
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      RANCHER WOMAN

    

    
      First edition. November 15, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Lois Breedlove.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8201002886

    

    
    
      Written by Lois Breedlove.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Rancher Woman

By Lois Breedlove

[image: ]

Sign up for Love Notes, a newsletter specifically for the romance suspense series written under the Lois Breedlove name. Get announcements of new books and stay abreast of what is happening among the four friends in Moscow, Idaho, who believe anything is possible if you’ve got women friends who have your back.

Published by L.J. Breedlove 

License Notes

This story is for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this story with another person, please send them to my website for their own copy. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. While place descriptions and news events may coincide with the real world, all characters and the plot are fictional.

Contact Information

For more information about this author, please visit http://www.ljbreedlove.com/. Email address is lois@ljbreedlove.com.

Rancher Woman

Book 1 in the Small Town Secrets series

Marilee Dupont grew up on the Palouse, on one of the largest family-owned ranches left in the state of Washington. Now she runs it. She also teaches agriculture at the University of Idaho, just across the border in Idaho. There’s not a lot of time left for much else. But she’s in her 30s, and well, she’s painfully aware if there’s going to be another generation of Duponts living and working on Dupont Ranch, she’d better get a hustle on it.

On a positive note, one thing Marilee knows how to do well is hustle.

Four women friends, each with their own trilogy, braided together. They’ve got each other’s backs. And really? There’s little you can’t do if you’ve got friends like that. The books are in chronological order (roughly). If you’d prefer to read a trilogy at a time, check out the omnibuses!
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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.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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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.
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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.
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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.... 
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