been stupid enough for one day.

He read the proposal. Succinct, well-written, no misspelled words. Well he guessed ‘Dr.’ Dupont wouldn’t misspell words, would she?

Another academic concerned about climate change. He sighed. He had yet to see any proposal that talked about climate change and make sense financially. He was as concerned about climate change as the next person. He drove a car that got excellent mileage. He and Bethany recycled religiously — more because Bethany insisted than any personal commitment, he admitted, but they did it. He even donated to renewable energy advocates. But business? It didn’t make sense. Maybe if there were more government incentives? Maybe then. But they didn’t exist now.

The Dupont proposal was a low-tech project that probably made sense agriculturally. He didn’t know. He was a city boy, born and raised in Boise. His father was a postal worker, and that had been a good paying job, enough so his mother had been able to stay home and raise five kids. The kind of family he had wanted for himself. 

Instead he’d fallen for a blonde sorority sister in college who had led him on a merry chase, before agreeing to marry him when he graduated with a job offer from Bank of America in hand. It had been a societal wedding; they could have put a down payment on a house for what it cost her parents. But nothing would do but to have a big lavish wedding. 

His family was of modest means, and he wouldn’t have dreamed of expecting them to pay for anything. He took his bride to Cancun for a week because that was what he could afford. She sulked because it wasn’t worth bragging about to her girlfriends, although she’d been happy on the beach in a tiny bikini.

Hell, he had been happy with her on the beach in a bikini. He smiled.

When they returned, her father offered him a job in his company. “Can always use a man with a head for numbers,” he said.

Trent had declined politely. He wanted to make his own way, and he wanted to go into banking. So he kept his position with Bank of America, and started working on an MBA, because he knew he’d need that if he was to go anywhere. He had ambitions. And he was willing to put in the long hours it required to succeed.

Claire had expensive tastes, and she bored easily. He was expected to satisfy both things. Daddy had indulged her when she was growing up, and when Trent wouldn’t — couldn’t — Daddy would. Later, much later, he would learn it wasn’t just Daddy who indulged her.

She got pregnant right away. He hadn’t been happy about that. He still wasn’t sure whether it was an accident, or whether Claire had lied to him about being on birth control. But he had no doubts that Bethany was his. They looked too much alike. 

Were too much alike, too, hence the rip-roaring battles they seemed to have over everything.

Claire had her tubes tied without consulting with him. Her body, her choice. But his hopes for a big, boisterous family like he grew up with were over. By the time Bethany was four, he was grateful. Claire hated motherhood. He came home more than once to Bethany alone in the house. Sleeping. He was concerned Claire was dosing her with something, so she’d nap longer, while she went out shopping with her women friends. She denied it. But, even if she wasn’t, who left a 4-year-old napping in an empty house?

They fought. He stayed because of Bethany. She knew it, and it made her furious. When Bethany was eight, Claire left. If he had known she’d leave Bethany with him, he would have filed for divorce earlier.

But the battle had just begun.

He stopped thinking about the past, closed everything down, and went to lunch. Chamber of Commerce today. It seemed he had a civic lunch most days of the week. He just went wherever his secretary told him to go.

He re-read the proposal after lunch. Did a bank that served farmers, ranchers, and timber companies have to measure things by a different yard-stick? From an insurance perspective, she had a point. One fire would wipe out everything. And if a passive-pond could prevent that? It was cheap at any price. But that ranch had been around for over a century. How did you determine risk in that case? You couldn’t prepare for every catastrophe.

Could you?

He glanced at the clock, and realized he was going to be late to pick up Bethany at softball practice if he didn’t get a move on it. She was very athletic, he acknowledged. Took after him that way too. Stood to reason she wouldn’t want a job in a shop or a café as he had suggested. Was there an after-school program or child care on campus? Something that would value her athletic skills?

He’d have to suggest that. Maybe Martha Callahan, his secretary, would know. She seemed completely wired into the community and he relied on her a lot. Or Benjamin might know. He had raised his family here. He had grandchildren Bethany’s age and they’d invited Bethany to a church game night on Fridays. He’d been a bit hesitant about that, but Bethany seemed to like it.

And he liked having one evening to himself for a social life. Not that he dated. Hell no. Been there, done that. But he could go to a concert on campus or go shoot pool at the local bar. Things Bethany was too young for. 

She needed social time with her peers too. Not that she was ready to date. Or so she said. He hoped that was true. He felt woefully unprepared for his daughter to start dating.

Damn it, his mind was wandering again. What was with him today? Unprofessional with Marilee Dupont. Brooding about Claire and the past. Fretting about Bethany’s non-existent dating life. And now he was going to be late to pick her up.

Damn it.

Chapter 4

Marilee was calmer by the time she got home. She changed her dress for jeans and a cotton shirt, her heels for a pair of boots, and went down to the barn to check on the horses. She had a dozen out here, more than she really needed, she conceded. But she loved the animals, she always had. Horses, like dogs, loved you back. 

She had dogs, too. Two Australian shepherds, blue merles: one with blue eyes, named Rachel, and one with a blue/brown split — Carson. She took great glee in being able to call out ‘Rachel,’ ‘Carson’ to her dogs and see them come racing in from wherever they’d been on an adventure. A small joke, but a lot of pleasure came from it. That summed up her sense of humor, she thought with a laugh.

She managed to catch her work team, and they obliged with unloading the pickup for her. God bless the German Baptists who lived in the area — hard working, respectful. Not like that ass at the bank today.

She shut down that thought and went out to her horses. She believed they were the cure for whatever ailed a person. Just ask her friends. They might tease her about it, but they came out to the barn when life threw them a punch, too.

Right now her horses were out in the paddocks behind the barn. She dumped hay for them in their stalls and put out some oats to lure them in at sunset. She looked at the time. This early in May, she had about two hours of good light left. She saddled up a horse, Duke —yes, her father had named a horse after John Wayne — and rode out to check the cattle herd closest to the barn. It was calving season. She needed to get some hands out here before long. The pace of the ranch was picking up, and it would soon be too much for just her to handle.

The dogs trotted alongside her as she rode through the herd looking for signs of distress. She counted the babies as she went. Two dozen in this herd of 40 mothers. She smiled. They were wrapping up the birthing season; another couple of weeks, and she would have baby calves everywhere.

She was still a traditionalist — her cows were all white-faced Herefords. They were pretty; she would never admit to anyone that was why she continued to raise them. But they were a good breed for these hills, and they gave birth easily. She had 6,000 acres. About 10 acres of that was around the homestead including the apple orchard. Another 200 was in timber — once that had probably been closer to 1,000 acres, but her ancestors had used the timber for the construction needs of the ranch. She should do a cost-benefit analysis of that decision as a climate-change question sometime. Would they have been better off to keep the forest? But then they would have had to truck in building supplies.... 

She grew about 500 acres of wheat. A good cash crop in this region. Another 500 acres in alfalfa hay. The rest, nearly 4,800 acres, was range. She averaged about 3,000 head of cattle on it. Right now? She was at about 1,000 mothers and soon to be 1,000 calves, she devoutly hoped; another 2,000 yearling steers that she’d sell this fall, and another 500 female yearlings or heifers that would be mothers someday. 

And a dozen bulls, penned up near the barns, because lordy, males were troublesome. They fought with each other instead of paying attention to business — so you had to keep them separated. They weren’t very bright either. The phrase all balls, no brains had to have come from a cattleman. She was convinced of it. Although she usually applied it to her students....

The bulls each had their pen. And when the time was right, they’d each have their own harem for the year. 

Sometimes she thought there might be merit in considering such a system for humanity, but she conceded that in the winter months when she was alone out here her thoughts got pretty damn squirrelly.

But mama herds — as she thought of them — were easy keepers. She didn’t spot any problems in this herd. She’d ride out further tomorrow to check on the rest of the herd. 

She rode back into the barn in the twilight. Sun hadn’t set yet, but it was dusk, and she needed the lights on in the barn to brush down Duke and put the tack away. She was tired as she whistled up the dogs and headed to the house.

Once the barn had been a livelier place. They had chickens and a milk cow when she was growing up. Max had pigs for his 4-H projects. She had goats for a while. But you didn’t need all of that for one person.

Farms were made for families, she thought.

Her thoughts were occupied by a combination of the past and making a list of chores to be done in the morning, so she didn’t realize she had company until she was almost on top of them.

She saw the car first. A nice, silver BMW. It looked out of place in the parking area between her Jeep and the big ranch pickup. She stiffened a bit. People who drove cars like that generally weren’t good news in a rancher’s life. Government types. Inspectors. Bankers. She frowned.

She walked out front, and called out, “Hello?”

Her dogs stayed at her heels. 

A man got out of the car. Trent Williams? What the hell was he doing out here? Then she realized his daughter was with him. That surprised her.

“Hello,” she said to the daughter. “We didn’t exchange names this morning. I’m Marilee Dupont.”

“Bethany Williams,” the girl said smiling. She was looking around eagerly. “You really ranch this place? By yourself?”

Marilee smiled. “I own it,” she said. “But ranching takes a lot of people. I’ll have crews out here daily pretty soon.”

She looked at the banker and then back to his daughter. “Want to have a look around? It’s going to be dark soon.”

“Yes!” Bethany said. “I’m part of the Future Farmers of America at the school, and they said they’re going to take us out to tour some farms, but they haven’t yet. I haven’t been here very long.”

A very different girl than the sullen one this morning at the Breakfast Club, Marilee thought with amusement. “Well, come down and meet the horses, then,” she said. She pointed to the dogs. “Meet Rachel and Carson.”

Trent Williams choked a bit at the names, but Marilee ignored him. Bethany just crouched down and held out her hand for the dogs to sniff. She passed their approval, and they let her scratch behind their ears. 

Marilee laughed. “They will eat that up for as long as you’ll do it, and we’re losing light. Come on.”

She took the girl into the barn where the horses had come in for the night to eat the oats and hay she’d put out earlier. There were wildcats and coyotes out here. She locked the horses up nightly, she explained. Bethany was like any other teen girl she’d known — horse crazy. She wanted their names and their histories. 

“Too much for tonight!” Marilee exclaimed. She was tired, but she’d be damned if she would show it. “But meet Cody. He’s my cutting horse. He and I won ribbons back in the day.” She gave the girl some treats to feed the horse. Cody took it gently from the palm of her hand. Bethany grinned.

“I want to learn to ride,” she said softly. 

Marilee glanced at her father. “I’m a believer in teen girls learning to ride,” she said tongue-in-cheek. “Better to be horse crazy than boy crazy.”

Bethany giggled. They grinned at each other.

“Come on up to the house,” Marilee said at last. “And you can tell me what brings you all the way out here.”

She brought them into the kitchen, found the iced tea in the refrigerator, and offered some to them. They each took a glass, and Marilee gestured to the kitchen table. It was a huge wooden table that must have been built in the kitchen, because she had no clue how she’d get it out of the house if need be. But during peak times when she had crews out here, she actually would fill it with hungry men. She fed her crews a mid-day meal. They were too far out for anything else. Sometimes breakfasts too. And at the peak of the season, she did supper as well.

“OK,” she said, looking at Trent, who had yet to say a word. “What’s up?”

He looked uncomfortable. “I came to apologize,” he said at last. “You were right. I was embarrassed, and I took it out on you. Benjamin Crane set me straight. I probably would have just called. But I was telling Bethany that the woman I’d pointed out to her that morning at breakfast was actually a rancher, and she wanted to meet you.”

Well now, Marilee thought looking at him. “To be honest, I’m surprised you told her.”

“I have learned one thing about a small town, Dr. Dupont,” he said. “And that is keeping a secret for very long is dang impossible. Besides, I know my daughter. She’d think it funny.”

“It is funny,” Bethany asserted, grinning. “And I’m never going to let you live it down either. Girls can too be ranchers.”

“You’re still not going to work on a ranch this spring, Bethany,” her father said. “Dr. Dupont aside, a lot of rough men do ranch work. And it’s remote. Took us an hour to get out here remember? Well, in an emergency it takes an hour to get back too.”

Bethany looked stubborn.

“Your father has a point,” Marilee said, and ignored the surprise on Trent Williams’ face. “There are a lot of farms I wouldn’t recommend to a young woman either. A lot of places my Dad wouldn’t have let me go to for round-up work. Just as there are some stores in town I wouldn’t recommend you work for either.”

Bethany subsided a bit. She glanced at her father, then back to Marilee. Marilee saw the gleam in her eye and thought uh-oh.

“Could I come out and work for you?” she asked. “On Saturdays?”

Marilee considered that. “What can you do?” She asked, ignoring Trent Williams spluttering.

“What do you mean?”

“You said you’d like to learn to ride? Have you ever ridden? Done any branding? Worked cattle? Cook?”

Bethany deflated a bit. “I can cook,” she said. “And I can do yard work, housework. I’d like to learn to ride, though.”

“Have you had a job before?”

“Babysitting, yard work for the neighbors. I turned 16 last January so I just got my driver’s license.”

Marilee nodded. “That’s important,” she agreed. “If you worked for me, you would need to be out here at 8 a.m. now, 6 a.m. later. I could use someone who knows how to do chores and cook, even one day a week. I’ll teach you to ride. Minimum wage to start, and the riding lessons for free.”

“Really?” Bethany exclaimed. “You would?”

“I would,” Marilee agreed. “If it works out, we can talk about working on the ranch over the summer. But I need reliable, Bethany. And you need your father’s approval.”

Bethany wilted a bit, but she didn’t turn sullen, Marilee noted with approval. Instead, she turned to her father. “May I?” she asked. “It would allow me to see if I do like it, and I’d be safe with Dr. Dupont so you wouldn’t worry about me as much. And it’s just Saturdays.”

Trent Williams opened his mouth to say no, Marilee could see it coming. Then he stopped and looked at his daughter. Did he see what she saw? Marilee wondered. A happy teenaged girl? Compared to the sullen one at breakfast? Could he bend enough to let her do it? 

He swallowed his objections and looked at his daughter. “Are you sure this is what you want?” he said gently. “It’s hard work, Bethany.”

“I want to try it, Dad,” she said. “Maybe I won’t like it. Or maybe I’ll decide to be a vet, or even a banker who understands farmers. But I want to try it. And you have to admit, you couldn’t ask for a better place to let me try.”

Marilee met his eyes steadily when he glanced at her. “All right,” he said at last. “If Dr. Dupont is serious, then you may start working for her on Saturdays. But no complaints about being tired — and probably sore. No slacking off at school. No wanting to sleep in, and not be out here at 8 a.m. sharp. If you take the job, you have to be a responsible employee.”

Bethany flung her arms around her dad and hugged him. Marilee smiled. A father would do a lot for a hug like that. 

“So, this is Thursday,” Marilee said. “I need you out here Saturday at 8 a.m. probably just until 3 p.m. this week, but that might get longer. Wear a long-sleeved shirt, jeans, and boots with a heel. Don’t have to be cowboy boots, but they need a low heel.”

“So my foot can’t slide through the stirrup,” Bethany said, with an eager nod.

“Exactly,” Marilee said. Yup, one horse-crazy girl coming right up. “Bring your ID so we can do the employment paperwork. Social security card, driver’s license. I’m totally above-the-table on my employees.”

She nodded eagerly.

Trent smiled and shook his head. “We need to head back,” he said. “You have school tomorrow, and I’ve got work.”

Marilee put their empty glasses in the sink and walked them out. “So, does this mean I get my loan, Mr. Trent?” she asked, somewhat tongue in cheek. 

He looked uncomfortable. “No,” he said. “It doesn’t make sense from a financial point of view, I’m sorry.”

Marilee studied him for a moment. “You may need to learn a different point of view,” she said. “Your customers aren’t financial people. They’re farmers, ranchers, loggers, small businesses. Maybe you need to see things from their point of view.”

She smiled at him. “Good night,” she said, and she walked back to the house. Always get the last word was one of her mantras. She fought dirty, her brother had always complained. She wished he was here to complain about it now.

She heard the car drive down the gravel road and closed her eyes for a moment. God, she was tired. It had been a long day. Too much drama, too much emotion. 

“Rachel! Carson!” she called, and grinned. A tribute to her early hero Rachel Carson, who had revolutionized how pesticides were used and practically started the environmentalist movement singlehandedly. 

And a woman, so there, Mr. Williams, she thought. So there.

Chapter 5

Trent Williams was torn between amusement at his daughter’s chatter and fury over Marilee Dupont’s parting shot. Lord, that woman was infuriating. Smug, know-it-all woman! Look at it from some other point of view than financial? What kind of banker would he be if he did that? His duty was to the bank and its shareholders.

Period.

Bethany however was excited. “I want to be like Dr. Dupont when I grow up!” she declared. 

Trent winced at the thought, but Bethany was on a roll.

“Dad, she’s a rancher! And a professor. She used to compete on a cutting horse! And she’s beautiful.”

She was that, Trent conceded. Not his type. He unfortunately found tall, willowy blondes to be his type. Like Bethany’s mother Claire. He gritted his teeth. He didn’t have a type anymore, he told himself. Not like Claire, who had been unfaithful to him from the beginning. Most certainly not like Marilee Dupont who was just plain infuriating.

Didn’t they make women like his mother anymore? A woman happy to make a home for five kids and a husband? Who liked to cook? Who had always been there for her family? He sure hadn’t ever met one.

“I wish I could be beautiful like Dr. Dupont,” Bethany said.

Trent frowned. “You are beautiful,” he said. “Why would you want to look like someone else?”

She snorted. “Dad, I’m as tall as half of the varsity basketball team — the boys’ basketball team. And it’s not like I’m built like some model. I’ll never be thin enough for that. And I’m not blonde like Mom either. Guys like tall blondes. Or petite girls. I’m neither.”

Trent struggled with this part of being a single father. What did you say to a 16-year-old girl about the stupidity of 16-year-old boys? This too will pass? It would. But the last time he’d tried that line with Bethany she’d dissolved into tears, and he didn’t even know why. 

“If it’s any consolation, Dr. Dupont probably spent her teen years wishing she was taller,” Trent tried out. “We all want to be something else when we’re 16. That’s just how it is.”

She giggled. And he was relieved. Much better than tears.

“You want a hamburger?” he asked as they pulled into Pullman. “We can go to Cougar Country.” 

She nodded eagerly. They ate out way too much, Trent knew. He kept thinking things would settle down, and they’d develop a routine. But he was afraid they were developing a routine — and it included eating out. Twice in one day? He sighed.

They ate the hamburgers there, and really, it would be a crime to come through Pullman at supper and not stop for one of the burgers. As he started back toward home in Moscow, Bethany said, “Mom called last night.”

Trent schooled his face to show no emotion. At least he hoped it didn’t.

“Oh?” 

“She wants me to come home, to live with her,” she said. “She said a daughter should be with her mother. That I need a woman role model or I will grow up to be one of those unfeminine women who never can get a man.”

She struggled with something for a moment. “She said I was already disadvantaged because I was too big. But she would take me to a doctor who could help me with that.”

Trent was silent, struggling with his rage. God damn it, Claire, he thought. He knew his ex-wife didn’t want Bethany; she wanted the child support. She hadn’t been spending the money on Bethany either.

He’d gone by for a surprise visit. He’d been in the neighborhood for some reason, and school was just getting out. So he stopped in. He was supposed to call first, and he always did. But this seemed a harmless enough impulse. 

When had that been? Six months ago? Something like that. Bethany had been home, she hadn’t felt like going to school, she explained after giving him a hug. Her mother said it was fine for her to stay home. It wasn’t like school really mattered, she’d said earnestly. She probably wasn’t going to college after all.

He had started to argue; of course, she would go to college. But he stopped himself. Argue later. Gather facts now. He invited himself inside.

The house was a mess. Trent had controlled his dismay; when he picked up Bethany, she was always waiting for him outside. Now he knew why. He thought Claire was just avoiding him, and he was fine with that. He asked Bethany to show him her room. It was very plain, but clean, which made it a step up from the rest of the house, he’d thought. He peeked inside her closet. It was nearly empty.

She wore mostly jeans and T-shirts, Bethany had told him. She didn’t need much. She understood they didn’t have much for things, Mom had explained all that. And her friends at school? The ones with divorced parents said that’s just how it was. 

Trent wanted to punch someone. He was generous in his child support. Why wouldn’t he be? He had a high-paying job. If the money wasn’t being spent on his daughter, exactly how was Claire spending it? 

He walked into Claire’s room, ignoring Bethany’s outraged protests. He opened the closets. They most certainly weren’t empty. But that wasn’t what he was looking for. He tossed the room. He’d had practice enough during their marriage. 

The careful stash of coke was in her lingerie drawer. He pulled out his camera and took a picture of it. He took pictures of Bethany, her room, the house. Bethany was screaming at him by then, wanting to know what he was doing?

He went into court to get custody of her — again.

He’d had custody of her when Claire left him. But then she found out that alimony wasn’t awarded much anymore, especially not to a young woman with a college degree, and she didn’t even have custody of the child. She waited a year, sued for custody and won it. Then she asked for child support.

If he couldn’t have custody of Bethany, then he most certainly was willing to support her. That lasted two years. Claire dumped Bethany back on his doorstep because she had a new man, and he didn’t want to be bothered with a child. Bethany had been 11? Or was it 12?

And that had established a pattern. Claire wanted the child support money when she was between men. She wanted her freedom when she was involved with someone. 

But finding the coke was the last straw. Trent got custody formally awarded to him again.

Claire started hanging around, however. Started taking Bethany out shopping — on his credit card, of course. Introducing her to young men, even. 

Then Bethany told him about a ‘double date’ with her mother. The man had been really old, she said. Maybe 30? It was weird. She hadn’t liked it.

The next day, Trent had gone into his boss and asked about possible transfers. Family issues, he’d said vaguely. The bank in Moscow had just had a president retire, if he was willing to go that far out of Boise, his boss said. Might be a shrewd move, actually. Go be president of a smaller branch bank for a couple of years. Leverage that for quite a promotion when he was ready to come back.

Trent just nodded. He wasn’t worried about his career. He was worried about his daughter.

They’d been here a month. He didn’t fit in. He didn’t even try to. He was Boise born and raised. A city kid really. Maybe to someone from outside the state Boise didn’t seem like much of a city, but it was. He liked it.

Moscow was a small town. For a single parent, that had real advantages. Bethany was going to start her senior year in the fall. Another year, and she would be off to college, and he could return to the city. A year or two was nothing. Not if Bethany found her footing, and he could undo all the damage her mother had done to her.

Lack of self-esteem was a big one. Lack of ambition for college was another. He’d been heartened to hear her mention veterinary school. First real academic goal he’d heard from her.

“Dad?” Bethany said, interrupting his reverie. “Do I need to go back to Mom?”

“No,” Trent said firmly. “You’re not going back to your Mom.”

“Can I tell her I found a role model all by myself? A woman who is a rancher and a professor? And she’s pretty?” Bethany said, almost bouncing.

Trent snorted. He had a fair idea how well that would go over. “Think how you felt this morning when I pointed her out as someone you could aspire to be like,” he said. “You tell your mother that, and that’s how she’ll feel.”

Bethany considered that. “Mom would be appalled,” she said. “She thinks you can’t show you’re smart or you’ll never get a man. Men like helpless women, so you can’t be seen as capable. Dr. Dupont isn’t helpless.”

“No,” Trent agreed, smiling at his daughter. “I doubt anyone ever called her helpless. And she’s not afraid of being smart either.”

“But she doesn’t have a man,” Bethan said, thinking out loud. “Why is that? Do you think Mom is right? Are men intimidated by Dr. Dupont?”

Probably, Trent acknowledged silently. And wasn’t that an indictment of the male part of the human race. “Maybe she just hasn’t found the right one,” he said, knowing it was trite, and Bethany snorted at it. 

“Maybe she’s found men are more trouble than they’re worth,” Trent amended. “She’s got a ranch, a job, a good life. Maybe she doesn’t want anything more.”

“Maybe,” Bethany agreed to that. “But I bet she does. That house is too big for one person. But she doesn’t move into a smaller place on the ranch. I bet she’d like to fill the big house up.”

Trent smiled at her. “Well, maybe you can find out.” He pulled into the garage of the house they were renting. He liked the house. It was a good neighborhood. He was thinking about making an offer on it. No point in paying rent for two years. Moscow’s housing market was strong — a college town usually was.

Bethany was studying him as they went inside. He raised an eyebrow at her. 

“Or maybe you can find out,” she said, speculatively. 

Before he could think what to say, she was gone. Back in her room.

“Maybe,” he murmured. Maybe he would find out what made the pretty Dr. Dupont tick. Maybe.

Chapter 6

Friday night was when Marilee set aside the ranch, the university and everything else to go out on the town with girlfriends. Tonight, they were going to Rico’s in Pullman rather than some place in Moscow. The two towns were less than 10 miles apart, 15 minutes with traffic at both ends. But some days that seemed like a lot.

Rico’s was a snug-jeans, high-heeled-boots kind of place. Old brick building, pool tables, live music, good burgers. Just what the doctor ordered.

After all, she was a doctor, right? And these Friday nights were what she’d ordered. 

Oh, sometimes one girlfriend or the other missed one. But even when someone was in a relationship, Friday night remained girls’ night out. Marilee had her squad, all right.

Not that there were very many relationships going on, she thought as she admired the flowering baskets outside the bar. Gail had broken up with her professor friend a year ago. Angie dated, but didn’t commit, and Rebecca didn’t even do that. Marilee couldn’t remember the last time she had a date with a man that ended with breakfast. 

Billy? Maybe. He’d been one of her ranch hands two roundups back. Fine man in the sack, good man on a horse. But conversation? She was better off talking to the horse. He moved on after roundup. She kissed him goodbye and promptly forgot about him. Maybe that had been three roundups back? 

She frowned.

The Moscow delegation had carpooled, and they were half-way through their first beer when Marilee walked in. They waved her over to the table. She stopped at the bar, got a Black Butte that was on tap, and joined her friends. She took a long pull of the beer from the frosty glass and sighed with pleasure. 

“Heard you had an encounter with the new banker,” Angie said. 

Marilee raised an eyebrow. “Now where did you hear that?”

“Had coffee at the Breakfast Club,” she replied. “Did he really tell his daughter to be more like you instead of aspiring to being a ranch hand?”

“He did,” Marilee said. “And he wasn’t amused when I showed up in his office 30 minutes later, and announced I was a rancher. He thought I was making it up to further embarrass him. Needless to say, the meeting did not go well.”

Everyone laughed. “Is he as good-looking as they say?” Gail asked.

“He’s tall, dark and handsome,” Marilee conceded. “And a pompous ass.”

She told them about the meeting, playing it for laughs, although she was still upset about it. She wanted a stock pond, damn it! She feared it was more that she needed a stock pond. It had been a dry winter and spring. She didn’t like what she was hearing from the irrigation district on the water forecasts. She set those concerns aside. Not now, she told herself. Tonight is gossip and fun.

So she told her friends about her day. “But he’s a good father in spite of that breakfast comment, which was a dick move when your daughter is 16, tall, and going through that gawky stage. He told his daughter who I was when he picked her up after softball practice, and then they drove out so he could apologize. I hired his daughter to work Saturdays for me before he could put the brakes on the idea.”

Angie looked at her consideringly. “He drove all the way out to your place to apologize? That’s quite a long way to go to do that.”

“Yeah, well, he still won’t approve the loan for the stock pond,” she said disgustedly. “I would rather have had a phone call and a change of heart.”

She brightened. “But his daughter, Bethany? She’s seems like a great kid. I’m paying her minimum wage and free horseback lessons. She starts Saturday.”

Gail grinned at that. Marilee had taught her to ride. And teaching a girl from Brooklyn to ride had not been easy. Angie knew how to ride. Rebecca wasn’t interested. She usually found a shady place to read while the others went for a ride. Oh, if there was a picnic involved, she’d reluctantly get on a horse. But not by choice.

Marilee grinned. She had good friends. A job she loved. The ranch where she belonged, where she felt rooted. But she was restless tonight. She needed to shoot some pool with a cowboy. She looked around the bar. It was filling up. Someone just won a game, and she sidled up, to challenge the winner. The young man, who looked more like a WSU assistant coach than a cowboy, grinned.

“What do I get when I win?” he teased.

“What do you want?” Marilee asked. 

“I’ll think of something.”

She laughed. “Don’t strain the brain there, cowboy,” she drawled. “Because it will be me claiming a prize.”

He grinned. “Sure, you will,” he said, disbelieving her. “I’ll even let you break.”

Marilee smiled and thanked him. And then she ran the table.

“Shit,” the guy said. “Do I get a rematch? I mean, a game where I actually get to tap a ball?”

She laughed. “Rack them,” she ordered. “And then? I’ll take a kiss as my reward.”

The guy grinned. He kissed her with enough zeal to show his interest, but didn’t go so far that she wanted to wipe her mouth on her hand. Well, well, she thought. He can kiss. Let’s see if he can play pool.

“I’m Marilee,” she said.

“Zac,” he said.

When the live music started, they were even 3-3, and Zac asked her to dance. She said yes. He was the stand there and shuffle kind of dancer, but that was OK, he was worth looking at, and she could just move to the music without thinking about following his lead. 

She didn’t want to think about anything serious, she thought stubbornly. She wanted to dance, play pool, and maybe? Go home with the man. Was that too much to ask?

When she went for her third beer, Angie caught her by the arm and pulled her back to their table. “Marilee,” she said severely. “Think this through. Are you really planning on getting drunk and going home with a stranger? A pretty stranger, with a nice dimple, and great biceps, I’ll grant you. Do you even know his last name?”

Marilee paused at that. No, she did not know his last name. Did she care? She was supposed to care. But damn it, she didn’t want to be alone tonight. Was that too much to ask? She felt her eyes fill with tears. “Yes?” she said, uncertainly. “I am planning on doing exactly that.”

Angie was looking at her. “Ah, girlfriend,” she said sympathetically. She rummaged in her bag and slipped some condoms into Marilee’s purse. Once it had been Marilee who handed out condoms and advice. “At least find out his last name and tell us where you’re going, OK?”

Marilee laughed at the condoms, but nodded at the rest. Yes, she thought. A last name and an address before I leave with him. That seemed sensible. 

So, when Zac came to pull her back onto the dance floor, the women made him join them for a beer instead. He laughed and submitted to their questions good-naturedly. Turned out his last name was Wallace, he was indeed an assistant coach at the university — football, a defensive-line coach — and he coughed up an address without prompting. He finished his beer and pulled Marilee onto the dance floor. 

The country-western band was playing a slow song, and he pulled her in close. “I like your friends,” he said. “They’re looking after you?”

She nodded. “We take care of each other,” she said, then grinned. “You got people who take care of you, Zac Wallace?”

“I do,” he said. “Other coaches mostly. But no one would dream of grilling a dance partner for me. So, I will have to do it.”

Marilee laughed. “Last name is Dupont. I work at University of Idaho.” She found keeping it simple worked best. Announcing she was a prof and ranch owner was intimidating, she’d been told. She shrugged. Most people were just easily intimidated. But still, no point in running off the man with a dimple and biceps.

“Glad to meet you, Marilee Dupont,” he said. “Would you like to see the place at the address your friends made me give out?”

Yes! Screamed every part of her body. Are you a fool? Her brain demanded.

And body won.

“Hate to let that grilling go to waste,” Marilee said. “I think I’d like a tour of that address.”

He grinned. She grabbed her purse, and he escorted her out of the bar.

He’d walked over to the bar from his apartment; so they walked back to it. The cool air was clearing her head. He glanced at her and opened the door to his apartment. It was a standard bland two-bedroom apartment of someone who didn’t expect to stay here very long. She wondered where he’d come from, and where he was going. Coaches moved around. 

Not like ranchers.

“Marilee?” he said quietly. “We aren’t going to do anything you don’t want to do. So, if you want to drink coffee and talk until you’re fit to drive home, that’s OK. Or we can neck on the couch until you’re sober enough to drive. OK?”

“Thank you,” Marilee said, smiling. “That’s prettily said — for a football coach,” she teased.

He grinned. “I do the safe-sex training for the players. That’s almost straight from the script I give them.”

Marilee giggled at that. She grinned at him. Then it struck her funny again, and she laughed some more. He just watched her, obviously amused by the giggles.

“I think a cup of coffee and some cuddling would be perfect,” she said finally. “And you can walk me through some of those scripts you teach those boys.”

“I’d be delighted,” he said.

Chapter 7

Marilee drove home at 2 a.m. with a smile on her face. Wasn’t quite breakfast time, she thought, but she’d realized she had a 16-year-old employee starting work at 8 a.m. and she probably shouldn’t rush down the lane in clothes that smelled of beer to greet her.

Zac had been true to his promise. They cuddled on his couch — a large leather thing that faced a big-screen TV Zac defended as being necessary for his work as a coach. He put on some music — and it wasn’t country western like the bar.

Most of all he made her laugh. He was indeed a good kisser. And his explanation of the safe-sex scripts was hilarious. He fed her coffee, and then kissed her again when she was ready to go home.

“I’d like to see you again, Marilee Dupont,” he said. 

He was a nice man — well, boy really, but if their age difference didn’t bother him, it didn’t bother her. He had to know she was older than he was. She was in good shape: hours in the saddle kept her butt looking good in tight jeans, and throwing haybales — she really could throw them — gave her good arms and abs. But still, there were fine lines at her eyes that weren’t there 10 years ago. Her skin wasn’t young anymore no matter how much she slathered the sunscreen on and pampered it. And it didn’t seem to faze him at all. He was just what the doctor ordered. She grinned at that thought and asked for his phone. She typed in her number, called it, so she would have his.

“I’d like that, Zac Wallace,” she said seriously. 

But as she drove the 30-minute drive home, she hit the sads, as she called them. A kind of malaise that made her wonder what the hell was she doing? Wasn’t it about time she found something that could go somewhere?

A buff young guy, who was probably here for another year, maybe two? A charming man, she conceded, and she had fun. But she also realized he had asked nothing about her work, or what she did. It had been light-hearted and... fun. She tried to picture telling him about her latest research on climate change and the wheat varieties grown in the Palouse. Or even her proposal for an irrigation pond. She smiled. No, but she had colleagues for that. She didn’t need that from Zac. She’d been looking for uncomplicated fun and someone to have sex with and not be alone for a night. She wasn’t sure exactly what stopped her. Zac had been agreeable. And appealing.

I’m 35 years old, she thought. It’s OK if I want to have a hook up with an appealing stranger. After all we even had the scripts to go by. She laughed out loud. His scripts — the athletic department had gotten from some private college back east — emphasized consent and safe sex. Well good for them. Now if they could get the fraternity system to sign on, WSU would be all set. But for a woman her age? 

They’d been freaking hilarious. Is it OK if I touch you here? Do you want to go further than this? I’d like to touch your breasts... are you OK with that?

I’ve been tested and I’m clean, but I have condoms we can use. Well they hadn’t gotten that far, but she was sure there was a script for it too.

She thought she might want to find out. She pulled into the gravel lot and parked the Jeep next to her truck. So, if she had fun, and thought she’d like a return visit to those scripts — and the biceps — why was she feeling the sads?

Because I’m 35 years old, she thought, looking at the large, dark house. Because I’d rather have been home with a family than sitting on a couch with a guy 10 years my junior whose only personal possession was a big-screen TV. She hadn’t seen a book or a piece of art, much less the generations of art, books and memorabilia that filled this house.

And the fact that he hadn’t asked her one question? She sighed. She didn’t know what she was willing to tell him if she had. As little as possible, probably.

Marilee looked at the house, and she didn’t want to go inside. It was 3,000 square feet. It had a mother-in-law apartment at one end, enough bedrooms for six kids, and still room for a visitor or two. And it was empty. So very empty.

There had been plenty of space — more than necessary — even when she was growing up. But her dad’s parents were still alive, and they often stayed here during the spring and fall, heading to Arizona for winter, and traveling in an RV during the summers. She and her brother had cousins who came out. Her parents, of course. 

But her grandparents were in an assisted-living center in Arizona, one of the reasons her parents retired down there. Her cousins had their own lives and families now. She supposed she could invite a bunch of them for a Thanksgiving family reunion, but then she’d have to deal with the fact her own parents weren’t there.

She felt tears building. Damn it, she thought. This is why I shouldn’t drink. I get the sads. I start to think, and the next thing I know I’m crying into my pillow. 

She blinked back the tears and instead of going inside, she went down to the barn to the horse stalls. A couple of barn cats scattered for cover when she flipped the lights on. Had to have barn cats or the mice would rule the earth, or at least the barn. She considered whether she wanted a house cat. She grimaced. Rachel and Carson probably wouldn’t want to share her bed with a cat. So no, no house cat.

Cody snuffled as she came near and offered him a treat. He was getting old too. He’d been a 4-year-old when she first started competing on him at 15. That made him 24 now? Well gentle rides and a heated stall in the winter, and he’d stick around for a while longer. She rubbed him behind his ears. He tipped his head and pushed into her hand, and she laughed. She scratched harder.

She moved down the aisle, offering treats and late-night scratches and coos. Duke, her dad’s horse. Princess, the horse Gail rode when she came out. Star, a young gelding, who was developing into a fine cutting horse himself. Jazz, a dark, nearly black horse, that was pretty but a bit lazy for all-day rides checking fence or during roundup. 

Marilee knew them all well, their strengths, their weaknesses, where they liked to be scratched, and where they didn’t. Some you could hang on and love on, and others weren’t into it. All her horses were well-trained. No prima donnas that wouldn’t let the farrier work on their feet. Or who didn’t load well. But still, they had their quirks, their personalities. She was good with horses.

Which reminded her, she should call the farrier and get him out here soon.

She realized she knew more about each horse than Zac had bothered to learn about her. Well, hadn’t she set the evening up that way? She had.

She patted the horse next to the barn door — Belle, a pretty mare, who might be a good horse for Bethany to learn on. She thought about that and nodded.

“Good night all,” she said to them as she turned out the lights. She went in the back door to the kitchen, and then into her bedroom. She stripped off her clothes, took a shower and slid into a sleep T, and then into bed. Her phone sounded, and she looked at it.

A text from Zac: I had a good time tonight. I’d like to see you again. Next Friday?

She thought about the dimple and the biceps. She thought about the sads and the late-night visit to the barn. She’d decide in the morning, she thought, as she turned out the light and resolutely willed herself to sleep.

But her last thought wasn’t of the buff assistant football coach at all. It was a flash of a tall, dark banker with his teenaged daughter, and the love written all over both of their faces for each other.

She shook her head at the vagaries of her brain and fell asleep.

Chapter 8

Marilee was up at 6 a.m. She always was. She was taking a leisurely morning — in part because she had a bit of a headache — but more because she wanted to walk Bethany through the morning routines in the barn. So she made good coffee and a full breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon, fruit and toast. She took it outside to eat at the small table on the patio just outside the back door. The patio was surrounded by an herb garden — her mother’s — and it needed weeding, she saw. Another good chore for a 16-year-old girl.

What had she done at 16? Well, she and her mother had tended a large kitchen garden, and at this time of the year they’d be planting seeds. She hadn’t put in a garden since she’d been back out here. She might have to pick up some seeds. A salad garden would be fun to do with Bethany. And she’d been responsible for the horse barn. And the chickens. She didn’t miss raising those damn things. They were stupid. Not as bad as turkeys — turkeys could drown in a rainstorm — but stupid. Fresh eggs were good, though, she thought as she speared a bite of her own. Store-bought, even the organic, free-range brown eggs, weren’t the same. 

Wasn’t too late to pick up some chicks. She’d seen them at the Grange when she got the feed Thursday.

Don’t forget, Bethany is only going to be out here on Saturdays, she thought amused at herself and her memories. Whatever you start, you’ve got to take care of the other six days a week. 

And back in the day, Marilee had done most of the fence repair, simply because she liked to be out on a horse. She still did most of the fence repair. And checked the cattle. Anything that was done from the back of a horse was still her job.

She and her mom had cooked for the ranch hands, a chore in and of itself. Her mom had been a good cook — made her own bread, cooked everything from scratch. Marilee had made the desserts: pies, mostly, but also cookies, and a cake now and then. 

Men who worked 10-hour days of hard manual labor needed the calories.

Then later there was harvest — wheat, then apples — and roundup. And the quiet winter season when tack got repaired and equipment maintained. There were still the animals to feed and care for, even in the winter storms. They were high enough in elevation here at the ranch to get a lot of snow. 

Well, she didn’t need to think about winter. It was spring. And yes, she thought, she’d grow a small salad garden this year. She could pick up the seeds, and Bethany could help plant them next Saturday. Today, they’d turn the bed and get it ready. Bethany could weed the herb beds. Then Marilee would teach her about grooming the horses. And the girl could cook lunch. There was a team of men out shortly to do more irrigation setup. Then, she needed to take the girl out on a horse. They’d check for new calves.

With the day’s work planned, she took her plate back inside, set it in the sink, and ran a bit of soapy water over it. No dishwasher. It strained the septic tank system. Nobody wanted to clean the septic tank before its time.

There were advantages to the years she’d lived in Moscow, she conceded. She’d liked it actually. But she’d had both: Moscow during the week, and then the ranch for the weekends. Her brother wasn’t a horseman, so she spent weekends taking care of them. He fed them, of course, but all the other work, he left for her. Now give him a piece of equipment to tear apart? He was never so happy as to have grease on his hands. She smiled at the memory of her brother, his infectious grin. They’d looked a lot alike. Same coloring of dark hair, blue eyes. He’d been 5-foot-10, and slim, although ranch work kept him muscled. She missed him, but it hurt less each year. She missed the sense of family, most of all, she thought. But she wasn’t going to go there this morning. It was a bright day, and she was looking forward to a horseback ride.

She heard a car door slam, and she went out to greet her newest employee.

She stopped as she came around the corner of the house. Bethany wasn’t alone. Her father was there too. From the expression on Bethany’s face, she wasn’t happy about it. 

“Hi,” Marilee said. “Wasn’t expecting to see you, Mr. Williams.”

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Apparently I can’t be trusted to get to my new job by myself,” she said with teenaged disgust. It made Marilee want to laugh. Instead she raised an eyebrow at the banker.

He looked uncomfortable. “I thought about what you said, about point of view,” he said. “I am a city boy, no lie. So I thought I’d come out and see things from this side of the balance sheet.”

“OK,” she said. “I have a crew coming out here shortly to work on the irrigation. I’ll send you out with them.”

Bethany’s eyes widened as she realized her father was going to be put to work like any ranch hand and wouldn’t be looking over her shoulder the entire day. She started to say something, then shut her mouth. Good girl, Marilee thought, amused.

A truck came barreling down the lane, a bit too fast, and throwing up gravel dust. Marilee sighed. She scolded, and they apologized. They’d do the same thing Monday, she could count on it. 

The extended cab truck seated four men. Jacob Blessing, his brother Benjamin, and his sons Mark and Elijah had been working irrigation for this farm and the others in the valley for years — since it had been Jacob’s father heading up the crew. They were German Baptists, a kind of Amish-like sect, good people, reliable, polite. Jacob didn’t even mind she was a woman. Be interesting to see what he thought of having a banker added to his team.

Turned out he didn’t even blink. He shook Trent Williams’ hand, introduced him to the rest of the crew. More handshakes. “We’re headed out to the south hayfield today, Dr. Dupont,” Jacob Blessing said respectfully.

“Lunch at noon,” Marilee said, just as she always did. She suspected that would be plenty of labor for the banker. She looked him over. He was wearing a long-sleeved white cotton shirt tucked into a pair of blue jeans that fit him like a glove. He had boots on. He’d followed her instructions to Bethany, she realized. She went into the storeroom off the back porch and rummaged around until she found a pair of her dad’s work gloves. She grabbed a hat off the hook. 

“You’ll need these,” she said. He nodded.

One of the younger men was already at the gate, and Jacob slid behind the wheel. Trent Williams was given the front passenger seat in the cab, but the others swung up in to the truck bed, and Jacob headed out.

Marilee nodded her head in satisfaction, and then turned to Bethany. “You bring your paperwork with you?”

She was standing there open-mouthed. “You just sent my father off to work in the fields,” she said.

“That’s what he said he wanted, isn’t it? To see how things looked from this side of the balance sheet?” Marilee said, tongue-in-cheek, with laughter dancing in her eyes. 

Bethany grinned. She got her ID from her wallet and they went inside to fill out the new-hire papers. 

“OK, so you said you knew how to do yard work,” Marilee said when that was done. “So let me show you what I need done today.”

Marilee showed her the herb bed, made sure she knew what was a weed and turned her loose on it. She found a shovel and started to work on the kitchen garden bed. Keep it small, she told herself.

“Done,” Bethany announced. “Want me to do that for a spell?”

Marilee nodded, and handed her the shovel. “We’re just doing a small plot,” she said. Then she gathered up string and stakes to mark off the new garden.

“You used to do all of this?” Bethany asked as she started to work.

“When I was kid,” she said. “But we had more people to feed.” She watched to make sure Bethany knew what she was doing and then went inside to get a glass of water and start lunch.

Bethany came in about an hour later. “Done,” she announced.

“Good,” Marilee said. “Drink some water, and then you can set out plates and such buffet style on the table. Jacob will bring the crew back in precisely at noon.”

Bethany grinned at the precisely bit. “Who are they?” she asked.

“German Baptists? They’re a Christian sect, not unlike the Amish,” Marilee said. “There’s a community here. Good people. Hard workers. I always book early with Jacob, especially on irrigation. He gets it done right the first time.”

“And after lunch?”

“You and I will go out for a ride,” Marilee said. She was making chili; the cornbread was in the oven. She directed Bethany to make a salad. “Your father can go back out with Jacob, sit in the shade and rest, or come with us.”

She caught Bethany’s grimace at the last, but she ignored it. “How much riding have you done?”

“Almost none,” Bethany said reluctantly.

“Good place to start,” Marilee said and grinned at her. “We’ll keep it short. But I want to check on some calves, so we’ll ride out that way.”

Chapter 9

Bethany had been furious with him for coming along on her first day of work. Trent didn’t really blame her, but he just couldn’t get over how remote the place was. What if something happened out there? He’d never forgive himself. So he insisted, and she sulked. Their basic exchange these days. He missed the younger Bethany who had happily gone everywhere with him every chance she got. He understood that wasn’t even healthy at 16, but he missed it anyway.

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected Dr. Dupont to do when he showed up, but add him to the irrigation crew wasn’t on the list of options. He was in the truck and headed out to the field before he could even say ‘wait, that’s not what I had in mind.’

But that would provoke the next question, ‘well what did you have in mind?’ and he had no answer for that either.

“You’re the new bank president,” Jacob Blessing said as he drove over bumpy ground — south, he had said... to a hayfield?

“I am,” Trent answered.

“All this is new to you? I hear you’re out of Boise.”

Trent nodded. “What exactly are you going to do today?”

“Dr. Dupont has an antiquated system of irrigation,”  Jacob Blessing said. “And that’s probably just fine for the size of fields she has. She doesn’t need the big, wheeled irrigation setups you see in the lower farms. But it does mean that there’s more labor in setting up the system — gravity-flow trenches on the slope, sprinklers elsewhere that have to be moved throughout the season. We handle that for her.”

“I’m surprised she doesn’t insist on doing it herself,” he muttered, as he looked out the window. All that empty land out there.

“She can and has,” Jacob Blessing said. “But it’s hard work. We know how to do it efficiently. She usually works livestock. You should see her on a horse, cutting cattle. But there have been times we couldn’t get out here, or something went wrong. Don’t be fooled, Mr. Williams, she knows how to do every task out here.”

“Trent,” he said. “Please.”

Jacob Blessing nodded, then explained the main irrigation ditch that ran through the countryside and how the water allocation system worked. “This ranch has first water rights. It’s been here a long time. Doesn’t mean much if there is prolonged drought like we’re facing, but if there is any water, she gets some of it.”

The water was then pumped onto the fields where it ran down small ditches throughout the fields. Trent was appalled. He suspected the Romans had a more advanced system than this. The Blessings were cleaning the ditches. Jacob’s brother showed him how, and they started down the field from the ditch.

“There isn’t machinery to do this?” Trent asked at last.

“Compacts the soil,” Jacob explained. “This is more cost effective. She’s got gas pumps to pump water from the main ditch, so she doesn’t need electricity out here. We do this once a year. Low tech is often the best answer.”

Easy to say when you didn’t have to do the manual labor, but then, Jacob and his crew were doing the labor. “Are you aware of her proposal for a stock pond?” he asked.

“Yes,” Jacob said. “Dr. Dupont is quite concerned about the changes in climate. Anyone who has looked at drought and temperature data can see she’s right to be concerned. I’ve been consulting with other ranchers based on her plans. I’ve seen the site she has in mind. I’ll show it to you on the way back in. There’s a natural spring up there somewhere.”

Natural springs. So much he didn’t know, he realized. He worked for an hour, falling behind in spite of his determination to keep up. Jacob had to be 10 years older than he was, but regular gym workouts didn’t count as preparation for this. This work was grueling.

Jacob glanced back at him. “Take a break, Trent,” he said. “Come on. We’ll let these younger men do this for a while, and I’ll run you over to see where Dr. Dupont plans to put the stock pond. We’ll pick them up on our way back to the house for lunch.”

“Sorry to be a lightweight,” Trent apologized as he got into the truck. Jacob pulled out a glass jug of water. He drank from it, handed it to Trent who mimicked him and drank as well.

“This is what we do,” he said simply. “The first weeks of the season we’re hurting too. But we’ve been working a month or so now — the Dupont Ranch is one of the last because it’s one of the highest. So, we’re in good form. You will hurt tomorrow. Be prepared.”

“I hurt now,” Trent said with a grin.

Jacob laughed. “An honest banker? Wonders never cease.”

Turned out there was a road of sorts along the main ditch. Jacob drove along that, until he hit a drive of sorts — two faint ruts really — that split off it. It headed toward the rolling hills, then curved along the base of them. 

“How much of this is Dupont land?” Trent asked, still looking out the window. He couldn’t get over how far he could see with nothing out there.

Jacob glanced at him. “All of it,” he said. “All that you can see in any direction. The Dupont ranch is 6,000 acres, nearly nine square miles.”

Good Lord. Trent tried for some kind of comparison in size and failed. A piece of earth, three miles by three miles? Bigger than downtown Boise, by far. And Marilee Dupont owned it? 

Well, her family did. And they owned it clear. The loans at the bank were operating loans, not purchase loans. 

Jacob Blessing parked the truck, and the two men go out. 

“See how this grass is greener, lusher?” Jacob pointed. “There’s water coming here from somewhere. A passive basin stock pond would collect it. Add another gas pump? And she’s got fire protection, back-up irrigation, and a stock pond all in one. She’s a smart woman. But then, she was raised to it, for all that her father is a stubborn old man.”

“He was before my time,” Trent said neutrally, figuring Jacob might tell him more if he didn’t act too curious.

“You know she had a brother? He was buying their parents out. Dr. Dupont lived in Moscow and taught there, although she was out most weekends. Max, her brother, wasn’t as good with the horses as she was. But he was killed by a drunken driver four years ago. Her parents decided they would sell the place. Been in the family for four generations. And then when Dr. Dupont decided she’d farm it, they fought her on it.”

Jacob shook his head. “We have old-fashioned ways in our community,” he said. “One of our women would never try to do this, although many women have had to pick up a business of some kind when their husbands died or were laid up. We work as families, Trent. We have a hard time understanding how the elder Duponts could fight her on this, instead of helping keep the ranch for future generations. But her father is stubborn. He thinks she will fail. They haven’t even returned for holidays. It is very sad. We pray for them.”

“You sound like you’ve known Dr. Dupont for a long time.” 

Jacob nodded. “All her life, I guess. She was just a little kid riding her horse when I first started working on a crew with my Dad. I’m 55, been doing this for 40 years. I went away to school and eventually came back to the community. I married, and we raise our family here. It’s a good life.”

“She’s out here by herself, though,” Trent said. He was studying the hillside, and he could see where Jacob had pointed out the grass. 

“She is,” Jacob agreed. “And that’s dangerous. She’s careful. Smart. And most of all? She’s deeply rooted in this land. She has ridden every inch of this ranch — multiple times. She was always the one who did fence repairs. Who headed up the roundup. Who handled the livestock, especially the horses... but still, I wish she had a family to share it with.”

He grinned at Trent. “Not that I will say that to her, you understand. She would bite my head off. Although I said the same thing to her brother.”

Trent laughed. “Yes, it’s not something I will bring up either.”

They walked to the truck and swung back the way they came to pick up the others before heading to the homestead for lunch. 

He followed Jacob into the house, and into the main part of the home to the bathroom to clean up. He wondered if he could get a tour of the house. It was incredible. How old was this log cabin? He recognized the Pendleton blankets that were hung on walls and thrown over couches. A magnificent stone fireplace anchored the living room. There were bookshelves full of books, some of them looked to be very old. And art. Was that a Curtis? He thought it might be.

Deeply rooted indeed, he thought, as he went back out to the kitchen and its large dining room table. Bethany was helping serve up lunch, and he smiled. She looked happier than she had in some time. 

He sat at the table next to his daughter and bowed his head with everyone else as Jacob offered grace. It was chili and cornbread, with a salad and iced tea. And it was wonderful. He said so.

“Best way to make food taste good?” Marilee said with a grin. “Make a man do hard work ahead of the meal.”

They all laughed. There was light conversation as they talked about the people they knew and the projects the Blessings were involved in throughout the Palouse. Bethany cleared the table without being asked.

“Bethany and I are taking horses out to check some cows,” Marilee said as the men got ready to head back out. “I recommend you find a lawn chair and take a nap. We’re only going for about an hour. You’re going to feel the pains of the labor you’ve been doing this morning.”

“No argument here,” Trent said. He might even let Bethany drive back.

Chapter 10

Marilee had taught enough people to ride that she had it down to a routine. She introduced Bethany to Belle and had her put a halter on the horse. Belle stood patiently as Bethany struggled to slip it over the horse’s ears properly. Not all horses were so tolerant, Marilee thought with amusement, but Belle was. Finally, Bethany could walk the horse out of the stall and down to the arena. 

“Walk her around the arena clockwise,” Marilee said, and watched with more amusement as Bethany frowned and drew a clock with her finger to figure out which way that would be. They set off, with Marilee calling out instructions as they walked. 

“Now counterclockwise,” she told the teenager. She watched them as they moved together. Good, she thought, they like each other. When they reached her again, Marilee took the pair to the tack room and brought out a saddle for Belle. She had Bethany put it on her — anytime she had someone tall like her around, they were flinging that thing onto the horse’s back. She tightened the girth of the saddle, waited and put her knee in Belle’s belly. Belle let out the air she’d been holding, and Marilee tightened the girth some more. Bethany giggled. 

Marilee glanced at her and grinned. “Always check that,” she advised. “Otherwise the saddle will slip, and you’ll be hanging upside down.”

Bethany laughed some more. “Got it.”

She had Bethany get up into the saddle and envied those long legs that allowed her to do it easily. Relatively speaking. She adjusted the stirrups for her. “Now just sit there,” she said. “Find what is comfortable. Most of your weight belongs on your feet, not your body. Move around to see how far you can move. I’ll get my horse saddled, and we’ll head out.”

She brought out Duke. He wasn’t her favorite horse to ride, but Duke got ornery if he wasn’t ridden regularly. She efficiently saddled him and put his bridle on. She put Belle’s bridle on and handed the reins to Bethany. Bethany was as excited as a kid at Christmas. This was why Marilee liked teaching people to ride. She grinned at the girl, and Bethany grinned back.

“OK, we’re going back to the arena,” Marilee said, as she swung herself up on the large horse. It required spring in her legs, which weren’t getting any younger. She’d be using a mounting block soon. Well they had one. She wasn’t the first Dupont to age on this ranch. “Belle is trained to neck rein. So hold the reins in your non-dominant hand.” 

Marilee demonstrated how to rein the horse and Bethany imitated her. Marilee nodded with approval, and they headed to the arena to practice using the reins. She had a good seat, Marilee thought as she watched the girl ride with narrowed eyes. She’s a natural at this. She wondered what it would be like to coach her and have her compete.

Too early for those kinds of thoughts.

“OK, we’re going to head out to a herd of mama Herefords north of here,” Marilee said at last. “We just want to ride through the herd and look for any cow that’s having trouble giving birth. Most of them have already done so, but there are always a few late ones. So we’ll ride out, take a look around, ride back. Easy walk all the way.”

Bethany nodded eagerly, and Marilee set out. She watched her carefully, giving suggestions about the tension on the reins, and how to balance. Mostly she just enjoyed the feel of Duke and her own riding. 

The cows were divided up into herds of 80 to 200, depending upon the size of the field they were being held in. Soon she’d turn them all out onto the range. But cows were brought in closer to the house during the winter. There were haystacks for them, and then in the spring she could watch them give birth. She had hired hands who would come out to brand the calves, castrate them, give them vaccinations and such, and then they were all turned out to forage and grow fat until roundup in the late fall. She’d sell off the 2-year-olds and start the cycle again.

Marilee heard the cow in trouble before she saw her — that low mooing sound. “We’re looking for the cow that’s mooing,” she told Bethany tensely. Bethany nodded, and they split up.

“Here!” Bethany called, and Marilee reined her horse over to her and swung off. 

“Stay on Belle,” she ordered.

Marilee approached the cow, hand out and crooning softly. The mother was young, she thought, and wild-eyed. But she didn’t flee, didn’t do anything but stand there, trying to breathe. She’d been at it for a while. Marilee walked slowly around the rear of the animal. Breech. And a young mother. Damn it. She didn’t think she could turn it without at least a tiedown. 

“Bethany? I need you to ride out to where the Blessings are working and get Jacob to come here. Tell him to bring rope,” she said levelly. “Then ride back to the barn. There’s a big kit in the barn. Put it in the back of the Jeep and drive out here with it. Can you drive a stick?”

Bethany shook her head. “Dad can,” she volunteered. 

“OK, get him to drive you back out here, then,” Marilee said. “Go now!”

Bethany nodded and nudged Belle toward the hay fields. She had to work to get Belle to leave Duke but she managed it, and then she nudged her to go faster. Marilee winced as she saw Belle go into a body-jarring trot. Bethany probably didn’t realize if she kneed her a bit more it would smooth out into a nice lope. Well, it couldn’t be helped. Maybe Jacob could tell her for the next leg of her ride.

Marilee checked her saddlebags. She carried some things on these rides to check out the cows. She had a syringe with muscle relaxant. Gloves and lube. She wondered if she could turn the calf into the right position by herself. Or should she wait for back up?

The young cow tried again to push out the calf. She was flagging, Marilee saw. Every push just stressed out the calf and her. 

“Easy girl,” she soothed. “We’re going to help you.” She looked around, saw Jacob’s truck moving her way. Good. With an extra pair of hands and some rope — and she knew Jacob would have rope — they could get this started.

Jacob slowly drove through the herd, not wanting to spook the animals. Since the animals associated trucks with hay, they just moved out of his way and continued to graze. He got out, looked over the situation and got rope out of the tool box in back. 

“Bethany said you have a cow with birthing troubles,” he said. “Want me to do the tie down? Or pull it?”

And that was why she liked working with the Blessings. No fuss, just calm competence. “Tie down,” she said. “I’m not strong enough if she goes wild. I gave her a shot already.”

Jacob nodded. He used the rope to secure the animal. He’d done it before many times, and it showed. “Ready,” he said. 

Marilee looked around, hoping to see the Jeep headed her way. She didn’t see it, and she sighed. This was going to get messy. She gloved up, smeared lube over them, and proceeded to push the calf back inside the cow where it could be turned and brought out normally.

Chapter 11

Bethany was tired and getting sore by the time she left the Blessings and headed to the barn. Was Dr. Dupont really going to deliver that calf? Out in the field? She wanted to watch, but she needed to do what she’d been told first. 

When she got to the barn, her father was waiting for her.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded. “Where’s Marilee? Is she hurt?”

She noted he used her first name. He’d been very careful to call her Dr. Dupont until now. That was interesting.

“No, she’s fine,” she said, as she got off the horse. Not particularly gracefully. She wasn’t sure what to do with Belle. She frowned. Well, she could give her some water and then tie her up.

“Then where is she? Why is she letting you ride alone?”

“Dad, just wait a minute,” Bethany said, rolling her eyes. “I need to give Belle some water. There’s supposed to be a big bag in the barn — a birthing kit. She wants us to bring it out to her in the Jeep. It’s a stick-shift, so you need to drive. And I’ll add learning to drive a ‘stick’ to my list of future tasks.”

Her father turned without a word and went after the Jeep. He might be overprotective and a bit overbearing — OK, more than a bit — but he was good in an emergency, Bethany thought. She took Belle into the barn and put her in the stall. There was more to be done, but she thought it could wait.

She hoped she was right about that. She did strip off the bridle. That looked uncomfortable. She patted the horse on the nose. “I’ll be back,” she said reassuringly. 

She found the kit; at least she hoped it was the right one. She dragged it out to the waiting Jeep and shoved it in the back. Then she hopped into the passenger seat and gave her father directions.

He was silent as he drove, and Bethany watched him out of the corner of her eye. He wasn’t happy about this, although Bethany wasn’t sure why. It worried her. He was about to be either overprotective or overbearing — either way, it jeopardized her working out here. She’d already decided she loved it.

Partially, it was the work, but mostly it was Marilee Dupont. She was so different from her own mother. She loved her mother, but she had helplessness down to a fine art. Bethany guessed it worked for her. Someone always did what the pretty blonde woman wanted. Her mom was always harping on Bethany about her looks. She was too big, too muscled. She needed to lose weight. To wear makeup and dress up. At least wear heels! Who would do things for a woman who looked like she could do it herself?
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