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            Prologue

            Monroe Ranch—Spring—Sixteen years ago

         

         The calendar said it was April, but in the hills above the town of Haller Creek, snow still trickled from low-hanging clouds.

         “Over here,” Mackenzie Monroe shouted as he and his crew of wranglers moved among the cattle milling about, searching out cows in need of help with birthing. It was calving season, and the grass beneath their boots was a sea of mud.

         His three newly adopted sons, twelve-year-old Ben, eleven-year-old Sam, and ten-year-old Finn, were spending their first spring on Mac’s ranch.

         These troubled brothers, after years of separation in the foster care system, were struggling to adjust to this strange new life. Though they’d finally achieved their goal of being reunited, they weren’t ready to trust adults, especially Mac, who expected them to handle ranch chores alongside his wranglers and the three old men who also made their home on Monroe Ranch.

         Otis Green, a black man born on the south side of Chicago, may have looked like a fish out of water in the hills of Montana, but in truth, he’d found a forever home here.

         Roscoe Flute, an itinerant cowboy who’d come to repair some equipment twenty years previous, had made himself at home in the bunkhouse and had never left.

         Zachariah York, a retired lawyer, had come to heal a broken hip and had remained as part-time cook and housekeeper while the others saw to the more physically demanding ranch chores.

         As old cowboy Roscoe paused to push his arms, elbow deep, up a bawling cow, the three boys gaped in horror.

         While Ben and Finn were speechless, Sam yelled, “What the…” He shot a sideways glance at Mac, who had forbidden cuss words in his home. “Why are you hurting that cow?”

         “Not hurting her, boy.” Roscoe grinned, showing the gap where teeth once were. “She’s about to become a new mama, and having a bit of trouble. She needs a little help delivering her first calf.”

         “Gross.” Finn was thoroughly disgusted, even though he couldn’t seem to look away.

         “Yeah, gross. I thought nature took care of all that stuff.” With a sort of horrified fascination, Sam stepped closer.

         “Sometimes a new mama needs a little help. That’s what a rancher does.” The old cowboy grunted, pulled, twisted.

         There was a sudden gush of liquid, and then an opaque sac dropped to the ground. Minutes later the newborn calf broke free of the sac and let out a feeble sound. At once the cow, now as docile as she’d been agitated just moments before, began calmly licking her new calf.

         “Ewww.” Finn turned to his adoptive father. “If you think I’m ever going to do what Roscoe did, you’re crazy. I’m never going to be a rancher. That was disgusting.”

         Sam, ever the tease, pointed a finger at his younger brother. “Oh, no. Now I bet you’re going to cry like a girl.”

         “Am not.” Finn’s chin came up like a prizefighter. “And don’t tell me you’d ever do what Roscoe just did.”

         Sam gave a negligent shrug of his shoulders, unable to resist a dare. “Before coming here, I had to do lots worse.”

         Mac went very still, listening not just to the things these boys said but to what they didn’t say. He knew their years of abuse had been painful enough to have the boys setting out during a snowstorm to find freedom. That decision had led them to his ranch, where they’d forced their way inside, searching for food and shelter. His first inclination had been to contact the authorities. Instead, he’d followed his better nature. And now, though there were days when he wondered what he’d been thinking, they were legally his. His sons, though they were still the tough, ready-to-stand-and-fight-the-world delinquents he’d first encountered.

         Mac knew it would take years, or perhaps a lifetime, to erase all the doubt and pain and mistrust they’d been forced to endure. Each of them carried scars, both physical and emotional. Ben, the oldest, did his best to look out for the other two. Finn, the youngest, took comfort in the presence of two older brothers. But it was Sam who worried Mac the most. Sam, the tough guy, the free spirit, who always managed to spit in the eye of rules. Sam, who could actually laugh in the face of danger. The boy was fearless, facing every challenge like a superhero, hands fisted, eyes steady, never holding back. And always, when life tossed him to the ground, the boy got back up, laughing.

         Always laughing.

         Was that healthy? Mac wondered. Did it mean Sam was leaving his past behind? Or was he merely masking his pain with false humor?

         While Mac fretted, Sam followed Roscoe to the next cow. Before the old cowboy could pull on his rubber gloves, Sam stopped him.

         “Okay. I saw what you did. Now it’s my turn.”

         The old man shot him an astonished look. “You said it was gross.”

         “Yeah. It is. But like you said, this is what a rancher does.”

         “Listen, boy. It takes a lot of muscle to birth a calf. I don’t think you’re ready.”

         “Maybe. Maybe not. You watch me. If you think I’m getting in the way, push me aside and take over. But at least let me try.”

         The cowboy did just that, watching as the boy grunted, and sweated, and pulled until his arms had to be nearly falling off. But to Sam’s credit, he kept at it until, without warning, the earlier scene was repeated, and a contented new mama stood licking her bawling calf clean.

         “I did it.” Sam turned to Roscoe and high-fived him.

         The old man grinned. “Yes, you did. I think we’re going to make a rancher out of you, boy.”

         While the other wranglers moved on, helping in other births, Sam stayed where he was, watching the cow and calf, and grinning like a proud papa. Mac walked over and dropped an arm around the boy’s shoulders. “You did good, Sam.”

         “Thanks. That was so fuc—” He stopped, started again. “That was cool.”

         Mac’s voice lowered. “And for that cuss word, you’ll do Finn’s chores tomorrow.”

         “I could have said a lot worse.”

         “I know.”

         When the man walked away, the boy remained, his goofy grin intact. Hell, yes, he’d do Finn’s chores. Right now, he’d do Ben’s chores, too. He’d just helped deliver a calf. A year ago, living a life of misery, such a thing wasn’t even imaginable. Now here he was, free as a bird, living on a ranch in the middle of nowhere. Living a life he’d never dreamed possible.

         Look at him. He was a damned cowboy like those actors in movies. Except this was even better. He was the real thing.

         His laughter, unbridled, joyful, drifted on the breeze.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Monroe Ranch—Present Day

         

         Hoo boy.” Ben, dressed in his crisp sheriff’s uniform, his badge winking in the late-summer sunlight, held his nose as Sam led his roan gelding past him into the barn. “My brother, the trail bum. How long have you been up in the hills?”

         Sam began unsaddling his mount. “Three weeks. I know I smell. I’ve been in these clothes for days, and eating dust for miles.”

         “It’s not just the smell. You look like one of those wild mountain men. If your beard gets any thicker, it’ll completely cover your ugly face. Not that that’s a bad thing.”

         Sam gave one of his rogue grins. “That’s not what the girls at the Hitching Post say.”

         His brother laughed. Sam’s prowess with both a pool cue and the ladies was well known at the saloon in the little town of Haller Creek. Men and women alike were drawn to his zany sense of humor and his love of a good joke. “If they could see you now, they’d have a change of heart.”

         “It’s nothing that a shower and shave won’t fix.”

         Ben leaned his arms on the stall’s door. “What kept you in the hills so long?”

         “I offered to handle the herd while Dad and the others caught up on ranch chores”—Sam shot a pointed look at his older brother—“now that one of us has left ranching behind in favor of being a sheriff. You going to lend a hand, or just stand there trying to look important?”

         Ben stood a little taller. “You think the uniform makes me look important?”

         “Only in your own mind, bro.” Sam flung his saddle over the rail of the stall before filling troughs with oats and water. “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the fact that my big brother is on the right side of the law for a change.”

         Ben laughed and Sam joined in.

         Sam started toward the house, and then turned. “You coming?”

         Ben shook his head. “I just got a call from Becca. She’s coming home early, so I’m heading back to town to pick her up. We’ll be back in time for dinner.”

         Sam shot him a sideways glance. “You’d think after almost a year of wedded bliss, things would change. You still rushing home to your blushing bride?”

         “You bet.” The mere mention of Ben’s pretty young wife, Becca, had his grin spreading from ear to ear. “Since we’re still in that honeymoon stage, I thought I’d…”

         Sam covered his ears. “Stop. Too much information. Remember I’m your brother, not your confessor. Take all that gooey love stuff home, bro.”

         “Yeah. I’m going. But before I leave I think you should know—”

         Sam was shaking his head as he started walking faster. “Not now. I’ve got the longest shower in history waiting for me. I intend to grab all the hot water before Dad and the others beat me to it. Plan on heading to the Hitching Post after supper. I’m hoping I can lure a couple of suckers from the Murphy Ranch to challenge me to a game of nine ball tonight.”

         “Okay. But before you go inside, you ought to know. Dad hired a housekeeper.”

         “What?” Sam stopped dead in his tracks. “What’s wrong with Zachariah’s cooking and cleaning?”

         “Nothing. But I guess Mary Pat told Dad about this woman who needed a job. And Dad—”

         Sam held up a hand. Mary Pat Healy, social worker, visiting nurse, and homeschool advisor for the county, was the proverbial bleeding heart, eager to help every needy person in the entire state of Montana. “And Mary Pat asked Dad to work his magic and hire this poor old woman until she can get on her feet.”

         “Something like that. But…”

         Sam eyed a battered car that had seen better days parked outside the barn. “I guess a couple of old men weren’t enough for Dad. Now we’ve added an old woman to keep an eye on.” Sam climbed the steps to the porch and pushed open the back door without a pause, leaving his older brother to stare after him with a wide smile splitting his lips.

         Once inside the mudroom Sam paused to pry off his filthy, dung-caked boots before strolling through the empty kitchen to the parlor, unbuttoning his shirt as he walked.

         That’s when he spotted a small figure headed toward him carrying a huge box.

         “What the hell?” His reaction was automatic. No sweet old lady should be handling something as heavy as this. “Here. That looks like it weighs more than you. Give me that.”

         He forcibly took the box from her hands and had to blink twice. He found himself looking into amber eyes so wide, they seemed too big for the pretty face that framed them. To his astonishment, it was a pretty young face.

         The woman’s features went from relaxed to fearful in the blink of an eye. “I don’t know what gives you the right to come barging in here, but if you aren’t out of here by the count of three, I’ll shout down the rooftop. I happen to know the sheriff is right outside.”

         “I was.” Ben’s voice came from behind Sam. “Good thing I followed Sam inside.”

         They both turned to see Ben standing in the doorway. He didn’t bother to hide his amusement. “I see I’m too late. You two have already met.”

         Sam’s eyes narrowed. “Okay. What’s the joke? I thought you said Dad had hired an old lady.”

         “That’s not what I said.” Ben turned to the woman. “This smelly cowboy fresh from the hills is my brother Sam.” To Sam he added, “Our new housekeeper, Penny Cash.”

         At the mention of her name Sam’s lips curved into a teasing grin. “Really? Penny Cash? You’re making that up, right, Miss…Money?”

         “What a tired joke. Believe me, I’ve heard them all.” She looked from Ben to Sam before taking the box from Sam’s hands. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll store these things in the mudroom and finish cleaning out the spare bedroom, which is now my bedroom.”

         She started to brush past Sam, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Okay. What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere, cleaning up after a houseful of men? Are you on the run from the law?”

         She glowered at the offending hand until he removed it. “Mackenzie Monroe knows everything he needs to know about me. If you have any questions, ask him. Or better yet, ask your brother, the sheriff.”

         Ben slapped a hand on his brother’s back. “Better watch out, bro. Looks like she’s already made up her mind about you.”

         She looked Sam up and down and wrinkled her nose at the offending odor before turning to Ben. “I find it hard to believe this trail bum is the brother you and Finn bragged about. The one who charms all the ladies from six to sixty.”

         Sam puffed up enough to say, “Yeah. They got that right.”

         She couldn’t hold back her laughter. “Poor things. They must be desperate. I pity them all.”

         Without a backward glance she headed toward the kitchen, shaking her head.

         When she was gone, Ben was grinning. “Way to go. I could see she was really impressed.” He paused a beat before adding, “Looks like you’re losing your touch with the ladies.”

         A grin spread across Sam’s face. “You think I care what one sassy female thinks?”

         “Hell, yes. I know you too well. You never could resist a challenge. You’re going to brood until you find a way to charm her.”

         “You got that right.” Sam turned away, eager for that shower.

         
              

         

         “Welcome back to civilization, Samuel.” Zachariah, his lion’s mane of white hair framing a handsome, weathered face, looked up from his gin and tonic as Sam stepped into the kitchen.

         “It’s good to be home.” Sam reached into the refrigerator, helped himself to a longneck, and took a long, cool drink.

         Mac clapped a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Thanks for stepping in with the herd.”

         “You know I don’t mind, Dad. I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than up in those hills.”

         Zachariah shared a knowing smile with Roscoe and Otis, who were grinning from ear to ear. “Unless it’s in town running the table at the Hitching Post.”

         Sam chuckled. “Well, yeah. That’s a given.”

         Mac indicated the young woman across the room. “Have you met Penny?”

         “We met.” Sam couldn’t help but study her backside as she bent to remove a roasting pan from the oven. She was wearing slim denims and a faded T-shirt, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, making her look even younger.

         She barely gave him a glance before setting the pan on top of the stove and lifting the lid.

         Sam inhaled the amazing aroma that drifted toward him, making his mouth water.

         Zachariah turned as Finn walked in carrying his ever-present briefcase stuffed with legal documents. “Ah. Finnian. Just in time for supper.”

         Seeing Sam, Finn’s face creased into a wide smile and he crossed to his brother. “Hey. How’re things in the hills?”

         “Quiet. How’s the lawyer biz going?”

         “I picked up another client today.” He tossed aside his briefcase to accept a longneck from Mac. “You know a rancher named Edgar Hanover?”

         His father thought a moment before nodding. “Does he have a ranch up on Stony Mountain?”

         “That’s him.” Finn turned to Zachariah. “He wants to take on the county for creating a dam that dried up the branch of the Stony Mountain Creek that feeds into his land.”

         Zachariah arched a bushy white brow. “I’ll remind you. The county has deep pockets, Finnian. They’ll spare no expense. You’ll be up against an experienced legal team that is kept on retainer for only one purpose—to shoot down the locals who complain about the way things have always been done.”

         Finn turned to Sam, and the two wore matching dangerous smiles.

         Finn took a sip of beer before saying, “I figured as much. That’s why I told Edgar Hanover I’d be happy to represent him.” In an aside, he said to Zachariah, “And I’m hoping you’ll give me the benefit of your expertise.”

         “Going up against the big guns, are you, lad?” The old man rubbed his hands together. There was nothing he liked better than a chance to step back into the ring and use his years of experience as one of the top trial lawyers in the state. “You have as much of my time and expertise as you want, Finnian, my boy.”

         They looked toward the door when Ben and Becca walked in holding hands. In Becca’s other hand was a leash attached to a big brown dog with floppy ears.

         “Hey. What’ve you got there?” Sam was down on his knees, ruffling the dog’s fur and accepting sloppy dog kisses in return.

         “This is Archie.” Becca’s voice was warm with love. “We just got him from the rescue in town. We thought about a puppy, but then we decided to give a second chance to an older dog that needed a home.”

         “What breed of dog is he?”

         “A pure mutt.” Ben drew an arm around his wife. “Becca always wanted a dog. I think he’ll be good company when I have to work nights.”

         “And a great watchdog,” Sam said with a grin. “He’ll lick any intruder to death.”

         The family was laughing as they gathered around to pet the dog. If a wildly wagging tail was any indication, Archie was lapping up all the attention.

         Ben accepted a longneck from his father. “We were just taking a look at how our house is shaping up. Conway is doing a fine job.”

         Mac gave a nod of approval. “Conway Miller is a good, honest building contractor. You two hired the best. When does he think you’ll be able to move in?”

         “Not for another six or seven months. But that’s okay. Becca and I are comfortable in the little house in town.” Ben looked around. “I’m glad to see we’re not too late for supper.”

         Sam gave a snort of laughter. “Some things never change.” He put an arm around his sister-in-law’s shoulders. “I thought Mary Pat was giving you cooking lessons.”

         Becca nodded. “She is. But only when she’s in town, which isn’t nearly often enough to suit me.”

         “Or to suit Dad,” Sam said in an aside, causing Mac to blush. “Have you met Penny?”

         “We met in town before she came to work here.” Becca hurried over to give the young woman a hug. “Hi, Penny. I hope it’s all right that we’ve barged in on you without warning.”

         “You know I’m used to cooking for a crowd. The more the merrier.” Penny bent to pet Archie.

         It was obvious that Penny and Becca had already become comfortable with one another.

         Becca reached for a platter. “The least I can do is help pass things around.”

         As the others took their places around the table, Zachariah joined the two young women in passing platters of tender roast beef with garden potatoes and green beans, along with rolls warm from the oven.

         To keep Archie busy, Becca took a plastic bag of dog food from her pocket and set it in a bowl in a corner of the room.

         When they were all gathered around the table, Mac suggested they join hands in honor of their missing member, Mary Pat, who always insisted on a blessing whenever she managed to join them.

         He smiled as he intoned, “We’re thankful for this food, this family, and those who aren’t able to be here with us this day.”

         With murmured words of approval, they dug in.

         
              

         

         “That was a fine meal, Penny.” Mac glanced at the young woman seated across the table.

         For the most part she’d eaten dinner in silence, content to let the others carry the conversation.

         “Thanks, Mr.…” She paused and corrected herself. When Mackenzie Monroe had hired her, he’d asked her to call him Mac. “Thanks, Mac.”

         “Where’d you learn to cook like that, Miss Penny?”

         She smiled at Otis, easy in his company. “I have three brothers. I learned early that growing young men like to eat.”

         “I bet your ma was a good cook, too.”

         She stared hard at the table. “My mom died when I was ten.”

         Otis stared helplessly at Mac, who strove to lighten the mood. “I’m sorry to hear that, Penny…Mary Pat said you earned your teaching certificate at the university in Bozeman.”

         She nodded. “I started studying online, and finished at Bozeman.”

         Becca put a hand over Penny’s. “I went to college there, too. I bet we were there at the same time. Wouldn’t it be something if we had mutual friends?”

         Penny gave a shake of her head. “I didn’t have much time to socialize. I carried two jobs while I was there. I worked in a little café in the mornings, and right after class I worked in a coffee shop off campus.”

         “And I thought my schedule was tough. When did you sleep?” Becca asked.

         Penny gave a short laugh. “Good question. Mostly I went without it. But I didn’t mind. Getting my teacher’s certification was worth it.”

         Sam winked. “I always thought it would be fun to be teacher’s pet.”

         Seeing the heat that stained Penny’s cheeks, he added quickly, “But if you’re a teacher, why aren’t you teaching?”

         Mac turned to explain. “Penny was brought to Haller Creek by the school board to replace Nancy Carter.”

         Sam nodded in understanding. “Pryor Carter was telling everybody that he and Nancy were finally having a baby after six years of trying.”

         “Unfortunately, Nancy lost the baby.” Mac sipped his coffee. “She and Pryor have been really shaken by the loss. Her doctor said work would be the best way for her to move on with her life, so she asked Chet Butler and the board to keep her job available. The board agreed that they were legally bound to honor their commitment to her, since technically she was still under contract.”

         Sam glanced at Penny. “But what about your job?”

         She shook her head. “Mr. Butler explained that since I never got a chance to sign a contract, I had no legal rights.”

         “Couldn’t you teach somewhere else?”

         She sighed. “With school already in session, all the positions are filled. Mr. Butler offered to let me sub whenever one of the teachers needs a day, and I’m happy to do that, but I have a lot of college debt to clear. I need a full-time job, and Mary Pat suggested I come here.”

         Sam arched a brow. “Not surprising. Mary Pat seems to have a logical solution for every problem under the sun.”

         Sam’s words had Mac nodding. “That’s our Mary Pat, all right.”

         “Do I smell pumpkin pie?” Roscoe’s question had Penny pushing away from the table, glad for the change in conversation.

         Over her shoulder she called, “I think it’s cool enough to cut now. I made whipped cream, too.”

         “I’ll help.” Sam walked to the refrigerator and removed a bowl mounded with whipped cream. Even before he reached for a spoon he’d dug his finger in to taste. “I’ll be darned. Not out of a can or carton, but the real thing.” He dipped a big serving spoon into it and ate it in one gulp.

         Finn chuckled. “That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen you offer to help. Now I know why.”

         “So do I.” Penny fished a second spoon from the drawer and took the bowl from Sam’s hands. “After you’ve licked that one clean, you can put it in the sink. I don’t want you passing your germs around to the rest of us.”

         “Hey.” Sam tried to reach over her shoulder with the spoon, but she was quicker and snatched the bowl away.

         She shot him a withering look. “If you want a piece of pie, you’d better not try that again in my kitchen, cowboy.”

         While Sam stepped back, the rest of the family hooted with laughter.

         “Guess the lady told you who’s in charge, bro.”

         At Finn’s taunt, Sam was forced to drop the spoon in the sink and take his place at the table. But one bite of pumpkin pie smothered in whipped cream had his smile returning.

         Penny Cash may appear shy, but she certainly knew how to take charge. And she could cook. He was willing to overlook her obvious character flaw as long as he could indulge his sweet tooth on something as good as this.

         “So,” Finn said around a mouthful of pie. “I guess you must have missed your nights in town while you were stuck up in the hills with nothing but cows for company. Planning on heading to the Hitching Post tonight?”

         Penny’s head came up sharply, and she regarded Sam with a look of disdain, the way she might study a big, hairy spider.

         Seeing the look of disapproval on her face, Sam gave a slow, reluctant shake of his head. “That was the plan. But after three weeks in the hills, and a full stomach, I’ve decided I need to sleep in a real bed.”

         He saw the rigid line of Penny’s back as she walked to the stove and couldn’t resist adding, “There’s time enough for teaching the yokels the game of nine ball some other time.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         After second slices of pie, and many cups of coffee, the family began drifting from the kitchen to the old-fashioned parlor, where they gathered around the fireplace.

         Before Penny could tackle the dishes, Ben and Becca shooed her away.

         “We barged in uninvited,” Becca explained. “So we’ll tackle the cleanup.”

         “But it’s my job…”

         Ben gave a firm shake of his head. “You cooked. We’ll clean. It’s a rule of the house. I’m sure there are plenty of other chores you need to see to.”

         She shot him a look of surprise, followed by a slow smile. “As a matter of fact, I have baskets of laundry to sort.”

         “There you go.” Ben added with a smile, “Besides, this is the perfect excuse for some alone time with my bride. We’ve both been putting in too many hours at work lately.”

         Penny gave them plenty of privacy, heading to the mudroom to pick up a basket of clean laundry. Walking to the parlor, she chose a side table in the corner to sort and fold.

         Archie, panting from a run around the room to sniff every corner, settled down underneath the table and curled himself into a ball before falling asleep.

         As Penny worked, she couldn’t help hearing snatches of conversation.

         Mac’s voice. Low. Tentative. “With fall closing in, we never know when the weather will turn.”

         Sam took a pull on his beer. “All I know is, up in those hills I was in a sauna, it was so hot.”

         “All the same, we need to start getting the herds ready to bring down to the winter range.” Mac looked at Sam. “How many wranglers should I hire?”

         “That depends. How tight is money right now?”

         His father shrugged. “It’s always tight. But I remember plenty of years we got caught with an early snowstorm, and the cattle were trapped in the hills.”

         Ben’s voice interrupted. “What’s this about trapped cattle?”

         They looked up as Ben and Becca, holding hands and wearing matching secret smiles, stepped into the parlor to say good night.

         At once, Archie was awake and running up to them. Becca snapped on his leash before straightening.

         “You’re looking awfully happy about doing kitchen duty, bro.”

         At Sam’s words, Ben merely wiggled his brows like a movie villain. “Wicked happy. We actually managed a little alone time. Now we need to head back home so I can work the night shift. What’s this about the cattle?”

         “Nothing we can’t handle,” Mac assured him. “You’ve got enough on your plate, son.”

         “You know I’m always available when you need me, Dad.”

         Mac nodded. “I know that, and I appreciate it.”

         They called good night to everyone, and Becca paused to hug Penny before taking her leave, with Archie tugging on his leash.

         The others returned their attention to the cattle drive.

         “We’ve got some time.” Sam glanced at Otis and Roscoe. “If we bring the herds down in smaller bites, instead of one big drive, the three of us can handle it.”

         Mac sipped his beer. “I can help, too.”

         Sam held up a hand. “Not this year. With Ben and Finn working in town, somebody needs to keep up with all the chores around the barns. The three of us can handle it, Dad.”

         Mac clapped a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “You’ve been doing double duty for a while now. Just so you know, we can afford to hire some help.”

         Penny picked up an armload of towels and headed toward the stairs. As she walked past, Sam’s gaze narrowed slightly as he tracked her progress up the steps until she was out of sight.

         “Now that’s an expense we could do without.”

         At his muttered comment, Mac shook his head. “I couldn’t say no to Mary Pat. The poor girl is stranded here with no family and no job.”

         Sam turned to Zachariah. “And you’ve been replaced as chief cook and bottle washer.”

         “Perfect timing,” the old man said. “I’m thinking Finnian here is going to need a good many hours of my help as he muddles his way through his first high-profile trial against the big guns in government.”

         Finn chuckled before tipping up a longneck. “You got that right, Zachariah. Looks like you and I will be burning a lot of midnight oil.”

         
              

         

         After storing the clean towels in a linen closet, Penny closed herself in the guest room she’d been given when she’d been hired. It was on the far end of a long upper hallway. It was a big room, bigger even than the tiny living room at her family home. The scarred wooden floor was cushioned by a rug in soft hues of pale coral, yellow, and spring green. The big bed had a plain white down comforter brightened by a handmade throw in pale coral, folded at the foot. A high, wide window boasted a window seat, with a grand view of the hills rising up in the distance. Best of all, it had its own bathroom, all done in gleaming white tile. Well, she thought, it hadn’t been so white or gleaming when she’d first arrived. But after removing years of dirt and neglect, it looked brand new, as did the old hardwood floor.

         Every time she stepped into this room she felt a little thrill. All hers. Her very own private sanctuary. No noisy brothers barging in. No demands being made on her.

         Not that she’d ever minded caring for her brothers, or her elderly great-aunt, who had moved from a retirement home after the death of Penny’s father to be with her family. Without Aunt Lucy, the authorities would have stepped in to place the children in foster care. But having an adult in the home, even one who used a wheelchair, meant that they could stay together. And for that, Penny would always be grateful. It meant more work for Penny, but it was a labor of love. As for Danny, Cooper, and Curtis, they’d been good boys. But boys required a lot of discipline to keep them from going wild. She’d done all she could to give them everything she knew her parents had wanted for them. Now they were men, and in charge of their own lives.

         In charge.

         It’s what she’d studied for, sacrificed for, dreamed of. Being in charge of her own future.

         She’d been so deliriously happy when she’d been hired to teach in Haller Creek. It would mean freedom. Independence. But best of all, molding young minds. Helping sweet children be all they could be.

         By the time she’d learned that the job offer had been rescinded, she’d already severed all ties with life in Dennison, a little town nearly two hundred miles from here. She’d spent the last of her savings to move to Haller Creek. When she’d met with the board president to consider her options, she’d been in a deep well of fear and despair.

         All those years of hard work and studying late into the night to pursue her dream. And the dream had been hers for one brief, shining moment, before it had been cruelly snatched away.

         Now, instead of walking into a classroom, she was living among strangers, doing the same things she’d been doing for a lifetime. Cooking. Cleaning. Except, instead of being in her own comfort zone, she was far from home, without a friend.

         She shook her head.

         That wasn’t true. She would be forever grateful to Mary Pat for listening, for caring, and for steering her toward this job. At the moment she may be nothing more than an interim cook and housekeeper, but without the need to pay for room and board, she would be able to save every dollar she earned here, so that by next summer she could accept a teaching position somewhere else and once more pursue her dream.

         At least she’d grown up in a houseful of men, so she wasn’t completely intimidated by this situation. But her father and brothers had been family. This strange assortment of men seemed completely different from any family she’d ever known. Otis, who spent hours tilling the soil behind the barn and growing the most amazing vegetables. Roscoe, a throwback to the Old West, always smiling, despite the loss of several front teeth, and always courtly in her presence. Zachariah, a lion of a man, with a mane of white hair and a voice that rang with a lifetime of courtroom authority. And Mackenzie, quiet, thoughtful, with the kindest eyes she’d ever seen.

         And his sons, Ben, Sam, and Finn. Rough, tough, and, according to rumors that circulated around the little town of Haller Creek, ready to stand together and fight anyone who threatened them.

         As Penny undressed, she could hear the low drone of masculine voices drifting from below.

         One voice stood out from the others.

         Sam Monroe.

         Even though their introduction had been prickly, she sensed the affection his family had for him. Even the fact that he seemed to pour a great deal of energy into his pursuit of pool and pretty women, he appeared to hold up his end of responsibilities around this ranch. Mackenzie seemed to trust Sam’s judgment.

         Still, there was something reckless and a little dangerous about Sam. He made her extremely uncomfortable.

         She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the outline of the darkened hills in the distance.

         Despite this huge tract of land, the many buildings, and the vast herds of cattle, she knew, from the bits of conversation she’d overheard, that money was tight. She also knew, from Sam’s softly spoken words, that she had added to their debt. She was certain he hadn’t wanted her to overhear, but now that she had, it wasn’t something she could soon forget.

         She’d always been a worker. Now, she decided, she would work even harder to overcome that little twinge of guilt for being the cause of yet another drain on the Monroe finances.

         As she turned away and settled into bed, she came to a decision. Mackenzie Monroe would have no reason to regret having opened his doors to her. She would double her workload until this old house sparkled. And when Mac and his family came in from the fields, she would serve them meals that would make them weep with gratitude.

         Take that, Sam Monroe.

         As that thought intruded, she felt another twinge of guilt. Why was she letting him get to her? He was just another cowboy, in a part of the country littered with them.

         All right, she thought grudgingly. Not just another cowboy. A really great-looking one with a killer smile. The change in him, after a shower and shave, had been a shock to her system. Not that she’d let him see it. She didn’t quite know how to handle him. He’d proven to be as quick with his humor as he’d been with anger when he’d thought some little old lady was carrying too heavy a load.

         Still, he’d been silly and charming at dinner.

         Without even trying, he was sexy, and just a little bit dangerous.

         The thought had her gritting her teeth. That’s probably the way he saw himself.

         She had no use for cocky, good-looking cowboys with an attitude.

         Still, she couldn’t afford to forget for even one minute that he was the son of the generous man who was giving her another chance.

         If there was one thing she’d learned early in life, it was that she could do anything she put her mind to.

         Right now, she needed to put all her energy into making herself indispensable around here.

         As for Sam Monroe, she would have to put him in the same category as her brothers. Maybe that would help her forget how appealing he could be.

         Right. Good luck with that.

         The thought had her sighing in the darkness.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sam woke to the tantalizing aroma of freshly ground coffee. He sat up, struggling to get his bearings.

         After three weeks in the hills, sleeping in rough range shacks or, more often, under the stars, using his saddle for a pillow, it took him a moment to realize he was home. Last night he’d fallen asleep as soon as he hit the sack, and had slept for ten solid hours.

         By the time he made his way downstairs to the kitchen, the rest of the family was just finishing breakfast. He paused in the doorway, listening to the familiar voices, watching his brother Finn going over a document with Zachariah, while Roscoe and Otis were planning their chores for the day. Penny was topping off Mac’s coffee. A glance at his father’s face showed him looking relaxed and content.

         “Oh. You’re up.” Penny turned to the stove. “I’ll have fresh pancakes for you in just a minute.”

         “Thanks. No rush.” Sam picked up a mug and crossed the room.

         Before he could pour the coffee, Penny picked up the coffeepot and filled his cup.

         He breathed in the wonderful fragrance before taking a long drink. Satisfied, he grinned at her. “Now, this is coffee.”

         Roscoe nudged Otis. “Are you saying this is better than the stuff made in a blackened coffeepot over a campfire?”

         Otis chimed in. “Or better than the odor of stale coffee grounds on the frosty air?”

         They gave a grunt of laughter.

         Sam held up his mug of steaming brew. “All I know is, this is worth all those long, cold nights up in the hills.” He turned to Penny. “What did you do to make this so fine?”

         She flushed with unexpected pleasure. “I found an old coffee grinder up in the cupboard and thought I’d give it a try.”

         “Pure magic,” he muttered as he took a seat at the table.

         Minutes later, Penny set down a plate of scrambled eggs, thick slices of ham, and half a dozen pancakes laced with maple syrup. Without a word he began to eat, and he didn’t stop until he’d polished off everything.

         Watching him, Zachariah deadpanned, “Careful, Samuel. You’re allowed to lick the plate clean, but don’t try eating it. You’ll break a tooth.”

         While the others laughed, Sam sat back with a contented sigh. “After weeks of beef jerky in the saddle, I’d wake up dreaming of food like this. Thanks, Miss Money.”

         To hide her pleasure she merely gave a nod of her head.

         “Yeah, that can make a man yearn for the comforts of home.” Mac shoved away from the table. “I’m heading into town for supplies. Everybody got their lists ready?”

         Roscoe handed over a page of scribbles.

         Otis did the same.

         Mac turned to Penny. “Got your list?”

         She shrugged and could feel her cheeks grow hot as Sam looked over at her. Thinking of what she’d overheard about their finances, she said softly, “I don’t want to be a bother. I can make do with whatever’s here.”

         Mac gave her an indulgent smile. “It’s no bother. I’m going to town now, and I may not make the drive into Haller Creek until next week. So, if you’re running low on anything, you’d better write it down now.”

         She shook her head. “I’ve gone over your supplies. I’m fine.”

         “Okay.” He strolled into the mudroom, where he plucked a Stetson from a hook. “See you later.”

         The others filed out behind him, with Finn off to his law practice, and Otis and Roscoe heading toward the barn. Zachariah made his way to his room, where floor-to-ceiling shelves housed his legal library.

         Sam smiled as the door closed. “Zachariah will spend a very satisfying day looking up legal precedents for Finn to cite in his case.”

         Penny topped off his coffee before crossing to the sink. “Your brother told me Zachariah was once a famous lawyer.”

         “One of the best. He’s the reason Finn went into law.”

         “Really?” She glanced over. “Is he a relative?”

         Sam chuckled. “Not by blood. But, in case you haven’t noticed, we’re all family here.”

         “I’ve noticed.” She filled the sink with hot, soapy water and began to wash the dishes, setting them on a tray to drain. “But I didn’t want to pry about the relationship.”

         “You’re living here now. You have a right to know.” Sam finished his coffee and sauntered across the room to pick up a clean towel before starting to dry the dishes.

         Penny lifted a hand from the soapy water to still his movements. “You don’t need to do that. It’s my job.”

         He enjoyed the little thread of pleasurable heat that shot along his arm at her touch. “Running this place and keeping up with a million and one chores means we all work together.”

         As he reached over her head to move the platter to a high shelf, his hand brushed her hair, sending another curl of heat up his spine.

         This morning she wore her hair long and loose, and it spilled over her shoulders and down her back in a tangle of mahogany curls. Curls that were as soft and downy as a newborn calf’s coat.

         What in hell was wrong with him? It was obvious he’d been in the hills way too long.

         “Mac’s wife and son are buried up there on that hillside.” Sam nodded toward the window, where the gently curving meadows climbed higher and higher, each one folding into the next.

         She blinked. “His wife?”

         “Rachel. And their son, Robbie.”

         “They weren’t your mother and brother?”

         He shook his head. “My brothers and I were adopted by Mac when we were kids. His wife and son were killed in an accident on the interstate before we ever showed up. According to Roscoe and Otis, it was Rachel who opened her doors to each of them years ago when she learned of their troubles.”

         “What kind of troubles?”

         At her look of concern, Sam shook his head before picking up another plate. “That’s not my story. Maybe one day Otis and Roscoe will tell you about their lives before coming here. Zachariah, who lived on a neighboring ranch, fell and broke his hip, and Rachel and Mac brought him here to recover. And he was so happy to be here, in the company of good people, he never left. Then my brothers and I arrived on the scene, angry, determined to start a life together, and willing to do whatever it took to do that. So, we decided to break into what we thought was a deserted ranch and steal whatever we could eat or carry.”

         “You broke in? To steal?” The rumors she’d heard were all true. These three had been dangerous.

         “We were scared and mad and desperate. That can make a kid do some wrongheaded things. But instead of calling the authorities, Mac not only allowed us to stay, but, with the help of Zachariah and Mary Pat, he also adopted us legally. And now we’re all family.”

         Penny drained the water and used the towel to dry the counters as Sam stored the last of the clean dishes in a cupboard. And all the while she digested what he’d told her.

         “To think Mac adopted three thieves. And opened his door to so many strangers. What an amazing, generous man.”

         “Yeah. That’s Dad. He’s a good man. One of the best.”

         “Now I know why he hired me, even though money is tight. I bet he sees me as just another stray needing a place to land.”

         “What do you mean…?”

         She shook her head and turned away to avoid his eyes. “I heard what you said last night. I’m another expense you don’t need, at a time when money is tight.”

         “Hey.” He caught her by the shoulders and turned her around to face him. “Ignore what I said. Dad always used to tell me my mouth runs ahead of my brain. I thought I’d outgrown it.” His lips curved into a sexy smile. “I’d really like you to stay and keep on making that fine coffee and those amazing pancakes.”

         “You’re just saying that because you’ve been on the trail so long. But now that I know your father can’t afford to pay me…”

         He gave a hiss of frustration at having been overheard the previous night. He must have been a lot more trail-weary than he’d realized. “Please try to ignore what I said. We’re not broke.”

         “But you said…”

         “We’re just like every other rancher in Montana. Always having to decide if we’ll call a vet or save the money to invest in a prize bull to increase our herds, or…”

         “Now you’re just trying to make me feel less guilty about being here and taking a paycheck.”

         “No guilt. None.” His hands tightened at her shoulders, and he drew her closer before he realized what he’d done.

         He turned away, a growl in his voice. “I can imagine how stunned you must have been when the job you were promised was taken away. Life happens. My dad understands that. Now you’re here. And I’m telling you straight. You keep on feeding us like last night’s supper and this morning’s breakfast, we’ll fight anybody who tries to coax you away.”

         Though she still wasn’t smiling, two bright spots of color appeared on her cheeks, the only sign that he’d touched a nerve. “I was feeling really guilty for being a burden. I guess…” Seeing him turn to look at her with that fierce expression, she stepped back a pace before stiffening her spine. “I guess I’d better get busy earning my keep.”

         As she walked away, Sam stayed where he was.

         She was an odd little thing. All stiff and stern, and obviously desperate to hold on to her job.

         He hoped she’d stay. For his dad’s sake. For Zachariah, who had taken on the majority of cooking and cleaning, while neglecting his first love—the law. For the others, who deserved to come home to a fine meal and clean clothes after a day of hard ranch chores.

         He thought about the coffee and hearty breakfast he’d practically inhaled. If he was honest, he had to admit he selfishly wanted more of that for himself, as well.

         But he’d have to learn to keep his mouth shut and think before he blurted out any more smartass remarks. Penny Cash was too smart for her own good.

         Those big, sad eyes and that stiff backbone had gotten under his skin.

         She reminded him of a bird he’d once rescued up in the hills, half frozen in a raging blizzard. The minute it spotted him, it flopped around, silently pecking his hand with that sharp beak, all to hide the fact that it couldn’t fly.

         Was Penny covering a deep well of pain?

         He’d know a thing or two about hiding pain.

         Sam had learned early in life not to put too much hope in expectations. He was a realist. Most wishes don’t come true. Still, he’d already had his one and only miracle. He was here with a good, honest man and a strange assortment of characters who had become family. He was living free and easy on a ranch he loved, living a life most men only dream of. He already had more than he could have ever hoped for. He wouldn’t ask for more.

         He gave an annoyed shake of his head.

         Penny was no wounded bird. No storm-tossed, helpless female. She was just another woman, who probably carried a lot of baggage.

         So why this flare of heat at the mere touch of her?

         Hell, he’d held enough females in his arms to know pure and simple lust when he experienced it.

         What he needed, he told himself, was a night at the Hitching Post in Haller Creek. A night with the guys, a couple of cold longnecks, and some satisfying games of nine ball.

         And then he’d come home feeling like the old Sam Monroe, who had vowed that no female would ever get to him.

         He’d learned early in life not to expect a happily-ever-after. There was no guarantee that tomorrow would be better. There was only today. And a smart man grabbed the day with both hands and enjoyed the hell out of it, expecting nothing more.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Weeks later, Sam walked into the kitchen, sleeves rolled to his elbows, hair glistening with drops of water. He studied the familiar scene of his family gathered around one end of the room talking business and drinking longnecks, while the most amazing scents of meat roasting, bread baking, and desserts cooling on a sideboard had his mouth watering. But not nearly as much as the way his mouth watered every time he looked at the woman responsible for all this.

         They had all noted the subtle changes since Penny had been here. Sunshine poured in through windows that didn’t have a speck of dirt or dust. The rooms of the house were not only clean but also organized. Parkas hung on hooks in the mudroom in an orderly fashion, with hats above and boots below. A thick mat had been added to trap mud and snow beneath the long wooden bench they all sat on to pry off their boots. In the parlor, a copper tub, once discarded in one of the barns, now sat on the hearth, polished to a high shine and filled with logs and kindling. Upstairs, towels that had once been draped over the tub and shower were now collected daily, washed, and rolled into a big basket. Shaving gear that had once cluttered every inch of bathroom space was now arranged in a caddy placed atop the counter for easy access. Every room smelled of soap and disinfectant.

         Though the house was still the domain of half a dozen rugged men, Penny’s touch could be seen everywhere.

         Spying his older brother and wife and their now-familiar pet, Archie, Sam’s face creased into a wide smile.

         “Hey, Ben. You and Becca just happen to be in the neighborhood?” Sam dropped to his knees to ruffle Archie’s fur and accept a few wet kisses.

         Ben gave a laugh and dropped an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “I doubt I could get away with that lie. But since both Becca and I got off early today, we thought we’d take advantage of Penny’s excellent cooking.”

         Becca nodded.

         Finn, who had discarded his ever-present attaché case on a sideboard, arched a brow at Sam. “You planning on hanging around for supper?”

         Sam gave a nonchalant shrug of his shoulders, hoping to look disinterested. “Why wouldn’t I?”

         “I figured as soon as you finished the ranch chores, you’d be on your way to town to wolf down some of Horton’s chili and fries at the Hitching Post before fleecing the local wranglers out of their paychecks.”

         Sam gave a snort of disdain. “Why should I bother with that mud Horton calls chili when I can have whatever Penny’s cooking that smells so good?”

         Finn nudged Ben. “So it’s her good cooking that has you sticking around.”

         The two shared knowing grins.

         Penny lifted a roasting pan from the oven and glanced over to say, “It’s pretty simple tonight. I just roasted a couple of chickens.”

         Becca crossed the room to lend a hand. “My mouth has been watering since Ben and I walked in. What’s in all these pots?” She lifted lids, then gave a sigh. “Oh, my. Mashed potatoes. Green beans.” She watched as Penny lifted a pan of biscuits from the oven. “I think I’m ready to change loyalties. I’ve been getting the occasional kitchen help from Mary Pat. But she rarely has time to spare. I’d like to take cooking lessons from you. Would you teach me how to do all this, Penny?”

         Penny dimpled. “Of course. It’s really simple, once you do it a time or two.”

         “Easy for you to say.” Becca shared a smile with her new husband. “I know it would make Ben really happy if you could teach me to do all this.”

         Ben crossed the room to press a kiss to his wife’s cheek. “I didn’t marry you for your cooking, babe.”

         Becca blushed as the others chuckled. “Of course you didn’t. But I’d love to surprise you one night with a meal like this.”

         They looked up at the sound of another car pulling up behind the string of trucks parked outside.

         “Oh, look,” Becca announced. “It’s Mary Pat.”

         The minute the words were out of her mouth, Mac set aside his longneck and hurried out the door.

         Minutes later Mary Pat, arms laden with mysterious packages, stepped into the mudroom, trailed by Mac, whose smile was as bright as the sun.

         Mary Pat turned to Penny. “I can’t tell you how lovely it is to walk into this house and smell dinner cooking.”

         She set aside her burden before circling the room to hug everyone, her red hair threaded with gray brushing the collar of her faded plaid shirt.

         It was obvious, from the warmth of their greetings, that the entire family was delighted to see her.

         “You’ve been gone a long time, Mary Patricia.” Zachariah took her hand. He nodded toward the door. “Car trouble again?”

         She gave a quick laugh. “No, thank heavens. Roscoe and Otis continue to work miracles on my old van. There’s no reason, really, for being away so long, except that I wanted to get in as many visits to the outlying ranchers as I could before the weather turns.”

         They all knew that her role as social worker, visiting nurse, and homeschool advisor made her welcome everywhere she traveled.

         She dropped to her knees to exclaim over Archie. “Oh, look at you. Aren’t you just the cutest thing.” While petting him she looked up. “Whose doggie is this?”

         Becca and Ben said together, “He’s ours. His name is Archie. We got him at the shelter in town.” Then they both broke out in laughter as they realized they’d spoken in unison.

         “A good choice. He suits the two of you.” Mary Pat gave him a final pat before getting to her feet.

         “Dinner is ready,” Penny announced.

         While Penny arranged the roast chicken on a platter, the others passed around a bowl of mashed potatoes and another bowl of green beans.

         Mary Pat eyed the beans. “These look fresh. I’m betting you didn’t get these out of the freezer.”

         “Otis picked the last of his garden vegetables. We can thank him for the bounty.”

         The old man was flushed with pride. “I’m afraid those are the last of them. I had to hunt for every one. But they’re so much better than the ones in the store.”

         “Everything’s better when it’s fresh.” Mac helped himself before passing it along to Roscoe.

         As soon as their plates were filled, they joined hands and waited for Mary Pat to offer a blessing.

         She smiled as she looked around the table. “Bless this food, these good friends, and the many roads we all travel.”

         As they dug into their meal, Mac turned to Mary Pat, seated beside him. “Want to fill us in on your latest adventures?”

         “I’d be happy to.” She took a bite of moist chicken and paused to sigh in pleasure. “Penny, this is pure perfection.”

         The young woman’s cheeks colored at the compliment.

         Becca blurted, “Before you tell us about your last few weeks, I have a confession to make. I’m afraid I’ve traded loyalties, Mary Pat. I know I asked you to give me some cooking lessons, but lately you’re gone so much I just asked Penny if she’d teach me instead. I hope you don’t mind…”

         Mary Pat put up a hand to stop her. “You’re not being disloyal, Becca. You’re being smart. Besides, now that I’ve had a taste of Penny’s roast chicken, I may ask for some of her cooking tips, too.”

         “I’ll admit,” Mac said quietly, “that we’ve been eating like royalty since Penny came along.”

         The young woman lowered her gaze, aware that her cheeks were burning. It was obvious that she wasn’t accustomed to compliments.

         Seeing her reaction, Mac quickly deflected attention. “I believe you were going to tell us where you’ve been lately, Mary Pat.”

         “Well, the Gardner ranch is falling into serious disrepair now that young Butch left for the Marines. Olga confided to me that her husband is too proud to hire someone to handle all the chores Butch once did. But doing it all by himself is taking a toll, not only on Cecil’s health, but also on their marriage. Olga said Cecil is finding fault with everything. She doesn’t know how much longer they can go on like this.”

         Mac thought a minute before saying, “I may know someone.” He glanced at the others. “Foster Egan’s boy, Mitch, graduated high school last spring and needs a job. He and Foster have been fighting like two bulls in a pasture. Mitch might be willing to work for Cecil Gardner in return for room and board and a little money. That would get him out of Foster’s hair for a while, and ease Cecil’s workload without draining their finances too much. Maybe, if Cecil thought he was doing the boy a favor, he could be persuaded to take him in.”

         Mary Pat put a hand over Mac’s. “Oh, Mac. If you can make it happen, it could be heaven-sent for all of them.”

         He shrugged. “I can’t promise, but I’ll see what I can do.”

         By the time they were all enjoying Penny’s freshly baked pound cake drizzled with strawberry preserves and vanilla ice cream, Mary Pat had brought them up to date on half the population of ranchers in the county. She regaled them with an account of an elderly widow who, after burying her husband, mucked stalls, helped her wranglers with calving in the spring, and rode with them on the annual drive to bring her cattle down from the hills every autumn.

         “She’ll be ninety-two this year, and hasn’t slowed down at all.”

         While they were remarking on this, Mary Pat added, “Oh, and, Becca, a classmate of yours, Dakota Meyers, delivered twins while her husband was caught in a storm up in the high country.”

         Becca’s eyes widened. “Did she have help?”

         “Their ranch is too isolated. She was all alone. She told me it all happened too quickly to be afraid. She just did what she had to, called the clinic afterward to report the births and to ask what else she should do. They told her I was on the road and would make her a priority. So I did. After checking both baby girls, I told her they were perfect. She’s an amazing mother.”

         Becca caught Ben’s hand. “I’m so glad we have lots of family around us. If I’m ever forced to give birth at home, I want as many women with me as possible.”

         Sam leaned close to say, “Don’t you worry, Becca. If there are no women nearby, I’ll dash over to lend a hand.”

         She gave him a playful slap on the arm. “No offense, brother-in-law, but you’d be the last person I’d want attending to me during childbirth.”

         “Hey. I’ve delivered enough calves to know what to do.”

         While the others laughed, Becca rolled her eyes in mock horror. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

         
              

         

         “That was another fine meal, Penny. Let’s take our coffee in the other room.” Mac pushed away from the table and led the way to the parlor, where a cheery fire was already blazing.

         Mary Pat and the men followed him, while Sam, Finn, Ben, and Becca remained in the kitchen to help with the cleanup. By now, Penny had learned that it did no good to protest. The three brothers had accepted kitchen duty as a necessary part of their routine. After marriage, Becca had happily joined them, mainly because it was too much fun to miss.

         Penny was content to let the others play their foolish pranks, while she remained aloof. Although she tried to distance herself, she was soon caught up in the constant laughing and teasing that was as much a part of the cleanup as dishwater and towels.

         Ben looked over as Sam picked up a towel and shoved his way closer to Penny, whose hands were deep in soapy water. “You still here, bro? I figured by now you’d be halfway to Haller Creek.”

         “Not tonight.” Sam rubbed his flat, muscled stomach. “All that good food has left me too mellow to hustle pool.”

         Penny frowned. “You actually shoot pool for money?”

         “Well, yeah.” He shot her a lazy grin. “What other incentive would there be for me to perform?”

         “Perform?”

         Ben and Finn shared a laugh before Finn explained. “Sam’s the best actor around these parts. If he spots a sucker, you’d swear he can’t even figure out how to hold a cue stick, let alone shoot nine ball. But once some poor dumb wrangler falls for his act and ups the bet high enough, Sam suddenly turns into Super Sam.”

         “Super Sam.” She gave a sniff of disdain.

         “It’s a beautiful thing to watch.” Finn used his best courtroom voice to embellish his tale. “I’ve seen my brother look like a falling-down drunk, slurring his words, using the wrong end of a pool stick, and completely missing the ball when he tries for a shot. When the poor wrangler thinks he’s got a sure thing and asks if they can play for a hundred dollars or more, Sam mysteriously sobers up and runs every ball in succession.”

         She looked horrified. “Isn’t that cheating?”

         Sam finished the last dish and stored it in the cupboard above her head.

         He leaned close. “That’s called hustling, little lady. And you’re looking at one of the best in the business.”

         While the others shared his laughter, Penny drained the water and dried her hands on a towel. “Careful, cowboy. Pride goeth before a fall.”

         “Oh. So prim and proper.” He tugged on a lock of her hair. “And don’t you forget. Fall goeth before winter.”

         Despite her good intentions, she couldn’t hold back the burst of laughter, and the others quickly joined in.

         They were all still laughing as they trooped into the parlor to join Mary Pat and the men, who were listening intently as she shared more news from the trail and began opening the packages she’d brought. A handmade afghan from a grateful rancher’s wife. A series of childish drawings made by a family of six young children whose parents lived miles from their nearest neighbor. A stone, cut in two and polished to a high shine by a teenaged rock collector, in gratitude for having been contacted by a college professor recommended by Mary Pat.

         Her tales were endlessly entertaining and brought home to all of them how much impact she made on the lives of all those she touched.
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“R.C. Ryan
delivers it all
with page-turning
romance!”
—NORA ROBERTS






