
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Will the marriage pact be fulfilled? Return to Mustang Creek, Wyoming, with #1 New York Times bestselling author Linda Lael Miller for more Brides of Bliss County!


      Since Hadleigh, Melody and Bex—the best of best friends—entered into a marriage pact, two of them have found (and married) the men of their hearts. But Bex doesn’t think she’ll be as fortunate as the others. Her own first love died years ago in a faraway war, and Bex has lost hope for a happy marriage of her own. She concentrates on her business, a successful chain of fitness clubs, instead.


      Then, when single father Tate Calder comes to Mustang Creek with his two sons in tow, who befriend Bex’s eight-year-old nephew, she and the handsome, aloof newcomer are constantly thrown together. But is the marriage season over? Or can a man with doubts about love be the right husband for a woman who wants it all?

    

  


  
    
      Praise for #1 New York Times bestselling author
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      “Miller has found a perfect niche with charming western romances and cowboys who will set readers’ hearts aflutter. Funny and heartwarming, The Marriage Pact will intrigue readers by the first few pages. Unforgettable characters with endless spunk and desire make this a

      must-read.”


      —RT Book Reviews


      “Fans of Linda Lael Miller will fall in love with The Marriage Pact and without a doubt be waiting for the next installments… Her ranch-based westerns have always entertained and stayed with me long after reading them.”


      —Idaho Statesman


      “For readers who like their contemporary romances Western, slightly dangerous and graced with enlightened bad-boy heroes.”


      —Library Journal on the Montana Creeds series


      “An engrossing, contemporary western romance… Miller’s masterful ability to create living, breathing characters never flags; combined with a taut story line and vivid prose, Miller’s romance won’t disappoint.”


      —Publishers Weekly on McKettrick’s Pride

      (starred review)


      “Miller’s name is synonymous with the finest in western romance. From the hard realities of life in an untamed land to the passionate people who bring the colorful history to life, she brings the best of the West to readers, never failing to deliver a great read!”


      —RT Book Reviews on McKettrick’s Choice
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      Dear Reader,


      Thank you for joining me in Bliss County once again! It’s a great place to visit during the summer (well, at all times of year, but I think it’s fair to say that Wyoming is uniquely beautiful right now). And of course June is the traditional wedding month, hence my title—The Marriage Season.


      In this story Becca (Bex) Stuart, the third member of the girlfriend trio that also includes Melody Hogan and Hadleigh Galloway, gets her turn to find the man who’s right for her—and that man is Tate Calder, widower and single dad. I love to write about kids—and animals—so this gives me a chance to do both!


      You won’t be surprised that the story focuses on some of my favorite themes: the importance of family, friends and community, as well as the possibility of second chances, especially when it comes to love. And, as always, the setting is crucial to my storytelling, that setting being the American West. Places like this (Wyoming, with its stunning landscape, its mountains and rivers and ranches, its lovely small towns) really shape people and their lives. That’s certainly true for Bex and her friends; in Tate’s case, it reshapes his life, since he’s a newcomer to Mustang Creek. And of course meeting Bex changes his life, too! And that of his sons…


      I hope you enjoy The Marriage Season and that you’ll visit Mustang Creek again this Christmas. Please visit my website, lindalaelmiller.com, and share your thoughts about the story, the setting, my blogs or anything else you want to talk about. Check it out for news of my upcoming books and contests, too.


      Wishing you, your family (and pets!) a lovely and restful summer—or an exciting one, if that’s what you prefer…


      With love,
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      For Kate, the lifesaver. Thank you!
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      CHAPTER ONE


      LEAVES FLOATED DOWN like rain and littered the path with bright color, red and aspen gold. The air had a crisp bite to it, clean and fresh, the scent of autumn. Above, the sky was cloudless, a pure Wyoming blue.


      Perfect training weather.


      Becca “Bex” Stuart flashed by another runner with a nod. The trail was busy on this Saturday morning. Mustang Creek had put in a series of municipal paths specifically for walking, biking and running, and the money had, in her opinion, been well spent. She sure took advantage of her tax dollars every chance she got.


      Just a light run. That was her goal this fine morning. Luckily, Bex had access, thanks to her business, to the finest athletic equipment available, so she could get an accurate time. The upcoming marathon was the usual 26.2 miles, and her strategy was to gradually work up to that. And then she’d begin tapering down. By next Saturday she should be ready.


      Her friends thought she was insane.


      From experience, because this wasn’t her first endurance race, Bex knew they could be right. Mile nineteen was where you just wanted to chuck it all and quit, but if you got past it...you were home free.


      Her phone, clipped to her shorts, beeped.


      A text.


      She could read it as she ran; however, she couldn’t answer, not without stopping, and she wasn’t going to stop now.


      It was from one of her best friends, Melody, recently married, so now Mrs. Spencer Hogan.


      Meet us at the ranch for lunch? Hadleigh and I want to talk to you.


      It was, according to her high-tech pedometer, a manageable time frame as long as they meant around noon. She was able to type K without breaking stride.


      There was definitely a shower in her future before she sat down with other human beings to eat—as a favor to them. Despite the cool temperature, Bex was perspiring, as she should be, or she wasn’t trying hard enough.


      “Bex? Bex Stuart?”


      Male voice. Familiar.


      The sound jarred Bex out of her endorphin haze, brought the world around her back into focus.


      She’d just reached the second loop around Pioneer Park, and the place was filled with small, noisy kids celebrating life in general. The male voice belonged to Tate Calder, she saw with dismay, his two young sons among the crowd of children crawling all over the playground equipment.


      Tate looked, as usual, put together and handsome with his clean-cut features, wavy chestnut hair and dark eyes. He wore a leather jacket and nice jeans, while she was arrayed in the scruffiest outfit she owned—and, naturally, sweaty, as well.


      Great.


      “Hi,” she said. Not exactly brilliant, but polite at least. A little breathless, Bex ran in place, her body on autopilot. Keep that heart rate up.


      Not that it was a problem. Just looking at this man seemed to have an aerobic effect on her.


      She’d encountered Tate two or three times before, since he was a friend of Hadleigh’s husband, Tripp, both men having flown for the same company as charter pilots back in the day, before Tripp decided it was time to sell the firm and come home to Mustang Creek.


      Tate’s dark eyes were amused, missing nothing. “How’ve you been?”


      “Good.” Now there was a snappy answer. Yes, she was on a conversational roll, all right, a regular genius with words.


      Tate grinned. “You seem to be in a hurry, so I won’t hold you up. Tripp tells me you’re training for a marathon.” A brief, measured pause. Meaning what? “Really?”


      “Really,” Bex replied. She managed a small smile, friendly enough, but wobbly. “Nice to see you,” she said, trying to distance herself from him, still running. Still going nowhere fast. “What can I say? Guess I’m a glutton for punishment.” Terrific. More snappy repartee. Annoyed with herself, she sprinted off, probably improving her time slightly, since she didn’t particularly want him to remember her with a shiny face and a messy ponytail.


      Of all the luck.


      Make that bad luck.


      Tate was tempting as hell, no denying that, but Bex got the nearly subliminal impression that he was as wary of involvement as she was. His wife had died, and she’d lost Will in Afghanistan—it wasn’t hard to do the psychological math.


      Thoughts in a muddle, Bex finished her run and headed for home. There, she took a hot shower, put on her favorite red sweater and black jeans and, perhaps as a nod to the cosmic forces that governed vanity, she spent a few extra minutes doing her hair and adding lip gloss.


      Satisfied that she looked okay, Bex left the house, got into her sporty SUV and, after making a brief stop downtown, zipped off to meet Mel and Hadleigh.


      Reaching the Galloway ranch minutes later, Bex felt a twinge, a bittersweet sensation somewhere in the back of her heart. Tucked among the looming mountains, crystalline streams and venerable trees, the house and barn and other outbuildings—even the fences and corrals—seemed to belong there, organic to the landscape itself.


      Tripp had taken over the place after his stepfather, Jim, long a widower, had finally remarried and moved into town. The house itself wasn’t fancy, but it was spacious and solid and homey, with a welcoming air.


      Secretly, Bex had always wanted to live in the country. She loved her work, felt she was making a genuine contribution to people’s health and all-around well-being by furthering the cause of fitness through her ever-expanding business. And, if not actually country, Mustang Creek was certainly no clamoring metropolis. There was something...nurturing about being out here, with all this unspoiled nature.


      Before she could even get out of the car, Mel and Hadleigh stepped onto the side porch, smiling and waving.


      Both her friends were pregnant, and both of them were more beautiful than ever.


      Bex felt a pang of affection, tinged, alas, with mild envy.


      Hadleigh was farther along than Melody, her baby bump more pronounced. She’d married first, and she and Tripp had been eager to start their family.


      All systems go.


      Melody, running a close second, was just starting to show, a bit rounder than usual, her loose shirt disguising her pregnancy. If you didn’t know her, you’d never guess, but they’d all been friends since they were six years old, so Bex was attuned to every change. She was living this with them, sharing the experience in a way, and she couldn’t have been more pleased by their obvious happiness.


      They really did glow.


      They knew Bex felt slightly left out—there wasn’t much Melody and Hadleigh didn’t know about her—and they not only understood, they were also convinced her turn at marital bliss and motherhood would come. Soon.


      When Bex’s own hopes flagged, these two never failed to notice and offer encouragement. She was so lucky to have them in her life.


      That choked her up for a moment, brought the sting of tears to her eyes. Romantic flings, career highs, fun times—all those things came and went, but friendships like theirs were as permanent as bedrock.


      She paused, took a breath and squared her shoulders.


      “I brought dessert,” she announced cheerfully. “Don’t kill me, but it’s those puff pastries from Madeline’s. You guys can’t drink wine or coffee, so you need some sort of vice.” She paused, chuckling. Some fitness guru she was, she thought wryly. “One pastry won’t hurt.” This was true enough, in her opinion. One pastry wouldn’t do any harm. The problem arose when the rate of consumption ratcheted up to three or four tasty treats—or ten. Feeling cocky, she added, “Considering that I just ran eighteen miles, I can afford a reasonable level of indulgence.”


      Motormouth, her inner moderator gibed.


      “Give me that bag.” Hadleigh grabbed for it as Bex came up the steps. “I’m having mine before lunch, so no lectures on nutrition, please. And if Tripp has the gall to say a word—he has the metabolism of a shark, the rat fink—I consider it your solemn duty as my friends to drop him in his tracks.” Paper rustled as she peered inside the bag. Sniffed appreciatively. “Oh, dear heaven,” she lamented happily, in a near moan, nudging Melody lightly with one elbow as she spoke, “it’s the ones with lemon whipped cream.”


      “Yep,” Bex confirmed with a twinkle. Judging by the current reactions, if she hadn’t surrendered the bag willingly, one or both of these watermelon smugglers would have tackled her for it.


      Melody, feigning greed, made a comical effort to snatch the fragrant sack from Hadleigh’s hands, and Hadleigh, in turn, pretended to dodge the move.


      “Hey, share and share alike,” Melody said with a grin. “If you think you’re going to snarf up my share right along with your own, sister, think again.”


      Hadleigh laughed, still employing diversion tactics, an awkward endeavor under the circumstances, and Bex wondered if the third pastry, intended to be hers, would survive this good-natured tussle.


      Hadleigh correctly read Bex’s expression. Yes, she was fit and yes, she ran a fitness empire, but she loved Madeline’s lemon-cream dreams as much as anybody did. “You can drink wine,” Hadleigh continued, cheerfully accusatory. “We can’t. Coffee?” She waved one hand in a dismissive gesture while holding the pastry bag just out of Melody’s reach with the other. “Gone. A distant memory.”


      Bex had to giggle at her friend’s histrionics.


      Hadleigh took in her friend’s trim figure with a mock glower. “Laugh if you want, Becca Jean Stuart, but one of these days, you’ll be pregnant and craving all kinds of things you can’t have, and we’ll be the ones rubbing it in.”


      “Yeah,” Melody agreed staunchly, making another grab for the bag.


      For all the joking around, a whisper of sadness brushed Bex’s soul.


      If Will, Hadleigh’s older brother and the love of Bex’s life, had made it home from Afghanistan, everything would be so different.


      She’d loved Will Stevens so much.


      Maybe the phrase, “better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all,” was poignant, but it really didn’t offer much comfort in reflective moments like this one.


      Tough up, woman, Bex told herself. Then, after a beat or two, when she could trust her voice again, she went on. “Once you two get a handle on dessert, what’s on the menu for lunch?” she teased. “I heard a rumor that we were going to eat an actual meal, and I could use some sustenance here.”


      Hadleigh closed the bakery bag and rolled it shut with a little sigh of resignation. “I made spinach lasagna,” she answered. “Garlic bread, too. The guys will be here soon, so maybe we ought to fill our plates before they get back with the boys.”


      “Boys?” Bex asked cautiously. Guys usually meant Tripp and Spence. Boys implied someone else.


      “Tate and his sons,” Hadleigh explained airily.


      It figured, Bex thought, unsurprised. She was going to have to deal with Tate Calder twice in one day? Just one more indication that God had a sense of humor.


      Cosmic complaints department? This is Bex Stuart and I—


      Please hold for the next available operator. Your call is very important to us...


      *


      THERE SHE WAS.


      Again.


      Tate had spotted Becca right away, back at the park. With looks like hers, she would’ve been hard to miss. She was trim, compact, with the kind of curves that drew a man’s eye, even beneath baggy sweatpants and a faded T-shirt. And then there was all that silky hair, trying to fight its way out of a crooked ponytail.


      At the time, he’d hesitated to say anything because he was rusty, to say the least, when it came to the whole man-woman interaction thing. Out of practice.


      This particular woman stirred him, deep down, in ways he couldn’t quite explain, rational thinker that he was. She made him want to take chances again, live for himself as well as his children.


      But what if he fell for Becca—Bex, as the others called her—and his young sons got their hopes up, let down their guard, started to believe they might have a mother again, only to see the whole thing crash and burn? Would there be survivors?


      He had no choice but to be philosophical.


      Like it or not—Tate both did and didn’t like it—he and Bex were face-to-face again.


      The boys had both scrambled out of the truck the minute he pulled to a stop. He was grateful that they enjoyed visiting the ranch so much, and were distracted, as always, by the dogs and horses and all that space to run wild in. It meant the kids probably hadn’t noticed that their dad had been flash frozen before their very eyes.


      Tate worked up a smile, acknowledging Tripp and Hadleigh and Melody and Spence’s existence with a slight wave of one hand as he approached them. Odd, how, just a moment before, he’d been so focused on Bex that she might’ve been standing all alone on the ranch house porch.


      In fact, she might have been the only other human being on the planet.


      Still, he was nothing if not a left-brained realist, and his attention had slowly widened, after that first weird instant, to include the others.


      The cognitive dials in his head began to click, registering further details. Construction had started on the new house, for one thing.


      Tripp and Spence looked like what they were—happily married men. Satisfied men, maybe even a little smug.


      Their wives, he noted, were downright radiant, the way women tended to be when they were not only cherished by their husbands, but gloriously pregnant, too.


      And all the time he was formulating these observations, his sons were tearing around the yard with the dogs, overjoyed, high on blue skies and green grass and every blessing in between.


      Of course, part of this boyish exuberance was for his benefit; Ben and Adam had been actively engaged in a campaign for a furry friend of their own for quite a while now. Although Tate wasn’t averse to the idea—he’d always loved animals himself—they lived in a rented house, and the landlord didn’t allow pets. So for the time being, anyway, adopting a critter was out of the question.


      In the meanwhile, Muggles and Ridley filled the canine-companion bill.


      Tate shifted mental gears, centering himself in the now. It was a beautiful afternoon, Ben and Adam were healthy, balanced kids and they were having fun.


      Plus, they had a decent meal to look forward to. Tate’s version of Saturday lunch was usually something along the lines of canned tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches. He had the feeling that they’d get something a little more appealing from Hadleigh Galloway.


      Inevitably, since Tate was flesh and blood, reasonably young and completely normal, his gaze strayed back to Bex. Ms. Stuart had looked two notches above terrific in her jogging clothes. Now, in a pair of well-cut jeans and a red sweater that showed off her feminine figure, she was downright distracting.


      Just a few yards from the casual gathering on the porch, Tate almost froze again—so much for getting centered—but an amused, all-too-knowing glance from Tripp kept him moving forward.


      “Hello again,” he heard himself say, his voice suddenly husky.


      Damned if the Galloways and Hogans hadn’t evaporated once more, leaving him and Bex alone on the planet. He gravitated toward her, like a passing asteroid yanked into the orbit of some strange new sun, and then—then he literally collided with the woman, for God’s sake, right there at the top of the porch steps.


      What the hell? he thought, but what he said was, “Sorry. I was thinking about the boys.”


      Fool.


      Flustered, Tate looked back over one shoulder, trying to lend some credence to his fib, and saw no sign of the kids or the dogs.


      Bex pointed in the direction of the barn and said, “They went thataway.”


      He gave a muffled laugh, realized he’d gripped Bex’s shoulders at some point, and that he was still holding her, as though he’d expected her to fall. He let go. “Thanks.”


      After that brief expansion, the universe zoomed in again, with a swiftness that left Tate’s head spinning.


      She smiled, which only increased the sensation, and her voice seemed far away. “Good luck catching up with them, though. All parties were moving fast. They could be in Canada by now.”


      Tate struggled to regain his equilibrium. “That’s a definite possibility,” he agreed. “They’re both a little hyper.”


      This was a routine, even mundane, conversation. So why did everything seem so awkward?


      Bex appeared to be at ease, but that could’ve been an act, he supposed. The air around them practically pulsed with electricity, and if Tate knew one thing, it was that the invisible charge was flowing both ways. “Don’t worry about the kids,” she said lightly. “Mel and Hadleigh are both in mama-tiger mode, which means nothing bad would dare happen—not on their watch.”


      Mel and Hadleigh? Oh. Yeah. He remembered who they were now. Two of the other people populating the earth, in addition to him and Bex and, somewhere in the immediate vicinity, his children.


      Get a grip, Calder.


      But a light breeze lifted Bex’s hair just then, and she had beautiful hair. It seemed to curl naturally as it fell past her shoulders, emphasizing her graceful neck.


      She was right, of course. The boys were okay. The ranch was as safe as anyplace else, safer than many, and besides, the dogs would raise hell if they sensed danger.


      “So, how was the run?” he asked.


      He’d meant to sound simply polite, asking a casual question that didn’t reveal too much interest. The truth was, he wanted to know everything there was to know about Bex Stuart—which movies she liked, what kinds of books she read, the shape of her dreams, both waking and sleeping.


      As she answered, something along the lines of, “Oh, it was fine,” he found himself wondering about her favorite colors, songs, scents, memories.


      Was she a morning person or a night owl?


      Did she talk in her sleep?


      Despite all that, another part of Tate warned him to keep his distance, circumvent whatever emotional minefield might be lying in wait.


      He was not, never had been, the impulsive type.


      And yet...


      And yet.


      He sighed. Shook his head, hoping to break whatever spell he was under.


      Trying to act like a grown man instead of a teenager on hormone overload.


      How’s that workin’ for ya? he chided himself.


      Not worth a damn, that was how.


      Okay, yes, he reasoned doggedly, Bex was beyond hot, and it had been a while since—well, it had been a while. Still, the world was full of attractive, available females, and Mustang Creek, small as it was, had more than its share of them. He got lonely sometimes, and he’d planned on remarrying at some point, but he’d been in no particular rush.


      After all, he was busy, raising two kids on his own, starting a business, not to mention building a house. In other words, life was already complicated enough without throwing a relationship into the mix. And he knew instinctively that, with Bex, there would be no half measures, no holding back, no taking things slowly.


      And then there was the color of her eyes. Hard to describe, even if he’d had his wits about him, which he clearly didn’t.


      Before now he would’ve said they were green, but in the slanting sunlight of early afternoon, they looked more gold. He noticed threads of gold in her hair, too, maybe artificial highlights, although he didn’t think so. There was a natural quality about her, a lack of artifice in both her manner and her appearance.


      She was one of the only women he’d ever met that he would describe as striking. Hadleigh was very pretty, it went without saying, and Melody Hogan was truly beautiful. But Becca Stuart was more than pretty, more than beautiful.


      He’d heard her story, or some of it, anyway. Tripp had told him about his best friend, Hadleigh’s older brother, Will. Bex had loved Will from the time she was young, and when he was killed in Afghanistan, she’d been understandably devastated. As far as Tripp knew, she’d been guarding her heart ever since.


      Tate knew the feeling.


      The best thing he could do now, he figured, was keep his mouth shut. Trouble was, he couldn’t seem to do that. “Rumor has it we’re going to have real food today,” he said, just to end the silence. “The boys won’t know how to act.”


      “Yep. Hadleigh makes the world’s best spinach lasagna.” Bex’s lips turned up at the corners, as if she’d seen through his effort to lighten things up. He resisted the urge to kiss those lips—but just barely. She drew in a breath, blew it out audibly. “However,” she added, “you might be better off if you don’t mention the word spinach. I’m no parent, but kids are kids. If I were in your place, I’d just hand them a plate and stand back. Once they taste the stuff, they’ll dive in.”


      Tate relaxed a little. “Good advice.”


      His head was beginning to clear, but it wasn’t happening fast enough to suit him.


      He was still bewitched, still awkward. If the two of them had been in kindergarten, he’d probably be shoving her off the playground swing or pulling her ponytail.


      Moreover, he could see that she hadn’t been fooled by his effort at casual conversation; she knew he was off his game. But maybe she was off her own, just a little. Faint color had come into her face, and it wasn’t just because of the cool fall breeze.


      Finally, Tate stepped aside. “I’d better round up the kids,” he said.


      “I’m going back to town for more pastries,” she told him, dangling her keys.


      That announcement startled him for some reason, and it must have shown in his face.


      Bex laughed again, but at least the awkward moment dissolved as she explained. “I brought pastry and I’m sure the pregnant ladies are going to need more. Plus, your boys probably wouldn’t mind a few chocolate chip cookies for dessert.”


      The decision seemed sudden. Was she trying to escape?


      He couldn’t bring himself to ask. “You’ll be idolized. Elevated to instant goddess status.”


      “I’ve always wanted to be a goddess.” She breezed past him.


      He shouldn’t have looked back but he couldn’t resist watching Bex as she headed for her car. She had a very nice posterior and a graceful way of moving...


      “Tate.” The use of his name was like a verbal poke in the ribs.


      “Huh?” He turned to face Tripp, who descended the porch steps and slapped him on the shoulder. Hadleigh looked on, smiling, from the kitchen doorway.


      “How about pulling your eyeballs back into their sockets and rolling up your tongue?” Tripp joked. “If you don’t, some of us might get the impression that you’re finally ready to stop acting like a monk and get on with your life.”


      “About time,” Spence put in gruffly. Tate hadn’t noticed him, or Melody, who stood beside her husband, one arm around his waist.


      “Leave the man alone,” she said. “It isn’t as if you were in any big hurry to get with the program.”


      Spence’s mouth opened, closed again.


      Both Tate and Tripp laughed at his bewilderment.


      Then, as if by tacit agreement, Hadleigh and Melody disappeared into the house.


      “Hey, Tripp, let’s have a look at that stallion you just bought,” Tate suggested, anxious to shift his attention to something—anything—other than the mysteries of women.


      Half an hour later, when Bex had returned with a stack of bakery boxes in her arms, and the men and boys had washed up, lunch was served.


      Bex’s earlier advice concerning any mention of spinach was proven right. Although his youngest, Adam, was infamous for his disdain of vegetables in general and eyed the green in the tomato sauce with suspicion, with a glance from Tate he took a bite—and quickly became enthusiastic about the lasagna, even taking seconds. Tate had to agree that the food was delicious, never mind that it was vegetarian and he was more of a meat-and-potatoes man.


      After the meal, Bex got up from her chair, crossed to the counter and returned with the boxes from Madeline’s.


      The boys, both of whom had hollow legs, cheered.


      “It’s nice to be loved for something,” Bex said, opening the boxes with a flourish. “Peanut-butter cookies and other variations with chocolate thrown in have arrived, plus more puff pastries. Those of you not running a marathon next Saturday may help yourselves.”


      Tate, who’d been trying to ground himself again ever since Bex had left for town, drew a breath, sat back in his chair and looked around at the spacious kitchen.


      It was a well-appointed room, designed to be both functional and welcoming. The space was rustic, and he appreciated the simplicity of it. An island with a flat stove and a ceramic top had been added, an ideal fit with the hand-hewn cabinets Jim had built himself, years before. Even when Tripp had remodeled the place after he’d sold the charter jet service and moved back to Mustang Creek, he’d left the best parts unchanged, so the other appliances, however sleek and modern, actually enhanced the relax-and-stay-awhile effect. A natural rock fireplace filled one wall, and a quilted runner—Hadleigh’s own handiwork—brightened the long plank table, with its sturdy pine chairs. The overall effect was warm and inviting.


      Tate wanted that sense of hominess for his own place, for his boys. Tricky, in an all-male household.


      Just the same, he maintained certain standards. Although he let a lot of house rules slide, one thing he insisted on was the supper ritual. Both Ben and Adam would happily eat in front of a TV or a laptop, but he insisted they all sit down together—every single night.


      That particular dictate meant he wasn’t always popular.


      Just then, someone’s phone rang, interrupting Tate’s thoughts.


      Bex was the lucky winner.


      Or maybe not so lucky, judging by the worried frown that appeared on her face.


      She answered her cell with a murmured, “Tara?” and got up, moving away from the table, phone pressed to her ear. Hadleigh and Melody, meanwhile, exchanged glances, looking concerned.


      “This isn’t good,” Hadleigh said in an undertone.


      Melody nodded in irritated agreement.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWO


      “SLOW DOWN. I can’t understand you.” Bex was several years younger, but decades calmer, than her volatile sibling, Tara. “What’s going on?”


      “I left him.”


      “Greg?”


      “Who else would I leave?”


      Bex could have done without the petulance in her tone.


      Her sister had a point—it was a dumb question—but Bex was trying to process the situation, and the hysteria on the other end wasn’t exactly conducive to rational thought. “Okay, where are you?”


      “Your house.”


      Good choice. So much for an enjoyable, relaxing lunch. She wasn’t going to rush home, because Tara and Greg had split before, but it sure ruined her day to have to worry about it. There was the usual blowup, and then they both changed their minds...


      “I’ll be home soon so we can talk,” Bex told her after a few minutes.


      There was an empty chair at the kitchen table and she took it. Melody looked at her inquiringly and Bex said, “The usual nothing.”


      Hadleigh rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, she left Greg again.”


      It was more than a little embarrassing to admit it in front of Tate. “They had a dustup, it seems. I got no details. So I have no idea what’s really going on. She and Joshua are at my house.” Bex sighed; she couldn’t help it. “I’ll deal with this later. Every single time I rush to the rescue, Tara and Greg immediately make up. What I want to do now is eat something decadent.”


      Hadleigh pushed the box toward her. “The carbs will help.”


      It wasn’t until the men took the boys back outside that Bex revealed the latest. “He’s been cheating on her.”


      No one said anything.


      She reiterated. “Greg’s been cheating on Tara.”


      Still no comment.


      She glanced from one expression to the other. “You both knew?”


      Melody took another cookie and nodded. “Bex, here’s a heads-up. This is Mustang Creek, remember? Where you live? Come on. Besides, he’s cheated on her before and she always goes back. Like you said, you rush to the rescue, and it does no good. I’d love to help but Tara constantly makes bad choices.”


      It was so true.


      If she could step up and defend her sister she would. Greg was bad choice number...what? She wasn’t sure where he fell in the lineup. Tara’s friends in high school hadn’t exactly been on the high-achieving end; she’d dated some real losers before she’d settled on Greg, who definitely was not a prince. She’d also eschewed college in favor of the basic secretarial job she was offered at the local hardware store, keeping their books and answering the phone. But she’d done one thing very, very right, and Bex pointed it out. “Josh is great.”


      “Josh,” Hadleigh said stoutly, “is adorable.”


      No question there. Despite his parents’ acrimony, Josh was such a nice kid. Bex folded her hands on the table, her attitude one of surrender. “I am uninterested in this mess. I didn’t want my sister to marry Greg, but she did it, anyway. I didn’t want her to have a baby with him because they had problems before they ever walked into that church, but she did that, too. I’d love to know what I’m supposed to do now.”


      “It isn’t your rodeo.” Melody said it with quiet resolve, and Hadleigh nodded. “I wish this was your choice, but it’s not. Tara needs to figure it out on her own.”


      “Josh has to be so afraid and freaked out.”


      “Well, let’s go get him.” Both Hadleigh and Melody were on their feet. “We have dogs, horses, food, acres of land and other boys his age. You brought these fabulous cookies. If that doesn’t make him feel better, I’m not sure what would.”


      “My sister—”


      “Tara isn’t six years old, Bex. Josh is. He’s six. We’ll rescue him, not her.” Hadleigh said it pleasantly enough, but her tone was unrelenting. “Let’s go. Tara can do what she wants—stay at your place or come with us. Up to her. The important thing is Josh. We need to bring him here, give him a chance to relax, play with Tate’s boys, hang out with the dogs. You’re just going to sit and worry about him, anyway.”


      They had a point, and it was true. Her house didn’t offer much entertainment for a young boy, while the ranch was a virtual playground of endless child fun. As they walked to the car, both of Tate’s sons ran past, the dogs in hot pursuit, and there was definitely a cowboy theme going on with whatever game they were playing. Tripp and Tate followed at a more sedate pace, talking companionably, and when Tripp saw them getting in the car, he said, “I can guess where you’re headed.”


      “I don’t think Josh’s shoulder should be the one Tara cries on,” Bex said, remembering her sister’s hysteria. “It can’t be good for him to see her so upset. We’re taking two cars. She can do her ranting and raving to me, while Mel and Hadleigh bring him back here.”


      And there went a lovely afternoon. Greg was a piece of dirt, but Tara was a bona fide drama queen with a capital D. Her sister wasn’t blameless in all this.


      She added quietly, because she was unaccountably embarrassed over something that wasn’t her fault, “I especially don’t want him there if Greg shows up with his usual apologies, which always involve a great deal of arguing. Besides, I can’t prove he’s ever gotten physical with Tara, but I’ve wondered. This time she seems serious about divorcing him. He might not take it well.”


      Tripp took out his phone. “I’ll see if Spence can meet you at the house or at least send a deputy. That’ll keep things calm. Otherwise, the three of you aren’t going anywhere without me.” Spencer Hogan, Melody’s husband, happened to be the chief of police...


      “I agree with that,” Tate said, his chestnut hair ruffled by the breeze, his expression serious. “I haven’t met the guy, but from what I’ve heard he’s not exactly sainthood material. You shouldn’t be there alone with your sister. Bring her back and then if he wants to talk to her, he’ll have to go through Tripp and me.”


      If nothing else, she certainly had a wonderful support group.


      If Tara stuck with her divorce plans, and Bex had her doubts, it was going to get interesting. For one thing, her sister didn’t have a job any longer—when she got pregnant she’d quit the hardware store—or the skills to obtain a new one. Greg worked as a mechanic, but they constantly borrowed money from her parents as it was. Lawyers would have to be paid, there’d be child support and Bex was pretty sure their finances were already in bad shape.


      With an inner sigh, she knew she could give Tara a job at the fitness center she owned in town, but she didn’t trust her to make an effort if she did. The story of their lives. Tara was stunning, and Bex had always thought she was smart, until the day she married Greg. Well, let’s not forget those high school loser boyfriends...


      Downhill slide. A mess. A low-down, convoluted mess.


      Spence said he could take care of it, no problem, and their little caravan took off. Mustang Creek was hardly a rockin’ and rollin’ kind of place, but on a bright fall Saturday it was busy, and Bad Billie’s, a favorite local hangout, was packed. To her dismay, she recognized Greg’s restored orange Corvette in the lot.


      So he was drinking. Not surprising, considering his rift with his wife, but not good, either.


      When they pulled into her driveway, she got out and went over to Melody’s car to say, “Hey, can you ask Spence to call Junie? Have her get Billie to water down my soon-to-be-ex-brother-in-law’s drinks?”


      Junie McFarlane was a dispatcher for the police department, and Spence had been as good as his word; there was a deputy’s SUV parked across the street.


      Mel was right on it. “Junie and I are tight. I’ll call her myself. Good idea. I know Billie would do it for me, but for Junie, Billie would flap his arms and fly to the moon.”


      Billie was a little older than Junie, who was in her late thirties, but everyone knew he had a serious crush on her. It was cute, coming from a rough-and-tumble guy like him, but she didn’t seem to mind. Junie was a regular at Bad Billie’s, and she flirted with him shamelessly.


      So that was taken care of, anyway. Greg would soon be drinking a lot of water. Yep. It was healthy to be well hydrated. Bex had just done him an enormous favor, not that he deserved it.


      Tara was sitting in the living room on the couch, her face splotchy, tissue in hand, and Joshua was intently watching a cartoon until he saw Bex walk in. His face lit up, and he scrambled to his feet.


      “Hiya, cowboy.” Bex went over and bent to kiss his cheek. “Isn’t it a beautiful day outside? Muggles, Ridley and Harley told me to point that out. Is there any chance you want to go to the ranch for a while and see them? They sure are missing you. Tripp has some new horses, and Ben and Adam are there. Interested?”


      “Yeah!”


      The child was always too solemn in her opinion, so the enthusiasm was welcome.


      “Ask your mom if it’s okay for you to go with Aunt Mel and Aunt Hadleigh.”


      Tara waved an apathetic hand.


      Bex walked him out to the car, saw him settled and buckled in, then mouthed to her two best friends, Thank you.


      He was in good hands.


      When they pulled away, she braced herself and went back inside. Her sister had definitely looked better. Runny mascara, foundation just a memory, and her entire face was puffy. Never mind her hair, which was a tangled mess. Bex said, “I’ll go make us some tea. Then you can tell me exactly what’s going on.”


      “That double-crossing son of a bitch is on his own now,” Tara said a few minutes later, holding her steaming cup in shaky hands. “I’ve put up with him for ten years and he can’t seem to get the concept that marriage includes fidelity. I’m done.”


      Bex had chosen an antique rocking chair that was her favorite whenever she wanted to reflect. “Do you mean it?”


      Tara gave a jerky nod in response. “I know he’s sweet-talked me back before, but it isn’t going to happen again. I know you’ve heard this a dozen times, but I mean it. I really mean it.”


      At least Bex could say that, as of this moment, she was officially not an I-told-you-so kind of person. “You and Josh are welcome to stay here as long as you need.”


      “I already knew that.” Tara sniffled and attempted a wan smile. “It’s the first place I came. Thanks.”


      “The only trouble is that this is also the first place Greg will look if he wants to sweet-talk you, as you put it.” Bex pointed at the front window. “See that deputy sitting out in his car? He’s there courtesy of Spence Hogan and the Mustang Creek Police Department. Let’s go out to Tripp and Hadleigh’s ranch now, and you can take a nap. You look worn out. Then if Josh needs you, you’ll be right there.”


      “That sounds good.”


      *


      IT WAS IMPOSSIBLE not to recognize—and understand—the shell-shocked look on the face of Bex’s nephew. Tate had seen it with his own sons the day he’d explained that their mother wasn’t coming back. That she’d gone someplace peaceful and that from then on, she’d live in their hearts forever—as she would in his... Luckily, three dogs, acres and acres to run and two enthusiastic playmates made up for a lot.


      Little Joshua was fortunate enough to have his aunt, who seemed to be handling the situation in a very efficient manner.


      He was impressed, but the last thing he needed was another reason to like Becca Stuart.


      The boys were whooping it up. They knew each other from school, Adam and Josh being in the same class, and he was glad to see them running around like a pack of small wild animals. The dogs loved it. Tripp said, “There’s something about hearing kids laugh... I can’t wait.”


      “Let’s talk diapers.” Tate said it drily.


      Tripp burst out laughing. “Okay, got me there. I can wait for that part, but I’ll man up.”


      “What if you have a girl?”


      “Could happen.” Tripp pointed at the boys running around. “But I understand those guys. I was one of those guys. Girls are a different story.”


      It might be irrational on Tate’s part, but he’d always wanted a daughter. He leaned on the railing of the corral. “I’d like a girl. Someday. A different experience, I’m sure. Walking her down that aisle and giving her away, as they call it, to some other guy would sure be a leap of faith. Even the idea of that first date is daunting. So, if you don’t mind, what’s up with Bex’s sister?”


      “My personal opinion is that her husband isn’t a bad guy—or a good guy. He’s not perfect, but I know him. We went to school together. Greg was the direction Tara chose, for whatever reason. Bex is just too good at picking up the pieces, so this isn’t the first time she’s been stuck with the Tara-and-Greg mess, not to mention poor little Josh. Like I said, you’re getting my personal opinion here. Without Bex to turn to, Tara would simply put up with Greg. But Bex has loyalty nailed down and Tara knows it. He fools around, Tara leaves him, he apologizes and she goes back, and Bex is the only one, as far as I can tell, who even worries about what it’s doing to their kid.”


      There was a plume of dust in the driveway. Tate asked, “You expecting company or could that be him now?”


      Tripp exhaled loudly. “Orange Corvette... That’s him. Might be best if the kids aren’t around for a bit. I know he has rights as a dad, but if they’ve really split, I’m going to let Josh stay here until I see a court order—unless his mother decides differently.” As he moved off, he added, “You might have to lasso Bex if her sister changes her mind. At any rate, the kids don’t have to hear this conversation.”


      Tate had taken his wedding vows seriously, so he was hardly going to balk at stepping in, either, and he could easily see Bex getting in her brother-in-law’s face. He said laconically, “I’ll bring the kids inside and be right back in case there’s trouble.”


      He whistled for the dogs and called out to his sons and Josh. “Time out. Come on in the house. Everybody.”


      Ben looked really put out. “Dad!”


      “For a few minutes.”


      “But Dad, I—”


      “Now. Don’t argue.”


      At least his son understood when an order was an order. Nothing ambiguous about it. Ben sighed as he motioned to the dogs. “Come on, boys.”


      They followed, lumbering along at his heels, with the two younger boys close behind. It was telling that even when Josh glanced over his shoulder and saw his dad’s car, he still went in.


      To Tate, that said a lot. It touched his heart, but not in a good way. Once the kids and dogs had filed inside, he hurried over to Hadleigh. “Greg is here, so keep them inside, okay?”


      She nodded. “No problem.”


      He went back out, joining Tripp in the drive. “Just how ‘not bad’ is this guy?”


      They’d both dealt with difficult situations, back when they were pilots. As the authority figure on the plane, they usually had to deal with passengers who got out of hand. “On a scale of one to ten?” Tate added. He wasn’t worried, just curious.


      “He’s maybe a six,” Tripp informed him, hands in pockets as they walked up to the car. “Plenty of bluster, but there’s no real juice behind it. We know each other—so that should help.”


      “Galloway.” The man in question slammed his door and walked toward them. A big guy, Tate noted, but soft, with a shock of dark hair and a five o’clock shadow. He must’ve been at work because he still wore his shirt with his name embroidered on the pocket. “My wife here?”


      “Yep.”


      “I figured my sister-in-law would drag her out here or to Hogan’s place. Can I talk to her?”


      “Nope.”


      Anger flared on his face. “You heard the wife part, right?”


      “Doesn’t matter. This is my land. So these are my rules.” Tripp didn’t budge. “Tara’s not receiving company at the moment. Seems to me she needs a little peace and quiet.”


      “Then I want my son.”


      Tate was truly not one to butt into anyone’s business, but he’d seen the look on the poor kid’s face. “He’s inside playing with two other children. Why would you make this harder on him? Get in your car and go, and when you and your wife choose to have a sensible conversation—with lawyers involved or not—he doesn’t need to be part of that, either. Like I say, it’s time for you to leave. That isn’t negotiable.”


      “Who the hell are you?”


      “A father. The boy’s not a pawn, so don’t even try getting to him. ’Cause that’s not going to happen.”


      At least Greg had enough sense to realize that neither he nor Tripp was planning to back down, so, muttering under his breath, he stomped to his car and drove off in a sputter of gravel.


      When Tate turned around, he saw Bex standing there.


      She gave Tripp a quick hug. “Thanks. Both of you were great.”


      When she came over to him, the kiss was more on the corner of his mouth than his cheek, Tate noticed—and appreciated. Not quite the real deal but...


      A very nice start.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER THREE


      BEX TOOK THE CALL absently, at the desk in her office, assuming it was her accountant calling to schedule their monthly meeting. “This is Bex Stuart.”


      “Bex, this is Alma. Joshua gave me your cell number. I don’t like to bother you, but I don’t know what else to do.”


      Alma was the school secretary. A shudder of dismay went through her. “Is he sick? I’ll be right there.”


      “No, he isn’t. Don’t worry about that. But I would appreciate it if you’d come in. We have a problem. Tara’s not answering my calls—they’re going directly to voice mail—and Josh’s father, quite frankly, told me in no uncertain language that he wants nothing to do with it. He was downright rude.”


      Why did that not surprise her? After nearly a week of constant harassment in his quest to talk to Tara, who was still at Bex’s place, Greg had finally barged in to the club. He’d brushed past the receptionist and marched into Bex’s office, where he’d planted both hands on her desk, looking her in the eye. “If this is how you want it, they’re your problem now.”


      She wasn’t about to yield to his bullying. “Considering the way you’ve treated my sister, that’s exactly how I want it.” Tara wasn’t without some responsibility in this whole mess, but Bex had no intention of discussing that with Greg.


      “You got it, Bex.” He’d swung around and left, leaving a hint of motor-oil aroma in the air.


      She grabbed her purse and told Alma, “I’m on my way.”


      “I’ll tell Josh and send him back to class. He’s very anxious over this matter. That’s my main concern.” She paused. “I’ll explain later, when you get here.”


      What matter? she wondered as she unlocked her car and slid in. There was no disputing Tara was a wreck, watching television half the night and sleeping most of the day. She really needed to get herself sorted out, but Bex didn’t know how to advise her. She’d never been married, much less through a divorce, so how could she relate?


      The school was a low-slung, modern brick building, only a few years old. Their beloved former school had finally reached the stage that the town had determined that a new building would make more sense than doing endless repairs, and while she’d mourned the loss, there was no doubt this facility was to-heck-and-gone better. The playground equipment alone made her inner child envious.


      She parked the SUV in the parent lot and walked through the double glass doors. The office was right inside, and every visitor had to check in and sign a log, so she dutifully did that, and was directed to Alma’s desk right down the hall.


      Alma Wainwright was an institution in Mustang Creek. She’d been there when Bex was in elementary school, and she didn’t look a whole lot different now. She still wore her hair in exactly the same bob, with a pair of spectacles constantly perched on the end of her nose. She glanced up and pointed to a chair. Bex sat. Old habits were hard to forget.


      Alma picked up a piece of paper and handed it to her, across the desk. “Here’s the problem. No one’s paid for Josh’s school lunches this year. With the new program it can be done online. Or his parents could apply for the free lunch program sponsored by Bliss County and the state of Wyoming if they qualify, but they won’t respond. He’s very self-conscious about not having a lunch card, and even though he’s only six, he understands that no arrangements have been made. We would never allow a child to go hungry, so of course he gets a tray like everyone else, but we do have to account for every meal, so could you please ask your sister to address this?”


      Bex couldn’t restrain a deep inner sigh. Poor Josh. Such a simple thing. Why would Tara let this slide? “I’ll pay it right now. I’d appreciate if you’d give Josh a lunch card immediately. He’s not having an easy time at the moment, and I don’t want this to be harder on him than it already is. Why didn’t he just tell me?”


      “He’s a child. He’s embarrassed.” Alma adjusted her glasses and peered closely at her. “That, my dear, is why I called you. This is Mustang Creek. I know his parents have separated—again. Joshua’s a very nice little boy and frankly, deserves better. The school system can take the loss on his meals, but I’m afraid he can’t take the blow to his self-esteem.”


      Maybe Alma should’ve been a child psychologist instead of a school secretary; maybe in some ways it was the same job. Bex wrote the check on the spot, making it for the entire semester. After that she decided that with the marathon tomorrow, she could use a run. A light one, because it wasn’t a good idea to push herself too hard the day before a race. The other benefit was that when she ran, there was nothing to do but think, and she needed to get a grip on the current situation.


      Of course, as she exited the building, she bumped into Tate. Or rather slammed into him, her head down since she was searching for her keys and not paying attention. He caught her by the arms. “In a hurry?” he asked with a low laugh.


      “Kind of.” She flushed. “This is getting to be a habit.”


      “Seems to be.” He let her go. “Ben forgot his math homework. I thought I’d do him a favor and drop it off, although he’d better remember the next time or take a zero. I’m trying to teach him about responsibility but he is only eight, and he did do the assignment without having to be reminded. So he gets one free pass. What are you doing here?”


      Bex steadied herself and fabricated a smile, which she usually never did. However, Tate Calder shook her normal composure. “Josh forgot his lunch card.”


      He frowned. “They keep it here at the school.”


      She gave it up. “Fine. That’s true. His parents forgot to pay for his lunch card. I ran over to take care of it, but I’m new to this experience. I’m going to go home, ask my sister why she isn’t on top of it and then go for a run. I have a marathon tomorrow morning.”


      “Want someone to run with?”


      He meant himself? “You’re a runner?”


      His smile was addictive. She could become a fan. Wait, she already was.


      “I sure am.”


      “Ten miles,” she warned. “I usually go longer, but tomorrow’s the race.”


      “Ten miles is no problem. I’ve run marathons, so I know you’re right about not pushing too hard the day before.”


      “Really? I mean, you’ve run marathons?” She felt a little foolish repeating his own words back to him, but verbal dexterity seemed to have deserted her.


      “I have,” he replied. He had the most delicious smile, spontaneous and easy. “Where should we meet and what time?”


      She sensed that he was issuing a challenge, and she was always up for that. “Pioneer Park, top of the trail, and give me about twenty minutes.”


      He opened the door wider. “Will do. See you there.”


      That was one dangerous man, Bex concluded as she walked to her vehicle.


      Those flashy good looks concealed a sensitive interior if he was dropping off his son’s homework. Besides, he’d definitely stood up to Greg and he’d had no obligation to do so, other than his friendship with Tripp. Even more than his support of Tripp, his obvious concern for Tara and Josh—especially Josh—had particularly appealed to her.


      So he was a runner. Huh.


      She’d show him the true definition of a run for his money. She had some frustration to work out.


      Predictably, Tara was in bed when Bex got to the house to change her clothes. Her sister was bleary-eyed and seriously in need of coffee when she emerged from the guest bedroom.


      It was almost noon.


      Bex went into the kitchen, pressed a button on the coffeemaker and prepared the coffee. The lunch money mattered not at all. Josh did. As she delivered the coffee, she said, “Tara, I get that your life is upside down, I really do. But you need to talk to Josh. Make sure he doesn’t have issues you haven’t addressed.”


      “Like what?”


      How could the woman be so self-involved? So obtuse? And about her own child! Oh, boy, Bex really needed this run. “Can you just talk to him? That’s all I’m asking.”


      She’d have to leave it at that for now and hope Tara discovered her better self—not to mention her maternal instincts—in the next few hours.


      *


      TATE MET HER at the top of the path in a dark T-shirt and gray sweatpants, and she had to admit to a small—well, not that small—heartthrob moment.


      It wasn’t just that he was handsome, or tall, or all-around gorgeous. Oh, he was all those things, but none of that meant as much to her as dropping off his son’s homework at school in the middle of the day. She wasn’t sure why that was such a turn-on; it simply was. The single dad at the elementary school who was also a sexy former pilot. She went for interesting when it came to guys, and he qualified.


      She pointed. “This way.”


      They took off, and she immediately had to tone it down, because she was such a competitor and this wasn’t the time for it. He was definitely very fit from what she could see, and she was really looking. She knew he’d be able to outpace her. “Ten easy miles, okay?”


      He ran with the grace of a natural athlete, and she liked the symmetry of his stride. “Easy is better for me. With the boys, I don’t have much opportunity. I’d love to run more often. I can’t manage it.”


      She wanted to ask about his wife, but shied away. Will was still an unhealed wound for her, so she should give Tate the same consideration by avoiding the places that remained raw and sore. Instead she concentrated on the path. “The temperature is perfect. Not cold, but cool enough.”


      “The scenery is perfect, too.”


      It was true that the mountains were magnificent with their forested sides and snow-covered peaks, but he was studying her. She said wryly, “I have a feeling I was paid a compliment and I have no idea how to respond—except to point out that I probably look as tired as I feel—and there are a lot of miles between me and that finish line tomorrow.”


      “What if I take Josh and the boys out to eat and we watch the finish? I’m sure they’d want to be there when you cross the line. The boys would think it was fun, waiting for you to show up. Would that work?”


      For her, yes. And it was generous of him to include Josh. Tara was like a bulb that went on and off. Sometimes she was a great mother and sometimes—now, for instance—she just wasn’t there. “I’m not his guardian in any way, so I’ll ask my sister, but I suspect you’re on. Thanks for the offer.”


      “Seems to me you’re very much his guardian right now.” He said it seriously. “Of course, I do need his mother’s permission. Tripp mentioned your brother-in-law’s visit to the club. I’ve met him, and he doesn’t seem dangerous, but he is angry.”


      Naturally she’d shared the whole story with Hadleigh and Mel, which was why Tripp, and no doubt Spence, had heard it, too. Bex shook her head. “Greg doesn’t like me and the feeling is mutual. I wish Tara hadn’t told him I tried to talk her out of marrying him in the first place, but she did, and after that there was no going back. He was running around on her when they were engaged and, needless to say, after they tied the knot. The entire town knew it, and she married him, anyway.”


      They rounded a curve. “Fidelity in marriage is not negotiable.”


      Curious at the vehemence in his tone, she looked at his profile as they ran. His expression was suddenly remote, as though he was thinking of something else. No woman in her right mind would cheat on him, so that couldn’t be it.


      Could it?


      “I agree.” She was hitting a comfortable pace now, and hoped the same thing happened tomorrow. She decided to change the subject. “So you’re building a house from the foundation up and going into horse-breeding as a new business, plus you’re a single parent. Sounds like you have a stress-free life.”


      “You bet. I am completely without cares in this world. Hey, didn’t you recently franchise a chain of fitness centers? Does that mean you’re as happy-go-lucky as I am?”


      “Sure thing.” She grinned and then responded in a more serious voice. “The reality is somewhat different from the dream, but I worked hard to get this far, so I refuse to complain.”


      “Do you always wear that bracelet?” That question came out of nowhere.


      He was referring to her bracelet with the three charms from the marriage pact.


      He’d noticed.


      She said, “Always.”


      Tate sent her a sidelong glance. Damn him, he wasn’t even breathing hard. He obviously did run on a regular basis; he hadn’t made that up to impress her. “Yeah, Hadleigh and your other friend, Melody, wear them, too.”


      She just nodded, didn’t explain.


      A moment later, he spoke again. “Not that you don’t have enough on your plate—what with Tara and Josh and all—but I’m supposed to make some decisions about the finishes in the house so they can be ordered. Would you mind, if you have a free evening, going shopping with me? I’d like a second opinion. Otherwise I’m fairly sure everything would end up brown. Not because it’s my favorite color, but because the boys can do the least harm to brown. They’re dying for a puppy. I get asked on a daily basis and you’ve seen them with Muggles, Ridley and Harley, so we all know I’m going to give in once we have space for a pet. Which means more brown will be needed for the obvious reasons, like muddy paws. If there’s another option, please save me.”


      Bex laughed. “Looking at paint and wallpaper, hmm. Are you asking me out? I hope I’m not being presumptuous here—but it sounds like an interesting first date.”


      “Personally I consider running ten miles together a first date. So that would technically be our second date. Dinner’s on me.”


      Date. She’d rarely said that word out loud since she’d heard about Will’s death. Sure, she’d danced at weddings and even flirted once in a while, but for the most part, she’d gone out with her friends and immersed herself in her business. She hadn’t given any serious thought to a relationship in many years.


      Tate Calder wouldn’t be the place to start, though. She didn’t have time for a built-in family, especially since she had Tara and Josh living with her these days. And if Greg was unwilling to even pay for his son’s lunch at school, it was going to be a very messy divorce. At least Tara recognized that she no longer had any option, other than divorce...


      What she hoped would happen was that Tara would finally get control of her life now that she’d actually made the decision. Some depression was natural, of course, but she needed to think about her son.


      “I’ll make you a deal,” Bex said as they jogged along, sticking to the runners’ side of the path as two cyclists whizzed past. “I’ll be more than happy to offer my unbrown opinions in exchange for advice on six-year-old boys. Lunch cards? I remember them from when I was in school, but you couldn’t load them online then. It never occurred to me to ask Josh if his was paid for. What else am I missing? He’s a sensitive kid, and he doesn’t discuss whether he misses his dad. I don’t have video games or anything like that yet, and if I asked Greg for anything, he’d tell me straight where he wants me to go.”


      “He’d better not.” Tate’s voice had a hard edge.


      Nice to know that between him and Tripp, not to mention Spence, she had some male backup.


      He added, “You have a deal. His class has a field trip coming up, and they have to bring a sack lunch. It’s next Tuesday. If you like, I’ll pack a couple and send them both with Adam. I have two cupboards, one labeled What You Want Them to Eat, and the other What They’ll Eat When You Aren’t Watching. I’ve learned to combine them and hope for the best. I’ve tried to stare down young Ben Calder over his aversion to cooked carrots before with no success, and then discovered he would eat them raw. The bonus is that they’re actually healthier that way. I pick my battles, and with that one, I figure I came out the winner.”


      This new responsibility scared her a little. Well, more than a little. Tara would emerge from her emotional stupor—she had to—but when? Until then, Bex knew she was in charge by default.


      “I’m not up for this, am I?” she said ruefully.


      “It is definitely a learn-as-you-go process, and it seems to me that you’re doing just fine.”


      She wasn’t too sure about that, but at least she had another ally now, one with on-the-ground experience, so to speak. “I’m trying.”


      “If you really don’t mind helping me out, would you like to see the house sometime soon? Maybe it’ll help you visualize the project.”


      “Sometime soon,” Bex agreed, with no hesitation at all. “How about after the marathon?”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER FOUR


      THE NEXT MORNING, Tate found himself riding herd over three boys as opposed to the usual two.


      He could handle it, but they were kind of a wild bunch. They’d eaten a civilized breakfast—he’d insisted some fruit be included, not just pancakes and syrup—and then they’d gone to the park. Josh seemed happy enough, and he and Adam got along well, while Ben obviously enjoyed being the kingpin.


      Bex could’ve requested a better day for the marathon, though. Later on, about two hours into the race, a storm front rolled through and the weather turned bad.


      Into every life some rain must fall, but a lot was falling at the moment. He did carry an umbrella somewhere in the back of his rig and he dug it out when the clouds began to gather. True to form, the boys were immune to the inclement weather, especially when the first person crossed the finish line to a chorus of cheers and shouts. “I thought Aunt Bex would win.” Josh looked deflated all of a sudden.


      This was the delicate part of being a parent, Tate knew. The smallest nuances could make a major impact, so situations like this had to be addressed carefully. In as offhand a voice as possible, he said, “The men will come in first for the most part. We’re built a little differently. We can run faster. It’s just how it is. She might still win, but in the women’s race.”


      “It’s the same race,” Josh pointed out.


      Interesting territory.


      “But the male and female runners are judged differently, with different times.” He handed Josh a juice box.


      “Why?”


      A kid who took things literally. Tate considered his response. “It’s like flying a Cessna,” he eventually said. “Those are sleek planes that can do just about anything, but you don’t want to be the pilot in a storm. On the other hand, a 757 can generally handle all sorts of weather.”


      The plane analogy was lame, but he meant well, and it was what he knew. In the end he put it in simpler terms. “Men and women aren’t built the same. It’s a biological thing. In plenty of ways, the female of the species has the advantage over us guys.”


      He might have elaborated but more runners were crossing the finish line. As predicted, all men so far, but the boys were enjoying the spectacle, soaking up the excitement, the thrill of achievement, and that was never a bad thing.


      When the kids spotted Bex, they started hopping up and down, yelling and waving, and she managed a smile and a small wave as she crossed the line and began to walk it off, accepting the bottle of water one of the volunteers handed her.


      Bex hadn’t won, as it turned out, but she placed third. Tate was impressed. He kept the boys corralled until she finally walked over. He was merely going to give her the lightweight jacket she’d left with him; instead he draped it over her damp shoulders in what felt, for some reason, like a very intimate gesture.


      She met his eyes and said, “Thanks.”


      “You’re welcome. Well done, by the way.”


      Despite the umbrella, the boys were completely wet because they couldn’t stay still, but luckily it wasn’t all that cold out. She limped next to him as they walked to his vehicle. Her smile was rueful. “No matter what I do, my feet are always bleeding after I run one of these.”


      “And you feel like Rip van Winkle, I know. Asleep for twenty years and just woke up.” He wasn’t quite sure, since she was already drenched, why he felt the need to hold the umbrella over her, but he did it, anyway. “A hot bath will do wonders. How was your time?”


      “Personal best.” She smiled as she said that, looking pleased.


      And beautiful, even soaking wet and exhausted, with no hint of makeup on her face. He had a hard time keeping his gaze from slipping downward to where her shirt clung to her breasts. For someone so athletic, she still had very feminine curves, not to mention those long, toned legs.


      He realized she’d caught him staring when her brows went up a fraction. “Please tell me my shirt isn’t transparent now. I’m too tired to look down.”


      “Unfortunately not.” He pressed a button on his key fob to unlock the SUV. The boys had scampered ahead and had almost reached the back doors. “But it wouldn’t hurt my feelings if it was. If you need any help getting out of those wet clothes, just call me.”


      “Generous of you, but I think I can manage.” Her wry expression changed. “How was Josh?”


      “Well behaved and polite,” he assured her. It was the truth.


      “Good.” She smiled in relief, a smile that turned into a look of concern. “I mean, he usually is, but then again, he didn’t tell me about the school lunch thing, either.”


      “I’m sure he’s anxious about what comes next, once his parents are divorced, but I saw that in Ben and Adam when their life underwent a big change. All you can do is be there and answer the inevitable questions as honestly as possible. For the record, I’m not a child psychologist, but I believe that ‘I don’t know’ is a perfectly acceptable response if that happens to be the case. Those words have certainly come out of my mouth more than once.”


      “The trouble is, he’s not really asking.” She stopped to face him, her lashes starred by raindrops.


      Those incredible eyes. He was back to thinking they were green again.


      This attraction was getting out of hand, and he needed to put an end to it, but he had a feeling that wasn’t too likely.


      “I learned the hard way that you don’t have to be a superhero. I was determined to make everything okay for my sons, but the truth is, I couldn’t fix...what had happened.”


      That sounded preachy, so Tate amended it with a grimace as he opened the passenger door. “It’s like flying without controls, if you ask me. You take the plane up and hope for the best possible landing.”


      She laughed and shook her head as she put a foot on the running board. “You and Tripp. He says stuff like that all the time. You do realize I’m going to get your car seat all wet.”


      Tate looked at the boys in the backseat, equally soaked and laughing loudly about something or other, Ben leaning over to punch Adam in the arm. Tate said, “I suspect the vehicle in general might need to dry out, so don’t worry about it. Do we still have a date tonight or will you be too worn out?”


      She sat down and reached for the seat belt, clicking it in place. “I believe I owe you. I’ll be fine tonight. Who’s watching the boys or are they coming along?”


      He loved his sons, but no way.


      Tate went around and got into the car. “Can you picture them selecting bathroom tile or kitchen countertops? Hadleigh offered to watch them. I accepted. She said she’d be happy to have Josh, too.”


      “You do know she’s matchmaking.”


      He almost didn’t hear what she’d said because the boys were getting rowdy and he’d just flipped the ignition switch. Bex sat there, dripping, looking straight at him, as if life was like the marathon she’d just run, something to be met head-on and conquered.


      Tate conceded. “Yeah, I’ve noticed.” What else could he say?


      *


      THE RED SILK DRESS was too much for what was essentially a trip to the hardware store, so Bex changed again. Black pencil skirt and white camisole with a pale gold sweater. Okay, that was better. Besides, after 26.2 miles, heels weren’t an option, so plain black flats were, at any rate, comfortable. Her toes needed some TLC.


      Bex had no idea where they were going for dinner, so for Mustang Creek, this outfit was middle ground. A little upscale for Bad Billie’s, but dressy enough for O’Henry’s on a Saturday night. There weren’t a lot of other decent choices.


      Tara was watching television again, but at least she was with Josh. She’d readily agreed to the idea of his spending the evening with Hadleigh and Tripp, which wasn’t entirely reassuring. Bex felt almost guilty for going out.


      Almost, she told herself firmly. Josh would have fun at the ranch, as he always did, and she deserved a night out.


      “You look nice.” Tara stirred, finally showing some animation. “Tate Calder must be worth the mascara and lip gloss.”


      She thought about Tate’s wavy chestnut hair and those magnetic dark eyes. He was worth the effort, no question about it. “He saw me sopping wet earlier. It seems like the only time I see him is when I’ve been running. I thought I might try to make a better impression.”


      “You’re always pretty, Bex.” Her sister’s eyes were glassy with tears. “Thanks for everything you’ve been doing for Josh. Thank Tate for me, too, will you? I can’t deal with it right now.”


      Bex had to admit she wished Josh hadn’t heard that. “I love Josh, so everything’s okay. We’re going to meet Tate at the ranch. You ready to go, buddy?”


      He grabbed his backpack. “Yep.”


      “Maybe give your mom a hug before we head out?” She suggested it gently. It was their relationship, Josh and Tara’s, and they didn’t need her interference, but she couldn’t figure out how to deal with her sister at the moment, so he was probably even more confused.


      Tara held her little boy close and murmured against his hair, “Have fun with Aunt Hadleigh and Uncle Tripp.”


      They made a quick exit and Bex debated again about asking him how he was feeling as she pulled out of the driveway, but decided to take Tate’s advice and wait.


      If Josh himself mentioned it, that would be different. At his age, she, Hadleigh and Mel hadn’t had any secrets from each other, but she wouldn’t have shared them with an aunt, either, so that was something to keep in mind. Maybe Ben and Adam were the key; Josh might talk to them.


      Tate’s truck was already parked by the house when they pulled in, and all three dogs swarmed out to meet them. It was heartwarming to see Josh jump out and laugh as they greeted him, tugging at his backpack and leaping up to lick his face. He loved it and he needed it. She’d get him a puppy—she’d thought about getting a dog more than once—but for all she knew, Tara would move out tomorrow, and dogs needed to be walked and trained, and her own schedule didn’t permit it. So far, Tara had no place to go, since Greg was still living at their rental, so with everything up in the air, a puppy was the worst decision in the world. In theory it sounded great, but if Josh had to leave his new dog behind, and she had to find someone else to take care of it... Good intentions, sure. But a really, really impractical idea.


      She could swear her life had been simple at one time.


      Tate came out to greet her, that unforgettable smile firmly in place. She was relieved to see that whatever he had in mind, he’d dressed like her to the extent that he wore khaki slacks and a button-up blue shirt, but no tie.


      The dogs and Josh raced into the house. He took her elbow and guided her toward his car. “Let’s get the hell out of here while it’s calm. I brought over every game system we have. Tripp will be as riveted as the boys. He’s hooking it all up now. Hadleigh’s already figured out she can watch a movie in another room with her feet up and toss a frozen pizza in their direction. You can say hello when we pick them up. Let’s go select the paint, the appliances and whatever else goes into a kitchen and be done with it.”


      “I know Hadleigh, and she won’t feed children a frozen pizza.” Bex climbed in the truck and he closed her door then got in on the driver’s side.


      “I was joking. She did say something about roasted chicken and broccoli. I wish her luck with the latter, but anything’s possible. They’re now sold on her spinach lasagna, although I have to take some credit, since I told all three boys the spinach was a wild plant cowboys used to eat.”


      “Clever.”


      “It seemed to work.” He backed out of the drive. “Ben was probably on to me, but Adam bought it and he’s the picky eater. Speaking of which, if you are, tell me now, because I was thinking Thai food for dinner.”


      There was certainly no Thai restaurant in Mustang Creek, so Bex sent him a quizzical look. “I love Thai. Mel, Hadleigh and I used to eat it all the time in college, but the closest place I know of is pretty far away.”


      “Not if you fly.”


      “Oh.” That hadn’t occurred to her. “You have a plane?”


      “Sort of.”


      “How do you sort of have a plane?”


      He shrugged. “Technically it belongs to my father. He doesn’t like flying commercial, which means we have an arrangement. He bought the plane, he pays for the hangar and if he wants to go somewhere—business or pleasure—I man the cockpit. My aunt gets to keep the boys while I’m gone, which she loves. So everybody wins.”


      Bex felt a certain amount of curiosity about the kind of business that allowed a person to buy a plane, but she didn’t ask. It sounded as though Tate came from a well-to-do family, but she was lucky that money wasn’t actually one of her problems. “Sounds like it,” she said. “What are you going to do with the horses if you have to pick up and leave?”


      He pulled out onto the road and headed in the direction of the municipal airport. “Tripp introduced me to the local vet. Nice guy and he wants to go in with me. We’ve met a couple of times and I trust Tripp’s judgment. Another win-win, since I’d obviously have to hire him, anyway. I know horses, since I was raised with them, but I don’t know a lot about breeding them yet. Nate Cameron has that part down, so I’m on board with taking care of the day-to-day and building the stables, and he’s willing to come and stay at the house if I have to fly out. We’re still hashing out the business details, but it looks good.”


      It did sound good and Bex also knew Dr. Cameron; he was pleasant, reliable and competent. He’d gone to high school with Tripp and Will. His practice was mostly large animal, but he did have a clinic for small animals open several days a week with an older veterinarian who was close to retirement.


      That brought her thoughts back to Tara. She’d dated Nate Cameron for about six months during her senior year. Why couldn’t she have married him instead of Greg?


      Tate distracted her from that thought, which was just as well, since it was going nowhere. “My boys want to go fishing,” he said, “and I have a friend with a cabin on a nearby lake. Do you suppose Josh would like to go? I don’t know Greg, but if he’s inclined to join us, that would be fine with me. The place is rustic, outdoor facilities, woodstove, and there’s nothing to do but hike and fish. If Greg’s the outdoor type and wants to come along, he’s invited.”


      That was generous. Very.


      Score another point for Mr. Calder.


      “I’ll ask my sister to have that conversation with Josh. I’m sure he’d love it. And I’ll tell her to mention it to Greg.” Who probably wouldn’t love it. Not one bit...


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER FIVE


      HE SUSPECTED IT was unfair not to prepare her for his family, but then again, it was impossible to be prepared, so Tate had made an executive decision just to hope for the best. As the plane touched down sweetly on the landing strip, he thought it might be prudent to say something.


      “You’re probably about to meet my aunt and my father. Unless they’re out, in which case we’re in luck, but my aunt’s usually there. After my mother died, she moved in and took over, sort of like a certified dictator at large. She’s terrifyingly efficient.”


      Bex looked startled, and he didn’t blame her. Her gold-green eyes widened.


      He pointed at the house. It was far away but there was a Jeep parked near the airstrip to get back and forth. “There’ll be a lot more decorating choices around here than in Mustang Creek. The builder suggested I go to a more cosmopolitan area to pick out what I wanted and have it shipped. I’m hoping this will be a forever house for me, so why skimp at this point, right?”


      “Right,” she said, but the word wasn’t loaded with enthusiasm. She was gorgeous in a slim skirt and a sweater that set off her eyes, and he knew his family would embrace the idea that he might be seeing someone. Meeting them so early on, though—that was asking a little much. He figured the run together didn’t count, so this was their first date.


      The house was like a minicastle minus the turrets. Most people found his father’s place a bit...overwhelming. Should he have given her more warning, some kind of initiation, so to speak? Well, too late now. He’d better get this out of the way. He opened the Jeep passenger door in what could only be described as a gentlemanly fashion and, despite her tight skirt, she climbed in with matching grace. That shouldn’t surprise him; she was an athlete, after all.


      The more he told himself he didn’t have the time or inclination to date Becca Stuart, the more he was convinced he was going to override the system and do it, anyway. Ben and Adam liked her, and that really counted.


      Then there was the undeniable sexual attraction. Tate was drawn to Bex on a very basic level—other interests aside. That had never been in dispute, not from the moment they met.


      Not exactly what he needed at this point in his life, perhaps, but things didn’t always go as predicted. Or as planned.


      Aunt Gina was home. She’d heard the plane, so there was no going back. She was already on the front porch, waving hello, when he pulled up in the Jeep; she hesitated briefly when she saw that he wasn’t alone.


      “Hello.” Tate didn’t even turn off the ignition, but jumped out, returned the offered hug and stepped back. “We aren’t staying. We’re on a shopping trip, so I’m taking the Jeep into town, then we’ll fly back to Mustang Creek from here. This is Bex Stuart, by the way.”


      “Pleased to meet you,” Bex said, looking—and sounding—a little shy.


      “And you, as well. Surely you can stay for dinner.” His aunt, petite and dark-haired, was eyeing Bex with a speculative gaze, her size no indication of her force of will, which could blast the top off a mountain. He sensed approval on the appearance front, but there was plenty in Bex’s appearance to approve of—all of it, in fact.


      Maybe he was just being hopeful that they’d get along.


      He sidestepped the dinner invitation. “Some other time when I can give you advance notice,” he told his aunt gently. “We’ll grab a bite in town. Bex has had a long day, so we need to make it an early night.”


      For once, Gina let it go. “Your father’s on a conference call at the moment, but at least stop in and say hello on your way back.”


      A clear order.


      “Will do,” he agreed hastily, all but saluting.


      As he and Bex drove away, turning onto a street that was lined with discreet driveways and manicured lawns, Bex asked him, “Is every date with you this interesting?”


      “Wait until you get to the exciting part where we look at kitchen countertops and built-in ovens,” he said drily.


      “This is quite the neighborhood.” She gestured at the massive rooflines they could glimpse in the distance, behind the professionally landscaped grounds.


      “Not what you’d call homey, is it?”


      “It’s impressive, anyway. May I ask in general terms what your father does for a living? Oil wells? Gold mines? Diamonds?”


      At her joking tone, he shot her a sidelong glance. “Nothing so glamorous. He owns a manufacturing company that makes engine parts for almost every major car company in the world. I’m sure the conference call is with Japan or Germany or someplace like that. He does a lot of business in the US, but there’s a high demand overseas, as well.”


      “Rich kid, huh?”


      He had been. Part of that had been good, part of it not so good. “I’ve made my own way. Other than my college tuition—and I had an athletic scholarship, so I essentially paid for some of the tuition myself—Dad doesn’t give me a dime, and I don’t ask for anything. Never have. I earned the money to pay for the land and the new house by working some long hours and making a few decent investments. I thought about asking my father if he wanted to invest in the breeding venture, but he’s still ticked off at me because I turned down a corporate pilot’s job arranged by a friend of his. I would’ve been away from home a lot, sometimes for weeks at a time, so I said no. Dad’s great, don’t get me wrong, but growing up, I barely saw him, he worked so much. I want to raise my children.”


      “You do seem emphatic about it.”


      He was. Tate couldn’t have explained why he was telling her so much, but he’d been dated for his trust fund before, although he already knew Bex wasn’t the type to marry for money. His wife, Sandra, had felt differently, though, so he wanted to be clear on that before he entered into any potential relationship. Making that mistake once was definitely once too often.


      He continued, his voice even. “The plane is a compromise. I don’t mind being able to fly now and then, because if I didn’t love it, I wouldn’t have done it in the first place. And I don’t mind letting the boys have time with their great-aunt when I take my father here or there on short business trips. But Mustang Creek is the kind of place I wish I’d grown up.”


      “It’s great,” Bex said. “Hadleigh and Mel and I had a ball as kids, riding our bikes everywhere, eating ice cream in the park, playing Optimist softball... Small-town stuff, but those are good memories.”


      He turned on to Cheyenne’s main thoroughfare, busy with traffic, and headed toward the warehouse store his builder had recommended, saying he often did business with the company. They were reliable and carried quality materials. “Seems to me the three of you are still making them. Good memories, I mean.”


      “That’s true—not that everything’s quite as simple these days.” Bex laughed, her profile serene. “Hadleigh’s the impulsive one, and Melody can be outspoken, not to mention stubborn. I have my faults, too, of course. I can be really competitive, but I’m also the peacemaker in the bunch. If we were all the same, I doubt we’d get along so well.”


      “I’d really like it if Ben, Adam and Josh formed that kind of friendship. They’re young boys, so they’re over-the-top sometimes, but they seem to enjoy being with each other. It’s good for all three of them. My kids are new to town, essentially, and Josh is going through a tough time.”


      “The fishing trip is a wonderful idea.”


      Tate spotted the building and pulled into the lot. “You aren’t the one who’s going to be taking all those minnows off the hook.” He chuckled. “Hey, we’ll have fun. They’ll learn to pee in the woods, like real men.”


      “Don’t you dare encourage them to do that,” Bex warned, but she was laughing again.


      “Males are born with that instinct,” he informed her, “so I won’t have to encourage them.” A pause. “Okay, let’s get the hard part over with, shall we? The shopping, I mean. Even though I can make decisions with the best of ’em, choosing kitchen cabinets isn’t one of my strong points.”


      *


      IT WOULD’VE HELPED if he’d taken her by the construction site so she could get a feel for the layout and materials of his new house before he’d flown her halfway across Wyoming to do something as important as advise him on his “forever house,” as he’d called it. He’d mentioned something earlier about seeing the place, but that idea had fallen by the wayside.


      Still, Bex had to admit, it was fun to look at the different kinds of granite and marble, backsplashes, faucets and other fixtures, spending someone else’s money. Tate had asked for her opinions, after all. He approved the spruce cabinets she suggested, and the perfect bronze handles, too, and offered no resistance when she steered him away from granite to a poured concrete countertop a slightly darker color than the cabinets.


      “A farmhouse sink,” she said firmly as they surveyed that aisle. “It’s beautiful and it’ll suit the rustic nature of the house.”


      “I don’t even know what you mean by a farmhouse sink. Feel free to enlighten me,” he added mildly. “To me, a sink is a sink. That’s why I asked for advice.”


      At first he balked at the six-burner gas stove, not because of the price, although that was substantial, but because he claimed he could cook about five dishes, and none of them required more than two burners. Bex reminded him that preferences tended to change over time, and so did circumstances. He might meet a woman who practiced the culinary arts in a serious way...or he might develop a passion for them himself. Plus, his sons would grow up and most likely have wives and children of their own, which meant there’d be family gatherings—Thanksgivings and Christmases and birthdays and who knew what other celebrations. Then he’d see the wisdom of a properly equipped kitchen.


      Tate seemed enthralled, if a bit amused, by the broad picture she painted.


      Finally, her case made, she brought the speech full-circle. “It’s your forever house, right?” She ran her hand lightly, almost wistfully, along the gleaming top of the stove. “I think I can speak for most women and say that I’d love to have something like this. My rule is, if you’re going to do it, do it right.”


      A stainless-steel side-by-side refrigerator with a bottom-drawer freezer came next, and by then they’d covered the basics. Tate put the total on his credit card—a massive amount—and didn’t blink an eye when the woman obviously assumed Bex was his wife.


      Beyond a doubt, this had to be the most unusual first date ever.


      “Food,” Tate said succinctly as they left the building. “Next order of business. Apparently, making domestic decisions, especially about kitchens and fridges and stoves, causes intense hunger.”


      Bex smiled and agreed that it was time to eat. Privately, she was glad he hadn’t accepted his aunt’s invitation to dinner. The people in Tate’s family were probably quite friendly, but sitting down to a meal with them might be too much, too soon.


      Besides, she had no idea where this was all going—or if it was going anywhere. Tate was a widower and he’d never mentioned his wife. He had two young sons to bring up, a major construction project to complete and a new business to organize.


      Bex’s own situation was hardly less complicated; she had her sister and nephew living with her all of a sudden, plus fitness club franchises opening across the country, which meant that, of necessity, she traveled a great deal. There were “significant learning curves” attached to “growing the business,” as her financial adviser, who had a great fondness for corporate clichés, constantly told her. And, deep down, she wasn’t completely sure she’d ever gotten over Will’s death a decade ago.


      Bex grasped the permanence of that loss, accepted that there were no guarantees in life. But emotionally...well, some part of her still expected her lost soldier to come marching home.


      Granted, things were different now. Tate wasn’t fighting in a war. Unfortunately, there were other dangers besides bullets and bombs and, like anybody else, he could die. He was a man who flew small planes and would be working with large animals, both situations that could put him at risk... Death could happen close to home, not just on a faraway battlefield, as it had with Will.


      Bex pushed those thoughts to the back of her mind. She was with an attractive—make that sexy-as-hell—man. No need for any big decisions yet. If ever...


      Why not simply enjoy the moment?


      The restaurant was busy, since it was a Saturday evening, but they got a table for two fairly quickly, which might have been due to the flirtatious hostess and her interest in Tate as he explained that, no, sorry, he hadn’t made a reservation. Bex was still trying to decide if she should be amused or annoyed when they were seated.


      “Does that always work?” she asked, settling in.


      “What?” Oh, so innocent.


      “That suave, charming way you have. That smile.”


      He pretended to be puzzled, picked up his menu and finally grinned at her over the top of it. “Assuming that I am suave and charming, with a memorable smile, I have only one question. Do any of those things work on you?”


      Now they were getting onto unstable ground. In fact, this was a quicksand sort of question. Bex felt a flutter in the pit of her stomach, unrelated to hunger, and took her time answering. “The way a man smiles certainly makes a difference to a woman,” she said seriously, feeling like a humorless fool, but unable to respond in kind. “And yours just happens to be wicked.”


      He flashed it then, full force, with that hint of a dimple in his left cheek included, no doubt, to increase the wattage. “Fear not, fair damsel,” he teased. “You’re safe with me. Translation—lighten up a little.” He watched her for a long, silent moment. “I think you just gave me a compliment. I’m still processing that.” Another pause. “My aunt liked you.”


      Bex had managed to relax, ever so slightly. “She saw me for about thirty seconds.”


      “I know Gina Calder pretty well. She has the instincts of a barracuda when it comes to sizing people up.” Another of those conversational hairpin turns followed. “Are we ordering separately or do we want to share?”


      This entire evening she’d been outmaneuvered. Bex gave up. “I say we share. You choose for both of us because I’m too hungry to think. I am planning to have a glass of wine, though, and I’ll feel guilty you can’t, but my feet still hurt and you didn’t tell me I’d be meeting your family. So we’ll be even.”


      “I would never drink and fly a plane or drive, but I supervised three boys for at least half the day. Do I get sympathy points for that?”


      “Absolutely. Once we touch down safely, I’ll be the first to hand you a cold beer.”


      “Like a serving wench? You’d wear the outfit? I want a low-cut bodice.”


      “Don’t push it.”


      In the end, ordering was a joint process, and they chose spring rolls and mango salad to start, followed by shrimp pad thai and lemongrass chicken; everything was delicious. Her glass of California chardonnay was exactly the kind she liked and accompanied the meal perfectly.


      She did meet his father briefly later that evening, when they stopped by the house. Tate’s dad was an older version of his son, with some silver at his temples and a genial smile.


      Later still, as they taxied along the runway before takeoff, she was already yawning. “He seems nice.”


      “Most of the time he is. But appearances can be deceiving.”


      “Duly noted. I might point out, though, that none of us are nice all the time.”


      “That’s the third yawn. Feel free to nap. It’s a short flight, but you still have to take Josh home.” He pretended to be concentrating hard. “Let’s see, you ran a race, took a flight you didn’t know you were going to take and helped a hopeless bachelor organize what I suspect will be a killer kitchen. Like I told my aunt, you’ve had a full day.”


      Bex sighed, admiring Tate from the corner of her eye.


      He had a clean profile and handled the plane so effortlessly he didn’t even seem to be thinking about it. She was tired, but pleasantly so. It had been a lovely evening, and a treat just to get away. Her feet did hurt; tomorrow, she knew from experience, they’d really hurt. Something to look forward to, although she’d signed up for it, so there was no one to blame but herself.


      “You, on the other hand, supervised three boys all morning—as you modestly pointed out. You took them to the race, then you flew us to Cheyenne, drove us around and also did the shopping. And now you’re flying us back,” she said with a sleepy smile. “You’ve had a full day, too.”


      The night sky was brilliant with stars, the earlier inclement weather having headed south into the Midwest. A vast arch of velvet black was studded with diamonds, almost like something Melody would make. That gave Bex an idea.


      Tate had already done a lot for Josh—and he’d met her nephew mere days ago. She wanted to thank him. Melody had made an impressive clock for her husband, Spence. Everything she did was one of a kind, and in this particular case, she’d used an outline of their ranch house as a background, Tripp had cut the metal pieces required by her design and a local artisan had made the frame from wood found on the property. Everyone who saw it urged Melody to expand her jewelry design business to include artistic clocks.


      Unique, personal... Bex loved the thought of it.


      A similar piece with a silhouette of his new log house would fit perfectly in Tate’s new kitchen. She could commission it, Mel could create it and Tripp would help again because he and Tate were friends. She knew full well that Melody would never take her money. Bex could provide the kitchen design and color of the cabinets, so maybe all of them could go in on the project together.


      Housewarming gift: solved.


      This landing was as smooth as the last one. Even though it was past Josh’s bedtime, it wasn’t too late, considering two flights, the shopping and dinner. At least she’d be able to sleep in tomorrow, since it was Sunday.


      “I’m going to sleep like the dead myself,” Tate said, as if reading her mind on the drive back to the Galloway ranch. “This house-building thing was going to be challenging, I knew that going in, but I’m looking forward to being settled again.” He sent her a quick smile. “Word of warning—for a vagabond pilot, I’m darned boring. Coffee black. Toast with butter, no jelly. I’ve eaten all kinds of different food, like I did tonight, but just give me a medium-rare steak, a baked potato and a salad, and I’m happy.”


      “Word of warning?” Bex looked at him, which wasn’t a chore for any woman. “Is that your way of asking me for another date?”


      “Not very smooth, but yes.”


      There was that darned smile again.


      “Hmm, I’ll have to mull it over,” she told him mischievously. “I’ll get back to you.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER SIX


      TATE POURED ANOTHER cup of coffee and went over the plans again. One of the tough decisions he’d have to make was the size of the barn itself. He didn’t have the resources to be too extravagant; still, it would be so much easier—and save money—to do it right the first time, rather than adding on later.


      He might have to consider asking his father to invest, after all. That would be the more practical route, but he balked at it.


      One of the things he wanted to include was a small separate cabin/bunkhouse next to the stables so that eventually, with luck, he could hire staff to help with the horses. Staff who could live right on the ranch. Stalls had to be mucked out, horses would need to be fed, exercised, started or trained, if they were going to be sold as saddle horses. With a few animals he could handle all that, but turning this into a legitimate business meant he’d require help.


      The problem was if he so much as mentioned the word investment to his father, the man became relentlessly overinvolved. Let him put up one dime, and there’d be spreadsheets and reports and phone calls. All Tate wanted was to live on a serene piece of property with a spectacular view of the Tetons and raise horses and his sons.


      It seemed straightforward enough. In theory.


      His father’s approach to business was probably the correct one, but Tate wasn’t out to make a fortune, he just wanted to provide a good life for his children and have a simple existence in a more wholesome environment, rather than a crowded city.


      “I need to decide.” He ran his fingers through his hair and said it out loud.


      “’Bout what?”


      He hadn’t realized that Adam had wandered into the kitchen, still sleepy and decked out in his Batman pajamas, his hair messy, dark eyes inquiring.


      Tate saw a reflection of his own features in his son’s small face, and he had to admit that whatever problems he had in this world, they faded away when he looked at his child. “I was wondering if I wanted more coffee or a glass of orange juice. You need to make a big decision, too. Cereal or waffles?”


      “Waffles.”


      Of course the kid chose waffles, since they involved syrup. These were of the toaster variety, but Tate tossed some fresh blueberries on top and handed over a glass of milk. “You guys have fun last night?”


      Adam nodded, his mouth full.


      “Still want to go fishing?”


      Another emphatic nod.


      Naturally he’d guessed what the answer would be. “I hope Josh and his dad can go, too.” He’d mentioned it to them at the finish line yesterday; there’d been general excitement but no specific reaction to the option of including Greg.


      Adam swallowed and washed down his mouthful of waffle with milk. “Josh don’t want his dad.”


      “Doesn’t,” Tate corrected automatically.


      His son stopped eating for a moment to inform him, “He wants Aunt Bex to go instead.”


      “Fishing?”


      That was an interesting picture. She was the athletic type; no one would deny that. Still...he could also clearly remember the slender figure in that black skirt and the graceful curves under the gold sweater.


      “She’s a girl,” Tate pointed out, resting his elbows on the table. The house was small and there was no dining room, just space for a kitchen table. “You want to go fishing with a girl?”


      He was joking, but boys were boys, and he sometimes found himself swimming in the dark against a swift current. In other words, he didn’t always grasp what they were thinking—or why.


      Adam thought about it for a second and nodded again. “She’s not really a girl.”


      Oh, he was dying to hear where this was going. And his youngest son was absolutely right; she was every inch a woman, not a girl at all, and Tate was only too aware of it. “How so?”


      “She can run a long way.”


      “Okay, that’s true.”


      “Yeah, she can run as far as you.” He popped a few blueberries into his mouth. “You said so.”


      That stung a little, but male pride wasn’t the issue here. He had said that as they waited for Bex to cross the finish line. It never ceased to amaze him how children remembered even the most casual of comments. “What I said is that she can go the same distance.”


      “And it was a long way.”


      “It was, yes.”


      Adam shrugged his small shoulders. “So that means she can fish, too.”


      There was a certain logic to that argument, he supposed, at least to a six-year-old boy. Girl can run as far as a guy, girl can fish just like a guy.


      Maybe she could. He sipped his coffee and considered his response. “I guess I can ask her instead of Josh’s father. You’re sure that’s what Josh meant? Could be he’s mad at his father and they need to talk.”


      “That’s what he said. Aunt Bex.” Adam polished off his breakfast. “Can I watch TV?”


      It was Sunday morning, so Tate nodded. He tried to keep his children’s media interaction to a minimum, but cut them some slack on weekends. Since they both read and got good grades—he pushed for both—he allowed lazy Sunday mornings.


      Adam went off to the den and Tate heard the television come on. He returned to the architect’s plans for another look.


      Now, though, he was admittedly distracted.


      He’d only met Josh’s dad that one afternoon at the ranch, but what Tripp had told him didn’t inspire much confidence. He hoped one of his children wouldn’t choose someone else over him in a situation like this. There was also the issue that he’d prefer Bex as the other adult companion.


      He didn’t know if she could go, or if she’d even agree. She was busy, and the idea might not appeal to her, anyway.


      In his experience, some women liked the great outdoors, and some women didn’t. That wasn’t exactly a profound observation, since the same could be said for men. There were boardrooms and designer suits on the one side, saddles and worn boots on the other, and everything else in between. Personally, he loved to fish, but he also liked a hot shower.


      His friend Russ, the cabin’s owner, had said, as if it didn’t matter much, that the place had hot water from a small heater under the sink, but only enough for washing dishes. The outdoor shower, which pumped water from the lake, was cold; however, you could heat a pail on the stove and pour it in for the final rinse.


      Not exactly a four-star resort.


      It was only fair to let Bex know what she’d be getting into, but...if he did, she might decline. Since he hadn’t been to this cabin himself, he wasn’t sure what precise degree of rustic applied. It sounded on the higher end of the spectrum to him—or lower, depending on your perspective. Still, during the summer Bex had participated in chaperoning a trail ride for a group of teenage girls, so obviously she wasn’t opposed to camping. If she had time to get away for a few days, maybe the idea would appeal to her.


      The prospect of the trip took on a whole new rosy glow.


      *


      HADLEIGH WAS IN her quilt shop, draping a new creation over a display rack, when Bex opened the door to the tinkling of the bell. Since she sewed like someone with ten thumbs, Bex always found her friend’s talent astonishing. In a philosophical discussion they’d had once over a glass of wine and some pasta dish Melody had whipped up involving garlic, peppers and a sauce made from homegrown tomatoes, they’d all agreed that their different strengths were probably what had kept them friends for so long. Just as Bex had explained to Tate the evening they’d flown to Cheyenne. During their high school days, Melody had been a cheerleader, and Bex a volleyball star. Hadleigh had aced home economics—renamed Family Studies, for some reason. She’d done it so effortlessly, as if she could create beautiful things in her sleep. They’d all muddled through adolescence and then college, a team for the most part, although they hadn’t always agreed.


      It was definitely time for a team meeting.


      On a Sunday, the shop stayed open because during the summer and winter tourist seasons, the town was busy. But autumn was quiet in Mustang Creek. So chances were they’d get some uninterrupted minutes today.


      “Mel’s bringing lunch,” Bex announced as she walked in.


      Hadleigh looked hopeful. “Please tell me it involves those turkey burgers from Bad Billie’s. I’ve been craving one all morning. I would’ve eaten one for breakfast.”


      “What is it with pregnant women? Can you read each other’s minds? Mel said the exact same thing.” Bex smiled. “I think your dream is going to come true. How’s the armadillo today?”


      Tripp had gone with Hadleigh to her first ultrasound, and he’d decided the baby resembled an armadillo, and the term had stuck. He’d always had a unique way of expressing himself.


      “He’s fine.” Hadleigh ran her hand over the curve of her belly. “Moving around, amusing himself by putting various degrees of pressure on my bladder.” She glanced at the display window and the sidewalk beyond. “Someone’s coming in. Can you watch the front for a minute?”


      “Of course.” She’d noticed, with mixed pity and envy, how often both Hadleigh and Mel dashed off to the bathroom these days. Maybe she’d be in the same predicament someday.


      And maybe not.


      When Mel walked through the door a minute later, bag in hand, Bex had just wrapped up a calico-and-cream set of placemats for a very nice middle-aged lady. She’d ordered her purchase online, and Hadleigh was ringing it up on the old-fashioned register.


      “Good call on the turkey burger,” Bex said after she’d thanked her customer. “H was pining for one.”


      Mel deposited the bag on the counter. “I know my girl. Billie sent extra pickles, too. Obviously he buys into that pregnancy rumor. I thought it was cute.”


      “I love his homemade pickles and I’m not pregnant,” Bex said, reaching for the bag. “I’ll be happy to eat them. You two stole all the cream puffs the other day. Dibs on the pickles.”


      “I’ll lock up for lunch,” Hadleigh said. “Let’s go to the back room. I can clear enough space for us to eat, and there’s bottled water in the minifridge.”


      The back room always had scraps of material on the floor and various works in progress next to the sewing machines, but there was a small table surrounded by four chairs.


      “So, emergency meeting. What’s up?” Melody opened her bottle of water and lost no time in getting down to business.


      “It’s not an emergency,” Bex argued. “Well, not really. I just need to talk about something.”


      “You said EM,” Haleigh said, referring to their personal shorthand for “emergency meeting.” She passed out the food. “Okay, spill.”


      “Tate called and asked me to go on this fishing trip with the boys. I need a second—and third opinion—on whether I should. He told his boys that he was willing to invite Greg, too. But...Tate called this morning and said Josh wants me to go instead.”


      Hadleigh didn’t look surprised. “Yeah, it’s true. Tripp heard them talking about it last night. Somehow boys think they’re whispering, but the truth is, they aren’t at all. They’re worse than deaf old ladies in church. Anyway, Josh isn’t interested in his dad going along. He’d rather have you.”


      “I’m flattered,” Bex said, briefly shutting her eyes. “And yet it breaks my heart. Tate’s sons adore him. Josh should have that.”


      “What he needs is a rock.” Melody tossed them each a napkin. “And you’re his rock right now. When Tara gets it together, he might trust her again. Let’s hope... Remember how much trust is involved in being a child? Someone has to feed you, take you to school, pick you up, make you smile now and then. So he wants you because you already do all those things for him. Seems logical to me. What’s the real question, Bex? I don’t think we’re talking about Josh at an EM. Of course you’ll go. We’re talking about Tate Calder, aren’t we?”


      “He has you tempted, doesn’t he?” Hadleigh sent her a knowing look. “Can’t say I blame you. I’ve proven to be susceptible myself with regard to Tripp, which explains the baby bump. What’s the problem?”


      Their unswerving support meant a lot. “I’m...not ready.”


      “It’s ten years since Will died,” Hadleigh reminded her gently. “I understand it might feel disloyal—caring for someone else, I mean—but it isn’t.” Hadleigh’s eyes had turned glassy with tears. “I miss Will, too, Bex, but life goes on. It has to.”


      Melody stepped in, reaching over to squeeze Bex’s hand. “Will loved you. We love you, but no one expects you to sit around by yourself for the rest of your life—hence the marriage pact. On that note, no decisions have to be made today, either. Go on the trip for Josh. You’ll have fun. And the more time you spend with Tate, the more easily you’ll be able to figure out if he is the one.”


      “We’ve been on one date,” Bex retorted. Not including the day they went running together, she added to herself. She picked up her sandwich. “I hope the two of you realize there’s an outhouse included in this excursion. When Tate called, I could tell he didn’t want to impart that information, but to give him credit, he did.”


      “Ouch.” Hadleigh had recovered, blinking back the tears brought on by the mention of Will’s name. “Okay, I concede that’s not perfect. If Mel and I were there, we’d be in trouble.”


      “Our husbands would be in trouble,” Melody insisted. “If Spence thought for a minute that I was going outside in the middle of the night without him, he’d be wrong. I’d be waking him up every few hours.”


      Bex stared down at her bracelet and touched the charm Melody had created for her. An airplane, ironically enough. Ironic because Tate hadn’t even entered the scene when Mel gave it to her. The tiny charm was supposed to represent the ongoing success of her business, which had expanded within the state and in neighboring states, as well. Mel had joked that she’d probably meet someone on her travels... Which was fine, her friends had said, “as long as you bring him back home.” But the way things were turning out, she didn’t even have to leave home. “Tate’s got a lot of history, too,” she said, “and while Ben and Adam are great, dealing with Josh is interesting enough. Four males is about three too many.”


      Hadleigh took a bite of her burger. “So, you’re going, then. Good choice.”


      “I didn’t say—”


      “I agree, good choice.” Melody took a bite of hers, too. “Give Tate a call, Bex, and accept.”


      Her best friends turned to her expectantly.


      She backed down. “Fine, I’ll call him. And when I get there, I’ll use an outhouse—not that I’ve got any alternative. Call me when you have two six-year-olds with an eight-year-old thrown in free of charge. And don’t ask me to help. I suspect I’ll be in the mode of never-doing-that-again.”


      “You’ll probably have to take at least one fish off the hook.” Hadleigh made a face. “Yuck, I hate that.” She tucked into her food, apparently not put off by the memory. “Of course you could make Tate do the honors.”


      “That part of fishing is not fun.” Mel nodded, helping herself to a french fry. “It’s those cold mornings that freak me out. Mist drifting over the lake, noises in the woods... I always think it’s Bigfoot.”


      “I’m a believer.” Hadleigh’s eyes sparkled again, but with laughter now. Her voice dropped to a theatrical whisper. “So if you hear a thump in the middle of the night, don’t look outside.”


      “I’m going to strangle you both,” Bex threatened. “And by the way, all of these pickles are mine.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER SEVEN


      IT HAD BEEN a long week. And now Friday had finally arrived. Fishing Friday, as Tate thought of it.


      At least the plumbing was finished, and the electricians were nearly done. He was pleased with how the house looked; he particularly liked the two dormers on the second floor and the roomy front porch. The interior was still just a shell full of boxes, and the floors would be the last to go in. He’d also attended three horse sales, and even bought one mare that Tripp was currently boarding for him. There’d been a chili supper at the school and a science project for Ben. Money wasn’t an issue yet, but not working bothered him, and he was stressed from chasing after the kids and answering a dozen questions a day on the house construction.


      And he couldn’t stop thinking about Bex Stuart.


      Once she’d accepted his invitation to join them on the fishing trip, he’d made a point of not calling her because he didn’t want to seem pushy. Besides, he was still sorting out a few things himself.


      He stowed the fishing poles in the bed of the truck and went into the garage to dig out his tackle box and a net, and to find the box labeled Camping Gear. As the male in charge of their little expedition, he wasn’t going anywhere without a kerosene lantern, two flashlights with fresh batteries, his fillet knife in case they actually caught a fish or two of legal size, his trusty iron frying pan, and some basics like salt and pepper. Already he’d stowed canned goods—including green beans, corn, chicken noodle and tomato soup, along with a box of crackers, some fruit and a box of cereal—in a plastic container to keep out mice. They’d be able to pick up some groceries; Russ had assured him there was a small store in the nearest town.


      Luckily, he had three life vests, since Ben had outgrown his and had a new one, so that was covered as far as Josh was concerned. He was fairly sure Bex didn’t have a kid-size one lying around. Maybe her sister would think of it, but he doubted it.


      He’d been through an unfortunate marriage. They’d been people with different expectations, different, even contradictory, hope and dreams—to put it mildly. Putting it more harshly meant that words like fraud and infidelity and dishonesty would be involved. So he understood that unhappiness could take its toll.


      At any rate, back to the practicalities of the moment. Josh had a vest, too, the truck was packed and they were ready to go.


      He called Tripp. “About to depart on the grand adventure. So what am I forgetting? Help me out. School’s over in thirty minutes.”


      “Poles and tackle?”


      “Check.”


      “Snacks?”


      “On it.” He had about seven kinds of granola bars, some whole-grain chips and popcorn.


      “Beer for you?”


      “Who do you think you’re talking to?”


      “Wine for Bex?”


      He swore softly. “Not yet, but thanks for mentioning it. What kind is it she likes again?”


      Luckily, Tripp knew. Well, not really. But he went and asked Hadleigh and gave him the name of a California chardonnay. Oh, yeah, sounded familiar now. Wasn’t that what she’d had at the restaurant in Cheyenne?


      “Sleeping bags, medical emergency kit, extra towels?”


      The towels weren’t a bad idea. Tate tossed a couple in his bag.


      “Don’t forget to pack your fortitude.”


      “My...what?”


      “Fortitude. You know, the thing that might make it possible for you to endure a weekend of fishing with a female and three young boys. I have it on excellent authority that Bex isn’t thrilled about the outhouse situation.”


      “Me neither, but at least it’s a cabin, not a tent in the woods. Besides, I warned her about this setup. I considered waiting until we got there and letting it all come as a surprise. So I was a nice guy, and I want an engraved plaque congratulating me.”


      “If you survive this, I’ll see that you get your plaque.”


      “Thanks,” he said in an equally sardonic tone. “If I don’t return, send out a search party.”


      “Will do, but I bet she’ll know how to cleverly dispose of your body. So I’d recommend you be as charming as possible.”


      “I’ll do my best.”


      The call ended, he tossed his bag into the truck, went through his mental checklist one final time and headed over to the school. All three boys were waiting; he had to go to the office and sign Josh out since he wasn’t a parent. The secretary said, “They’ve been on the unruly side today. They’re so excited about this trip. You might want to brace yourself for the drive.”


      This was what he liked about Mustang Creek. Yes, people knew what you were doing, and that could be uncomfortable, but they also cared about what you were doing. He smiled at Ms. Wainwright, who seemed bossy and overbearing on the surface but, as he’d discovered, was kind beneath that brusque exterior.


      “It’s very kind of you to invite Joshua.” She handed him a slip of paper and peered at him over her glasses. “Becca Stuart is a very pretty young woman, isn’t she?”


      Word sure got around. Tate merely nodded, then beat a hasty retreat, mumbling, “Have a good weekend.”


      The boys were still standing with the teacher supervising the children getting on the bus, and he noticed a tightening in his throat as he saw them talking excitedly to each other, backpacks in place, small tennis shoes on their feet, Ben laughing and giving Adam a friendly shove.


      No way did he regret turning down that lucrative corporate job in order to move to this small town. He’d missed too much with his children as it was. He walked up and handed the teacher the slip of paper. “I think they’re all mine now.”


      “I recommend a tranquilizer gun,” the young man overseeing the process said with humor in his voice. “Aim it at yourself. This trio is bent on conquering the wilderness, one fish at a time. I can’t wait to hear their stories next week. I hope you have a net big enough to haul in a whale or two.”


      “I’ve heard these guys are more than a little wound up.” He put a restraining hand on Adam’s shoulder since he could sense he was going to reciprocate that shove from his brother. “I don’t have a fillet knife big enough for that job, so all whales are catch and release. Come on, boys, let’s go pick up Aunt Bex.”


      Cheers all around. He could only dream of being so popular.


      Once they were in the truck, safely buckled in, backpacks at their feet, he sent her a text just before he pulled out of the school parking lot.


      You ready? We’re on our way.


      Her reply was almost instant.


      At the fitness center. See you there.


      Bex’s gym was on his route out of town. He was grateful—for a number of very obvious reasons—that she’d been willing to take the weekend off. Thanks to expanding her business, Bex’s schedule was intense. He hoped that would be his problem someday, since being an entrepreneur was a new experience for him.


      It made him nervous, hanging his children’s future on a dream, but he also had confidence that he could do whatever it took to bring that dream to life.


      But this weekend, anyway, he wasn’t going to worry about anything, just kick back and enjoy himself.


      *


      BEX SIGNED THE LAST check and closed the ledger, her mind on the time. Payroll was done, and her manager would handle the fitness center. Meanwhile, her need to micromanage her sister’s life wasn’t helping much at all. Or was it?


      She’d given Tara a job at the club, working as a receptionist. Tara seemed to be enjoying the attention—not to mention being relatively free of parental responsibility for the first time in six years. Bex couldn’t decide whether she was making a positive difference in her sister’s life or just enabling.


      Tara hadn’t so much as blinked an eye over the fact that Josh wanted Bex to go on the fishing trip instead of Greg. Or her. In fact, Tara had agreed to the plan without hesitation. Josh, she’d concluded cheerfully, would be better off with Aunt Bex. Well, Aunt Bex didn’t mind, but she wasn’t his mother.


      Sighing, she checked her watch. They’d be there any minute, Tate and the boys. Was she ready?


      She had packed what she considered a modest-sized suitcase, and Tate Calder had no business objecting. For a trip like this, she required clean clothes, a couple of different coats for different weather possibilities, and she’d only packed three pairs of shoes.


      It was, however, a bit heavier than it looked. She wheeled it outside.


      When Tate got out of his truck and approached to grab it, the boys waving from the backseat, Bex told him sternly, “Don’t say a word. There’s chocolate in there, too. Care to comment?”


      “No, ma’am.” He hefted it into the back of the truck. It made a solid clunk as it landed.


      “We’ll be gone for three days,” she said. She could tell she sounded mildly defensive. And three days was stretching it; they’d arrive at the cabin sometime late afternoon and leave around that time on Sunday.


      So, yes. She might have overpacked. A little.


      “Remind me not to go on a vacation in Europe with you,” he teased.


      She sent him a venomous glare. “In your dreams. Now take me to this backwater without a bathroom where I am required to get up at the crack of dawn and put worms on a hook. The truth is, I’m so tired of paperwork, I’m almost excited about roughing it for a while.”


      “I bought you wine,” he offered, “but it’s a three-hour drive to get there. So you’ll have time to decompress. I’m told the view from the screened porch is really beautiful, day or night.”


      Bex wished Tate didn’t look so boyishly attractive and yet utterly sophisticated at the same time. When he opened her door, she got in and said, “With an outdoor bathroom, it had better be.” Then she realized her tone was a bit cranky and relented. “Sorry, I’m not a princess, I promise. All this corporate stuff I’m dealing with has me frazzled. Thanks for getting the wine. That was thoughtful of you. And the porch sounds great.”


      When he slid into the driver’s seat, he said lightly, “You’re allowed to be frazzled now and then. Wait until the end of this weekend. I suspect ultimate frazzlization for both of us.”


      The chatter from the backseat supported that theory.


      “Frazzlization is a word?” Bex asked, relaxing for the first time all day.


      “It is now. I just invented it.” He deftly put the car in drive and they pulled out. “We’ll find out if it’s dictionary worthy this weekend. Even Ms. Wainwright said the boys were geared up.”


      She was glad to hear that Josh was excited about something. However, she wasn’t happy that Tara had plans to meet with Greg so they could discuss the divorce, but she wasn’t her sister’s keeper, so she needed to let it go.


      “I have to warn you I’m really good at catching fish.”


      Tate glanced over at her. “Warn me?”


      “It isn’t a skill,” Bex said, shaking her head. “I shouldn’t tell you this. I should act like I have some secret expertise, but what happens is I throw in a line, and a fish bites it. Some sort of weird karma. As far as I can tell, I can’t not catch fish. My father used to stick a pole in my hand and then laugh the entire time. He’d take it back and reel them in. He’s always said he’s surprised they don’t just jump in the boat and land at my feet.”


      “So, obviously, you’re good at it.”


      “No, you’re missing the point. I’m lucky at it, that’s all. If you want to talk weight training, I’m good at that. When it comes to fishing, there’s no skill involved on my part. To be honest, other than sitting in the sun and admiring the scenery, I’m not a real fishing fan. So I’m warning you that once I’ve got one on the line, you’ll have to run the show.”


      “Hey, you’re already the favorite person around these parts, and you’ll be even more popular if fish levitate out of the water and land in your lap.”


      “The favorite?”


      “The boys talk about Aunt Bex all the time. They love you, all three of them.”


      Josh’s feelings she understood. She’d known him all his life, and at the moment Tara wasn’t what you’d call emotionally available. And, she supposed, Ben and Adam didn’t have a mother, so it followed that they might look at her the same way their friend did.


      She wasn’t even sure about the likelihood of a relationship with Tate, so his sons’ apparent adoration was overwhelming. Then again, both Hadleigh and Mel were pregnant and how overwhelming was that? She could deal with this.


      “I love them right back.” She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “I’m just grateful you’re taking me away. I dealt with my share of headaches today. One more phone call and I might have lost it.”


      The boys had switched on a video in the backseat and were whooping it up. Tate said, “This is more peaceful?”


      She thought it over. “Um, equally chaotic, but better-quality chaos, let’s put it that way. So they’re a little loud. I don’t mind. If you think the sound of children laughing would ever put me off, you don’t know me.”


      “But I’m getting to know you.”


      He couldn’t have said anything more moving.


      Oops. Not quite, because he added, “Or should I say we’re getting to know each other.”


      They were, and if she had to guess, he wasn’t interested in a serious involvement, either.


      Bex lightened it up. “Well, I do know your favorite color is brown, so I suppose you’re right.”


      That won her a laugh. “I actually think my favorite color is somewhere between green and gold. You, by the way, have the most beautiful eyes.”


      She was in trouble, but she’d known that already. “Based on you and Tripp, I’m beginning to think all flyboys are smooth talkers. How he ever convinced Hadleigh to forgive him for hauling her out of the church at her first wedding is a mystery to me. He was right, mind you, but she was mad as a bee-stung bear at the time.”


      “Considering her current state, I’d say she forgave him and then some.” He signaled to pass a semi as they cleared the exit. “At least both she and Melody seem to be feeling well. It’s not like that for every woman when she’s carrying a baby.”


      Bex waited. She expected him to say something about his wife, but he didn’t.


      They were quite a pair. It wasn’t as though she’d talked about Will, either.


      The radio was playing quietly; Kenny Chesney, she thought, but the boys were so loud it was impossible to tell for sure. “I think we need a bullhorn to talk to each other,” Tate muttered then raised his voice. “Hey, guys, tone it down, please. You don’t have to whisper, but keep it under control.”


      “Sorry, Dad,” Adam said.


      The relative quiet lasted for about three seconds flat. Bex couldn’t help it; she started to laugh at Tate’s resigned expression when the volume went back up, and he grinned and shook his head. “My authority works like magic. All I have to do is speak, and they instantly obey, such is my power. There won’t be a fish within miles of our boat with this crew on board. Telling them to be quiet is like asking the crowd at a Mardi Gras party to behave.”


      Bex was just glad to hear Josh having fun. “There’s a reason the expression ‘boys will be boys’ exists.”


      “I hope you’re as cheerful about it on the way home. To change the topic for a minute—I can make hamburgers and spaghetti, but otherwise my cooking abilities aren’t impressive. I’m more than willing to prepare either of those difficult culinary delights. If you want anything else, feel free to step in when we pick up groceries. Adam would eat hot dogs three meals a day, but I’m the bad guy who won’t allow it. I think he might end up being a lawyer. He has a very compelling argument about potato chips being a viable food group.”


      “I guess duck confit with roasted pears, maybe an endive salad on the side, is out?” She said it with a straight face.


      “Sounds good to me, but I suspect it won’t get a lot of enthusiasm from the rest of this group.”


      “In that case, I’ll see what I can do.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER EIGHT


      THE TRUCK BUMPED along a rutted lane that was barely serviceable, but the small faded sign near the entrance off a dirt road that said Granger told Tate he had the right place.


      The term “middle of nowhere” applied.


      Although he hadn’t really expected anything else, it was damned remote. Nothing but mountains, a lake and a Wyoming tree line with a scattering of ponderosa pines, Douglas fir and aspens. Reliable cell phone service was not an option and hadn’t been for about thirty miles.


      They bumped along until he was beginning to have his doubts that there even was a cabin until he finally spotted it.


      Naturally, the first thing they passed was the infamous outhouse. He parked in a relatively flat place near the woodpile, which, thankfully was more than ample. According to the thermostat in his truck, the temperature had dropped fifteen degrees since they’d begun to gain altitude. It was still a pleasant fall day, but he’d be cranking up the woodstove once the sun went down.


      “Looks like we’re here.” He switched off the engine. “You guys carry your own gear.”


      The cabin itself was modest and quaint, to say the least—log construction with a simple one-story roofline and plain walls. Two small square windows flanked a plain wooden door, and there was no front porch. The structure sat on a hill that plunged down to the crystal water. A series of steps that were really just flat stones embedded in the hillside led down to a small weathered dock, but fortunately there was a hand railing made of pine logs.


      The view was, in a word, spectacular.


      Even the boys were quiet when they got out of the car. The silence only lasted for a few minutes, but that it happened at all was telling. Bex looked at him, looked at the view again and said, “Okay, you win. I can deal with the outhouse.”


      Tate nodded. “Russ said it was nice up here. I don’t think eloquence is his strong suit. This is a lot better than nice. His grandfather built the place back in the forties as a fishing shack. He owned all the shoreline on this side. On the other side, the state bought the land from a logging company and declared it a state forest. When he said private, he meant it. In fact, I’d say we’re the only people around for miles.”


      Bex agreed. “I bet if you were here when winter decided to arrive, you’d be stuck until next spring.”


      The rippling water reflected the blue sky, the tree-lined perimeter, the soaring distant peaks already dusted with snow. Adam tugged at his sleeve. “Can we go down to the lake?”


      “No. Not until everyone has a life vest on. Give me a few minutes to unpack.” Tate ruffled his son’s hair. “I know you can swim, but that lake is cold and deep. It isn’t at all the same as the local swimming pool. Promise me you won’t fool around and try to push one another in. I want your word on it.”


      “I promise.”


      Her expression was stricken. “I didn’t even think about life jackets!”


      “I had an extra one. You’re covered.” He handed her the bag with the vests and towels. “I’ll carry in our gear and the groceries. Like I said, the boys can tote their own. This isn’t exactly camping, but if I were a betting man, I’d say it’s darned close.”


      “Is there electricity?” She glanced doubtfully at the cabin.


      “Generator. We’ll be doing our cooking on the gas grill out back. Russ keeps a backup propane tank, and it has a burner.”


      She wore a fluffy navy sweater with deep pockets, jeans and boots, and somehow managed to look sexier than a swimsuit model posing in the surf. “So everything will be fried or grilled. This is definitely a manly outing. Is it okay if I insist on napkins?”


      Tate grinned. “You can sauté stuff on the grill, right? I have a feeling it won’t be the same experience as that fancy stove you picked out for my house, but for three days, we’ll get along fine. Go ahead with the napkins. I hope you brought some, though, because it didn’t occur to me, even though we cavemen actually use them at home.”


      To his credit, he didn’t mention the weight of her suitcase again. He just took it out of the truck. The boys were already at the door, itching to get inside, don their vests and run down to the lake. He remembered being that age, although his father’s version of fishing was the deep-sea variety, with expensive guides and charted boats and people strapped into chairs.


      He would’ve preferred something like this a hundred times more.


      “I bought some paper napkins when we stopped for groceries in that little town. For tonight, I was thinking along the lines of tortellini soup and grilled garlic bread for dinner. Salad is optional for the boys, but I’ll make one and they can choose to eat it or not.”


      “You won’t get any argument from me.” He fished the keys out of his pocket. “Now, let’s go see just what we’re dealing with so we can get the boys on the lake before we have a riot on our hands.”


      The interior was a reflection of the exterior in that there was a table with two benches that had obviously been made from an old door, a single couch in one corner, and a sideboard that—he hoped—contained enough dishes for five people. The kitchen was so small it hardly fit two people. It had a refrigerator that had to be circa 1940 and also a sink and maybe two feet of counter space. There was a woodstove, of course, and two tiny bedrooms, both sparsely furnished. One with a full-size bed and one with two sets of bunk beds. Not exactly luxury, but better than a tent. The best part was the view from the back windows. They faced the lake, and the sun was setting, the sky growing indigo and crimson, and there was a door to a deck that overlooked the lake.


      The unprepossessing front didn’t matter. The outhouse really didn’t matter, either—to him, anyway. If he was going to spend money on this place, he’d do what Russ had done. Never mind a bathroom. Add a great spacious deck instead.


      “Look. Don’t miss this.”


      “Oh...wow.” Bex, who was kneeling by Josh, stopped abruptly in the act of buckling his vest.


      “I’ve seen a lot of sunsets in a lot of different places,” he said quietly. “Bali. Gibraltar. Greenland... But this is exceptional. I do love Wyoming. It feels like home.”


      “Aunt Bex, can you help me?” Adam was wrestling with the buckles, sunsets way down on his list of concerns when there was a perfectly good lake a few steps away.


      “Yep.” She finished with Josh and moved on to Adam. Before Tate could take a step, she shook her head. “I’m on it.”


      She did seem to have things under control, so Tate went to get her suitcase and the grocery bags. When he was carrying them in he was almost mowed down by three young boys on a mission, bursting out the door at full speed. He put the suitcase in the front bedroom and carried in the food, setting everything on the counter.


      Bex peered anxiously out the window. “They’ll be okay, right?”


      “They just want to look around. They’ve got life vests and orders not to push each other into the lake. They should be fine. You pour yourself a glass of wine and we’ll go sit out on the deck, keep an eye on them. In the next thirty minutes I’m going to fire up the woodstove—it’s bound to get a little chilly in here otherwise. I’ll start the generator, too.”


      “You do realize you have to go check and see if there is a rabid badger or something like that living in the outhouse. It looks prehistoric.”


      “I wasn’t aware there were badgers in Wyoming.” He said it with a muffled laugh.


      “I think they migrate this time of year. Do you suppose there are wineglasses anywhere?”


      Tate surveyed the bare-bones interior and wished he’d thought of that when Tripp suggested the wine. “I’m kind of doubting it.”


      Bex smiled. “Me, too, but quite frankly, despite the facilities and the fact that I might have to swill out of the bottle, I’m glad to be here.”


      *


      THERE WERE WORSE THINGS than sitting next to Tate Calder, sipping her favorite wine—Hadleigh had had a hand in that, Bex knew it—albeit from a plastic cup. Given how peaceful and pretty the setting was, the hardships were overwhelmed by the positives.


      A breeze scented with pine and water swept across the lake. The late afternoon was cool, but she’d dressed for it, and Tate had turned on the grill burner, so her soup was on a low simmer, ready for the pasta at the last minute.


      All systems go. Except for her personal life... Nothing organized about that.


      She knew one thing, though. They were going to sleep together.


      Yep, she knew it, and she knew he did, too. The awareness was there between them, much as she’d like to deny it.


      Or maybe she didn’t want to deny it at all.


      It wasn’t going to happen on this trip, not with three pairs of eyes watching their every move, but eventually. Unless he proved to be the worst frog when she kissed him, and she doubted it.


      Kissing. They hadn’t even done that yet.


      Josh started yelling and jumping up and down on the dock. He did have a fish at the end of his line, and obviously no idea what to do with it. But there was a great deal of excitement down below. He yelled, “Aunt Bex, look!”


      “I see it!”


      Tate got to his feet. “I’ll be back. You’re handling dinner, so taking fish off the hook can fall to me—with the warning that all three of them need to be doing it on their own by the end of this weekend.”


      Fine with her. As it was, she was trekking to an outhouse. It was hardly a new structure, but not too bad. Trade that for the view—and she still came out ahead.


      “Um, I hate to admit this, but I don’t take my fish off the hook. I believe I’ve mentioned that.” She took another sip of wine and watched him descend the steps, enjoying that view, too. There was something about a man in jeans and a flannel shirt...


      The lesson was brief, for the sake of the fish, but she watched as the boys nodded when Tate deftly slid his hand over the fins and extracted the hook, then gently placed the trout back in the water. From this distance, she couldn’t hear every word he said, but he did indicate a specific size by holding his palms apart, no doubt explaining how big the fish needed to be for them to keep it.


      This was so good for Josh.


      It was difficult to blame her brother-in-law for the whole mess when she knew it was her sister’s choice to be with him. And, of course, part of the problem was that he and Tara were a bad fit. Bex had really tried to be positive about the man, but her first impression of Greg had never improved.


      Tate came back and sat down next to her in a wooden chair. “Well, at least we can say that our fishing expedition included catching fish. One fish, anyway.”


      “Wait until tomorrow morning,” she said. “What time are we embarking on this expedition?”


      “Dawn.”


      “Dawn?” she repeated wryly. “Why? You need to tell me again.”


      “Ms. Stuart, that’s when the fish get up.”


      “Idiots. Why don’t they sleep in?”


      “I can’t answer that.” He stretched out his legs. “Why run a marathon?”


      He had a point.


      After a moment of introspection, she said, “A sense of accomplishment.”


      “I can only speak for myself, but I agree. I wanted to see if I could do it.” He tipped back his beer and took a gulp. “That soup smells fantastic. We need a ten-minute warning for hand-washing and vest removal. Just prying them off the dock could take that long. Hey, look at Ben. I know my son and he’ll be immovable until he catches one, too. This is a competition now.”


      Bex could sympathize. “I’m fairly competitive, too.”


      “You think?” Tate’s tone might have crossed over into irritating, if his smile wasn’t so attractive.


      There were some things best dealt with once and for all. Yes, she was competitive, and he wasn’t forthcoming about his wife, and there was a truckload of unresolved issues between them, but this didn’t have to be one of them.


      So she set aside her glass, got up and crossed the foot or so that separated their chairs.


      She leaned over and braced her hands on the arms of his chair, noting the startled expression on his face before she kissed him.


      She kissed him. Mel and Hadleigh would faint if they ever found out, and someday, they almost certainly would. In the end, she usually told them everything.


      It was the real deal. Her lips, his lips, and she wasn’t shy about the rest of it, either, but neither was he. By the time it was over, she was on his lap and he’d dropped his beer so he could put his arms around her. She’d vaguely heard the clunk as the bottle hit the deck when he pulled her close.


      It was the reaction she would’ve hoped for, if she’d rehearsed this moment in her mind. Which she hadn’t...


      If she’d thought about the impulse at all, she would never have done it. She’d admit to being competitive, but impulsiveness wasn’t typically one of her faults.


      “I felt we should get that out of our way,” she said, eventually extricating herself from his embrace. Her voice was more than a little off-key. It had been a very nice kiss.


      His hold tightened, but then he let her go, although his dark eyes remained intent. “We might need more practice. Let’s call this a trial run.”


      More shouts from the dock. This time it was Adam dancing around. “I think your fish removal services are needed,” she said, pointing. “I’ll get the soup finished and the garlic bread on.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER NINE


      DINNER WAS LOUD, but that wasn’t unusual. Tate found it reassuring the boys had so much energy; he tried to keep it in check when it really mattered, but he’d long ago come to the conclusion that he wasn’t going to be one of those parents ruling with an iron fist. He required order, not a dictatorship. Yes, they got a little rowdy, but that was part of being a kid. He was just grateful that while he was taking Adam’s fish off the hook, Ben caught one. All through the meal, his oldest son crowed about the fact that it was bigger than the fish the other two had caught. Adam and Josh didn’t argue or object, and peace was preserved.


      “Hey, carry your bowls and plates to the sink, please,” Tate said when dinner was finished.


      “’Kay.” Ben motioned to the younger boys. “Let’s go.” At the last second he remembered his manners—without prompting—and said politely, “Thanks, Aunt Bex. It was good.”


      The other two chimed in. “Thanks.”


      The soup was a major hit. Adam had declined salad, but didn’t say a word about the flecks of parsley in the broth, so Bex was a positive influence because anything green usually meant instant refusal. Oregano on pizza had been known to bring about an impasse. Hadleigh deserved credit for her lasagna, too.


      All three boys had taken second helpings, and he didn’t blame them. The soup was not only delicious, it was a smart choice, too, since ultimately it was glorified chicken noodle soup—always acceptable to kids.


      “You are definitely the favorite,” he told her when the kids went off to watch a video on his laptop in the bedroom. “Dinner sealed the deal. I’m old news.”


      The moon had come out, shining on the water. While the generator ran the basic functions like the pump and water heater, he’d lit the kerosene lantern, and the flickering light showed off the golden streaks in Bex’s hair. She rested her elbows on the table, laughter in her eyes. “When it comes to dealing with kids, I’m taking lessons from a pro. You aren’t old news to me.”


      That kiss. He wished someone had been filming it, because he wanted to replay it, time and again. Hell, he wanted to relive it.


      “An amateur at best, but I’m trying.”


      “You seem to be doing a decent job. I wish my sister would, too. I wish she’d start making some important decisions, I mean.” Bex looked pensive. “I don’t even want to think about what she’s doing tonight. I swear Greg can talk her into anything. Josh does not need to be strapped into a roller coaster his entire childhood. Mel calls Greg The Manipulator, and I don’t disagree. He’s cheated on Tara so often, and she still takes him back. What’s wrong with her? How is that okay?”


      “My wife was unfaithful.”


      He hadn’t meant to let that slip. Maybe it was the cozy cabin; maybe it was the boys laughing in the other room. Or the uncertainty in his life. Or that memorable kiss. But he’d said it.


      Out loud. Even he was surprised.


      Bex’s initial silence was significant.


      Then she said, “Unfaithful...to you?”


      The incredulity was flattering, the memory painful. He weighed his response. “When I figured it out, she didn’t deny it. I’m partially to blame, I guess, since I was never home. If Adam didn’t look so much like me, I might have doubts that he’s mine. It wouldn’t matter, because I’d love him, anyway, but it’s part of the reason I walked away from my job. Tripp has exactly the right idea. Money isn’t everything. When he told me he was selling out, I really started to think about what I was going to do next.”


      “You’re not to blame.”


      Bex seemed outraged on his behalf.


      He didn’t talk about this with anyone. Why was he talking about it now? Tate sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “When something goes wrong, it’s impossible not to second-guess what you could have done differently. I was gone a lot. When Sandra got sick it was just a virus, or so we both thought. We were right, but it hit her hard. I can’t tell you how fast it happened. We’d agreed we were going to file for divorce two weeks before she died from the flu.”


      “From the flu?” Bex stared at him, disbelieving.


      He’d had the same reaction.


      “Influenza fatality rates are why they have the vaccines. She was a perfectly healthy adult. Never smoked, stayed fit, but it happened, anyway.” He’d had it explained to him at the hospital by sympathetic physicians with reasonable voices and a load of statistics. None of it had helped. “Her immune system just...didn’t handle it. They don’t know why but for some people it’s lethal.”


      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.


      He was, too. Not only because he was suddenly widowed, but because his children had been perceptive enough to sense their parents’ unrest—and then they were faced with this catastrophic loss. He’d gone over and over in his head what he was going to say about splitting up their family, but he’d never rehearsed having to tell them their mother had died.


      “Despite everything, so was I.”


      “And so you turned down your father’s friend’s lucrative offer and moved to Mustang Creek instead.” Bex rested her chin on her fist.


      “There was some soul-searching involved. My sons had lost their mother. I was worried enough about how they’d handle us splitting up, and then...everything changed. I couldn’t leave, even with my aunt in charge, for what might be weeks at a time. Money is a necessity, we all know that, but I’d rather do with less and have peace of mind. The job would’ve entailed flying professionals all over the world. Try to picture me being far away somewhere and getting a message that either Ben or Adam had the slightest sign of a cold.”


      “I can’t imagine.”


      “Those would be some stranded executives as I made new flight plans and took off at the first sniffle. So let’s say I chose my current path as much for me, as for my children. It also made me reassess whether they should grow up in a big city. There are advantages, but at the same time, the dangers are there.”


      “Spence makes sure Mustang Creek is as safe as any place can be. He can’t control people getting the flu, but he keeps the peace.”


      He didn’t doubt that. “Tripp agrees, and that’s part of why I moved there.”


      “I’m glad you did.”


      He was, too, and it was starting to give him pause. He’d never sworn off women, but he’d decided that commitment was a bad idea. He needed to take into consideration that his sons might get too attached, and then suffer another loss if it didn’t work out. Tate stood and took both their bowls. “You cooked. I’ll clean up.”


      She shook her head. “Team effort. Do you want to wash or dry and put away?”


      “I’d better wash. You found the dishes and set the table. Nice touch with the leaf arrangement for a centerpiece, by the way. Thoughtful, but you do realize the boys probably didn’t even notice.”


      She’d picked up a few fall leaves and put them in a Mason jar, along with some pinecones and a sprig or two of greenery.


      “Mel would have whipped up something a lot more artistic, but I gave it a shot. No, the boys didn’t notice, but you did.”


      He didn’t really have a reply.


      *


      IN THE CORPORATE WORLD, her attempts at flirtation could be filed under: improvement needed.


      First she’d gone and planted one on Tate Calder without any warning—he’d warmed right up to it, but still... Her idea of a centerpiece had been a jar of leaves because that was romantic all right, and after they’d finished cleaning up, she’d asked him to walk her to the outhouse.


      Bex came to the conclusion that, oh, yeah, she was one sexy woman.


      In her defense, he’d looked deliciously kissable sitting there on the deck; the leaves were all she could come up with, since it was fall and all the wildflowers were gone; and she didn’t want to walk to the outhouse alone because there were bears and mountain lions, and if Mel and Hadleigh were to be believed, maybe even Bigfoot.


      The only hot water in the place was from the kitchen sink, so she washed her face there after slipping into her pajamas, which were of the flannel variety and not exactly enticing, but at least practical. The gold-and-green plaid had appealed to her, plus, she had a feeling that once they all fell asleep and the woodstove died down, it might get quite chilly.


      She slipped on wooly socks and was about to get into bed when she saw the first one. Yep, the first one. A mouse, not a small one, either, scampered across the bed and disappeared between the pillows, followed by a second. Bex was not a stand-on-a-chair kind of girl when it came to rodents, but she backed up about three feet just the same. To make matters worse, she could hear a lot of rustling, and it was definitely coming from the bed.


      Outhouse—not perfect. But she’d live. Fishing at dawn in the morning chill. Fine, she’d agreed to that.


      Bed filled with mice? No freaking way!


      She grabbed her suitcase and wheeled it out—she didn’t want mice in there, either—as usual almost slamming into Tate who was locking the front door.


      “Whoa, you planning on making a break for it? I warn you, I have the keys to the truck.” His gaze sharpened. “Is something wrong?”


      “Uh, we have a problem.”


      “Like what?” He peered down into her face. The moonlight coming through the tall windows was their only illumination. They were both whispering, since the boys had finally fallen asleep. It had taken no little effort to get them to settle down, and there’d been some bickering over who got which bunk until Tate stepped in and assigned beds, telling them they could switch around the next night if they wanted.


      “There are mice in my room, that’s what,” she muttered.


      He swore softly. “Are you sure? I didn’t see any sign of them in the other bedroom. Or the kitchen.”


      She bristled. “I can recognize a mouse, thank you very much. I can also hear them, and the count is already up to two. Not on the floor, mind you, but on the bed. So, yeah, I’m pretty sure. But feel free to go have a look for yourself.”


      “Give me a minute.” He grabbed a flashlight from a shelf by the door. What he-man mouse-conquering feat he was going to perform, she had no idea, but Bex was 100 percent certain she wasn’t sleeping in that bed.


      He emerged about a minute later, a resigned expression on his face. “I can hear them, too. If you don’t object to bunking in with the boys, I’ll just sleep on the couch. I’ve already unrolled my sleeping bag on the lower bed, so you should be warm enough.”


      And he’d freeze his ass off, not to mention that he was a little tall for the couch. She’d offer to take the couch herself, but not with a rodent-tainted blanket on top of her. “We could share,” she suggested against all good judgment—not that anything would happen with three boys in the same room, so it was the practical choice. “I assume you can unzip the bag and we can both use it as a blanket. Mice carry all sorts of diseases and unless there’s a hidden cache of blankets somewhere, the only available ones are on that bed.”


      She couldn’t decide whether or not to be flattered at his brief hesitation, but he made up for it by saying, “I’m getting punished for all my past sins, aren’t I? My version of getting you into bed didn’t include three hooligan fishermen in the same room.”


      “I do hope you don’t snore,” she said.


      He grinned. “I’ve never had any complaints, but I suppose it’s possible. You?”


      She glared at him.


      “I’ll take that as a no. And I accept your very generous offer.” He pretended to ponder the situation. “Let’s see, beautiful woman or cold, hard couch? I’d like to think I’m not an idiot, but I occasionally prove myself wrong.”


      “You just did. Here’s some advice. Never ask a woman if she snores. And furthermore, don’t tell me if I do. I’d rather snooze in blissful ignorance. Can we go to bed now? I don’t know about you, but it’s been a long day for me.”


      “I’ll go to bed with you anytime. No need to ask twice.”


      “It isn’t that kind of offer.”


      “I’ll remain hopeful.”


      She glanced down at her pj’s. “You’ll be able to contain yourself, I’m sure.”


      He was wearing loose-fitting sweatpants and a gray T-shirt that had a faded Purdue University logo on the front—Tripp had mentioned once that their aviation program was top-notch and had produced a lot of talented pilots and some famous astronauts, as well. Tate had gotten his undergrad degree there. He still managed to look sexy. Meanwhile, she was completely without makeup and wearing an outfit the average grandmother might choose.


      That was attractive. “I’m picturing what’s underneath.”


      Whew, they needed to stop this kind of talk right now.


      “I’ll tell you what. If you meant what you said about fishing at dawn, I need some sleep.”


      “Me, too.”


      Was she really going to share a small bunk with him? Apparently so...


      The room was dark and quiet except for the boys’ breathing and the occasional movement—mice? Oh, surely not in this room! Infuriatingly, after Tate unzipped the sleeping bag and settled in, draping it over both them, she couldn’t fall asleep. Although, after the day she’d had, she was surprised she didn’t pass out in two seconds flat.


      Tate wasn’t sleeping, either.


      It was a small space for two adults, and Bex could tell his breathing hadn’t fallen into the rhythm of sleep yet, but the warmth of his body was pleasant, and as they adjusted positions, his arm came around her waist and settled her more firmly against him. He murmured in her ear, “In such close quarters, we’re inevitably going to touch each other. Can’t be helped. Relax.”


      He was probably right, but a night in his arms hadn’t been in her evening plans, especially with children sleeping peacefully close by. When she thought about being in bed with Tate Calder—and she’d had a fantasy or two—sleep hadn’t been part of it.


      The warmth of the sleeping bag was like a cocoon, so eventually she found herself drifting off. She vaguely heard one of the boys, probably Ben, since he was in the bunk above them, say something in his sleep.


      Even the thought of mice cavorting in the other room couldn’t keep her awake.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TEN


      MIST ACROSS THE WATER.


      The sun was still just a faint glow in the sky, and there’d been a light snow overnight.


      As Tate had openly admitted, he wasn’t much of a cook, although he could scramble eggs and fry bacon with the best of them. He’d address his mostly sleepless night next to Bex later, but he’d already made coffee and toast when he heard the boys stirring.


      Fishing. Dawn. The horizon was lightening.


      He’d eased out of bed—at six, according to his waterproof watch—and she was still sound asleep.


      Josh was the first one out, wandering into the minuscule kitchen, sleepy-eyed, with his hair messy and, like all boys his age, hungry. Tate passed him a glass of juice, offered strawberry jam on a slice of toast and continued to scramble the eggs.


      Ben and Adam weren’t far behind, the smell of bacon a guaranteed lure, and they were almost done with breakfast by the time Bex emerged from the bedroom. She was deliciously disheveled—and she was wrong if she thought her plaid pajamas diminished her feminine appeal in any way.


      “Morning.”


      “To me this isn’t morning. Don’t sound so all-fired cheerful.” Bex squinted at the windows overlooking the lake. “You’re sure this is a good time to fish?”


      “I’m sure. Dawn and dusk is when they really bite. I hope you don’t mind your eggs scrambled. Coffee?”


      “Are you kidding? I’ll make it a double. Since you already have one and you made breakfast, point me in the right direction and I’ll get my own.”


      He waved the spatula to indicate the appropriate cupboard. He was one of those people who woke up ready to go, which had served him well as a pilot. Bex was evidently the kind of person who took some time to emerge from the sleep cave. As she fumbled for a mug, he prepared a plate for each of them, put in more toast and dismissed the boys. “Go ahead and get dressed. We’ll be finished in a few minutes. Jackets and life vests for everyone, got it?”


      There was something intimate about sitting across the breakfast table from a person—especially one he’d spent the night with. In a sense, anyway... He’d awakened with the soft weight of her breasts on his forearm and her hair under his cheek. It was part of the reason he’d made such a swift exit.


      “I have good news. You don’t snore,” he informed her as they sat down to their breakfast.


      Probably an ill-advised comment. She looked at him balefully over the rim of her mug. “That is so reassuring. Thank you. Is that snow I see on the trees and the ground?”


      “We’re in the mountains.” He munched on a piece of bacon. “Happens this time of year at this altitude. It’ll melt when the sun comes out.”


      “I’m hoping you’re right on that one.”


      He almost—almost—mentioned that after the first circle around the lake, he was taking the boys into town, buying mousetraps and more fish bait—and that there was also a sporting goods store so he could pick up an extra sleeping bag.


      But he kept his mouth shut, particularly about the sleeping bag. He’d spotted the store as they drove through but he wasn’t sure whether she’d seen it, too. While two adults sharing such a small bed wasn’t conducive to sleep, he wouldn’t mind a repeat performance. His wife, Sandra, had been enthusiastic enough about sex, but aside from that, she hadn’t liked being touched, other than a perfunctory kiss hello or goodbye. But he and Bex had fit together easily, and even without intimate contact, it was far more like he’d imagined marriage.


      Two people comfortable with each other.


      Companionship and attraction, hand in hand.


      After his disillusionment, followed by the tragedy of his sons losing their mother, he’d vowed that he wasn’t getting married again. Ever.


      “Can you show me how to do this?” Josh, with perplexed irritation in his voice, came into the kitchen, struggling with the straps on his obligatory life vest. “Ben said I did it wrong.”


      Tate glanced at Bex, since she was still drinking that first cup of coffee, and decided he should handle it. “Here’s how it goes. Pay attention to how I fix it, okay? And ignore Ben when he acts all big-brother. It’s because he’s used to dealing with Adam.”


      “Okay.” Josh let him adjust the straps, watching avidly as he did, and went back into the one useable bedroom.


      Tate picked up his cup. Bex hadn’t even complained that the coffee was too strong. He’d been winging it; the cabin only had an ancient coffeepot, and he used those pre-measured cups at home, so he’d dumped in what he’d estimated was the correct amount. His estimate had been a little off.


      “Ben is nice to him.”


      He liked the way she defended his oldest. Still... “Ben’s enjoying his role as the Supreme Power a little too much. I love my son, but that’s just the truth. Besides, all kids need to learn to stand up for themselves. He isn’t a bully, but he’s aware that he’s top dog around here. I don’t want him to push either of the younger kids around.”


      “Here’s hoping Tara’s also come to the conclusion that she needs to stand up for herself.” She lifted her cup in a mock toast. “Unfortunately, she’s such a people pleaser. Greg homed in on that as soon as they met. I’m worried about what happens next, but for now I’m going to celebrate outhouses and enjoy worms.”


      “Don’t forget the mice.”


      “Oh, yeah. The mice.”


      “And the snow.” He was baiting her now.


      She knew it, but at least had a sense of humor. “Thanks, and here I was rallying, just waiting for more fun.”


      “The boys are so excited. That’ll make it fun.” He got up and took her plate. “Same deal as last night? You wash, I dry and put away?”


      She didn’t budge from her chair. “I’m fine with the team effort if you’ll agree to deal with all the fish.”


      That sounded easy enough. “Of course.”


      Only then did she get up.


      An hour later, Tate found out exactly what he’d agreed to.


      Bex Stuart was like a fishing sorceress if there was such a thing. Once the five of them had piled into the fishing boat—a tight fit, with several seats shared—he set off. They weighed anchor in the middle of the lake, and she cast in the first line.


      Instant hit. She raised her brows at him and handed the pole to Ben. “Can you reel it in for me?”


      If she hadn’t already been the boys’ favorite, she sure was now.


      The boys caught on quickly. Aunt Bex tosses out the bait and lets you land the fish.


      They had a grand time, and Tate didn’t even get to dip a line in the water, he was so busy. There were some skillet-worthy catches, too, so he put them on a stringer and was glad he’d dug out his fillet knife.


      By midmorning they’d caught their limit and he was able to give Bex—and himself—a break, announcing that they needed to head back to town for more ice; they could have lunch there, too, he said—an idea that was generally endorsed.


      After he’d docked the boat and the boys raced up the steps, he had to ask her, “How the hell did you do that?”


      Her eyes were warm with laughter. “I warned you.”


      “I’d call you a witch,” he murmured, “but I think bewitching is more appropriate.”


      And then he caught her hand, pulled her toward him and kissed her.


      *


      HIS MOUTH WAS WARM, gentle but insistent, and his hands were firm on her shoulders. Bex relaxed into the kiss despite being cold and more than a little damp from the mist. The shiver she felt wasn’t related to the weather.


      The kiss was good.


      Too good.


      She was the one to finally break away. A potentially combustible situation was getting more and more volatile with each passing second, and there was nothing they could do about it. Not on this trip, and not when they were back in Mustang Creek, either. He’d always have the boys. She had not only Josh but Tara, too, on her hands. Plus, she had a growing business, and he was building a house, starting his own business, as well...


      It was just too complicated.


      “You kissed me the last time. My turn, I guess.” Tate’s smile was unapologetic. “I find women who can catch a fish every five seconds sexy, what can I say?” They were standing on the dock, visible from the windows if the boys were already inside.


      “I wasn’t aware that there’s a protocol about this. And maybe we should move apart before they see us.”


      “If you think they haven’t picked up on the fact that you and I have some chemistry, you’re wrong. I’ve learned the hard way that they may not say anything, but they know what’s going on. And now that we’re officially sleeping together, they’ll definitely notice.”


      “We aren’t really sleeping together.” She edged backward.


      He stepped forward, and since she had nowhere to go but the cold water, she stopped her retreat. He said, “I could swear that was you in the same bed.”


      “Where else was I going to sleep? I was tired.”


      “Bex, we’re two consenting adults, and this is our personal life. Yours and mine. Just you and me. No one else gets an opinion here, or even needs to know about it.”


      She looked into his dark eyes and tried to ignore the way his hair curled against his neck. “You’re the one who said even the boys know.”


      “Yeah, but all they’ve sensed so far is that we, uh, like each other.”


      Well, that was one way to put it.


      “And it’s not like it’s going to stay a secret, because you’ll tell Hadleigh and Melody. Tripp warned me that there’s no such thing as a secret among the three of you.”


      “Probably,” she admitted.


      “We’ve just kissed twice.” His smile was slow. “You’ve kissed me once, and now I’ve kissed you.”


      “You keeping some sort of ledger?”


      “Sure am. It’s your turn next. I’m looking forward to it. Now, I’m going to take the crew into town to do a few errands and grab them some lunch. You can come along, but if you don’t want to travel with hungry boys bragging about fish you caught, and would rather enjoy some peace and quiet, I understand. If you have a wish list for dinner ingredients, this is the time.”


      She put her hands on her hips. “What makes you think I’m making dinner?”


      “Did I say that?”


      “Not in so many words.” She paused for a moment, one finger on her chin in exaggerated contemplation. “Oh, wait. You made breakfast and you’re taking care of lunch. So...I suppose in all fairness dinner is on me. What if I made tacos? I think the only thing we don’t have is tortillas. I assume everyone will eat those? What about Adam?”


      “Actually, yes. He loves them. Just leave the lettuce off his. See, you do understand the mysteries of small boys, after all.” He sighed philosophically. “There goes our deal. Except for the fish, you don’t really need me.”


      But she was afraid she did.


      Saying it out loud was a bad idea; instead she asked, “When are we going to eat the fish we caught?”


      “Breakfast tomorrow. And we is generous. I didn’t even touch my fishing pole.”


      “Breakfast, huh?” In every old Western she’d ever watched, she remembered the characters frying up trout for breakfast over a campfire. This cabin was an improvement—of sorts—over a bedroll on the ground and stars above, but they’d be having at least one true cowboy meal. “That’s definitely on you, then,” Bex told him. “Anyway, while you’re all gone, I’ll take a shower. Perfect timing. I noticed an outdoor one.”


      “Yeah.” He let her walk up the steps first. “I’m kinda sorry I’ll miss it, because I would’ve insisted on guarding you.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      “But yes, at least you wouldn’t have the boys running around. I don’t know about Josh, but my sons have no problem coming into the bathroom while I’m having a shower to ask me an important question like are we out of peanut butter. Privacy is still an abstract concept to them.”


      Before he left, she had a favor to ask him. She hesitated, but she trusted Tate, and he was right, there weren’t many secrets in her life, anyway. As they gained the top of the hill, she said, “Since there seems to be no signal here, would you mind taking my phone into town and downloading my messages? I don’t care about anything related to the business. I told you I’m worried about my sister’s meeting with Greg last night, and I want to see if she sent me anything.”


      “You said she seemed sincere about leaving him this time.” He frowned, hands in his jacket pockets as he stood tall in the morning light.


      “They have an...interesting relationship.”


      “What are you going to say to her if she decides not to go through with the divorce?”


      His wife had cheated, too, and he’d planned to leave her. Bex wasn’t sure how to respond. “It isn’t my life,” she said after a moment. “Maybe Greg, with all his flaws, is her one and only? I’d never put up with it, especially with Josh in the mix, but she’ll have to decide for herself.”


      “Excellent point. And based on that, the answer is no.” He opened the door to the cabin, motioning for her to go in first. “I will not take your phone and download the messages. I will take the boys into town, I will buy tortillas, but you need to let Tara’s mess go for two more days. She’s going to do what she’s going to do. You need some time off.”


      Once again, he was right, and it was exasperating.


      There were tough decisions to be made, and Tara wasn’t the only one making them.


      Take her, for instance. Bex was afraid she was falling in love with a man who had a complex past and two children.


      But it wasn’t a conscious choice. To quote him, she was going to do what she was going to do.


      Or it might be a done deal already.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      THERE WEREN’T MANY places in Downright, Wyoming, to get something to eat. In the end, Tate took the boys to the local ice-cream parlor on the advice of a checker at the tiny grocery store. The ice-cream place served sandwiches, and...ice cream, which couldn’t be had at the cabin. It didn’t keep in a cooler, and he’d discovered the old fridge didn’t even turn on and was used for storage, undoubtedly against the mice.


      The boys raced through their ham-and-Swiss sandwiches to reach the finish line of a hot fudge sundae piled with whipped cream. Tate didn’t eat but had a cup of decent coffee, ordered two turkey wraps to go and got the boys into the truck, which wasn’t an easy task, due to an excess of energy. They were simply having too much fun.


      The hardware store was out of mousetraps.


      “The mice are bad this year,” the girl at the service desk informed him. “This is when the critters want to come in out of the cold, and we had a warm summer, so there’s lots of them. Check with us on Tuesday.”


      By then they’d be back in Mustang Creek.


      “Thanks.” So, no mousetraps, and he’d resolutely ignored the display of sleeping bags...


      It had turned out to be a sunny day, snow clouds clearing, no mist lingering, and when they pulled in at the cabin, he could hear that Bex had music playing. Something classical. Vivaldi. He recognized The Four Seasons, eminently suitable to this trip. The summer mice, the current fall, the approaching winter and the hope for spring. Four seasons, indeed. And he, too, liked Baroque music, especially Vivaldi, who’d always been his aunt Gina’s favorite classical composer. One more thing he and Bex had in common.


      “Vests on,” he said as the children clambered out. “Aunt Bex and I are going to have lunch, and until then you can run around all you want, but stay where we can see you. Okay?”


      “Okay.” Ben even helped the other two buckle on their life jackets without grumbling about it and was the first one to head for the steps, the six-year-olds close behind. Tate went inside and set the bags on the counter.


      “It was only a semisuccessful trip. I thought I’d get mousetraps, but the hardware store is out, believe it or not. Russ will have to take care of the mouse problems on his own. How was your shower?”


      Bex looked soft and fresh, her hair still damp, and although he supposed she might use cosmetics of some kind, he liked the fact that he really couldn’t tell. Maybe she darkened her eyelashes a touch, he thought as he watched her empty the grocery bags. She’d put on a pink hooded sweatshirt and her faded jeans and boots, and looked more like a pretty young college student than a professional businesswoman.


      She caught him studying her, but it wasn’t as though he’d bothered to hide his interest. A blush touched her smooth cheeks. “Even with the mice all gone, and who knows how long that would take, no one could sleep in there until the bedding’s all cleaned up. I’d vote for a new mattress myself. I don’t suppose you thought about buying another sleeping bag?”


      “I thought about it,” he said with a shrug, trying to appear bland. “But I kinda like the current arrangement.”


      “Tate Calder!”


      “What?” He winked, putting his best effort into a pirate leer, although he probably just ended up looking like an idiot. “Your virtue is safe with me, milady.” Then in his regular voice, he said, “Don’t think for one minute that I want to get caught doing anything but sleeping in that bunk with you. There’d be questions galore—awkward ones. I’ll have that talk with them someday. They’re too young right now. Switching to another kind of appetite... I brought our lunch. Shall we go outside and eat on the deck while we keep an eye on them? They’re wearing vests, but the potential for some sort of disaster always looms, at least in my experience. Unsupervised for ten minutes is the limit of my faith.”


      She laughed, which was a good sign. “Thank you for buying tomatoes and oranges. I’m going to get myself a bottled water. You?”


      “That would be great.”


      As he walked out on the deck, he remembered his earlier thought that this kind of comfort—easy and yet respectful, with a sense of humor thrown in—was exactly what marriage should be. What it should offer. Granted, because of the constant and unrequited sexual tension, he couldn’t say they were entirely comfortable with each other, but...


      Maybe he should quit analyzing and admire the blue skies with their hints of horsetail clouds, listen to the boys goofing off on the dock, feel the breeze moving the aspen leaves and forget about the rest of it.


      Good advice. Follow it.


      They each chose a deck chair and unwrapped their sandwiches. Not as tasty as Bad Billie’s—he was becoming a fan of BB’s—but delicious just the same. The wraps had survived the thirty-minute trip back and were tasty, and over the course of their lunch, Ben caught his first fish, removing it from the hook with a triumphant flourish of accomplishment. They both applauded, and Ben stood up and took a bow, which made them laugh. “Oh, there’s no stopping him now,” Tate groaned. “My purpose in this life is gone,” he said wryly. “One day, they’re sitting in a high chair eating regular food, then comes potty training, the first day of school, and suddenly, they can take their own fish off the hook. I’m a has-been.”


      “Don’t despair. There’s always driving, girls and college.”


      He shuddered. “You’re a sadist. Teaching them to drive I can do, college will be a rite of passage for all of us, but girls? I haven’t figured them out myself. The boys’ll be on their own.”


      “We aren’t that complicated.” Bex’s eyes sparkled. “Let us have our way, and everything’s good.”


      He observed the rippling water below. “Um, I do have to point out that you all seem to change your minds every five seconds. We need better signals from you—sort of like freeway signs and big arrows.”


      “Sexist.”


      “Not at all. Realist.”


      “I’ll consult Mel and Hadleigh and see how they feel about your answer.”


      “If that means Melody won’t make those potatoes for me again, don’t you dare. I take it back.”


      “You’re as bad as Tripp.”


      “Come on, no one’s that bad.”


      “True.”


      He hated to ruin their lighthearted mood, but he’d been thinking about something, trying to figure out his approach, and decided it would be easier just to ask. “You say you’re not that complicated,” he began. “Which I doubt. I have a simple question for you, although maybe the answer isn’t all that simple.”


      Bex immediately grew wary. He saw it in her eyes. “What?”


      “If things hadn’t turned out the way they did, if Will had lived, would you and he have been happy?”


      *


      OH, THE MAN definitely did not pull punches.


      Bex took a deep breath. “It’s so hard to say. That was a long time ago, and I was young.”


      “You still are.”


      “Sometimes I don’t feel like it.” She shut her eyes, because that felt less awkward. “I loved him at a different time in my life. I miss Will every single day, but I’m all right.” She opened her eyes. “If he’d lived, if we’d been married, I’d be a different person now. In some ways, not in others...” She paused. “We would’ve changed each other, brought out the best in each other. That’s how it’s supposed to be when you’re married, and that’s what I believe would have happened. Do you know what I mean?”


      He nodded.


      She felt she needed to reciprocate with the same kind of question—about happiness. She almost didn’t want to ask. “When you were married, were you happy?”


      “No.” His eyes were shadowed and he stared out at the lake.


      “Not even at first?”


      “No. My disillusionment began pretty much the day we walked down that aisle.”


      She’d never claim to be clairvoyant, but she’d sensed there was more to the story than he’d told her before.


      Did he want to talk about it? Or not?


      She bit her lip then took the plunge. “How so?”


      He answered, his expression remote. “I discovered gradually that Sandra hadn’t told me the truth about her past in dozens of small ways and later in several very large ones, including the fact that she’d been married twice before and had a child. Her ex-husband had full custody and he was quite a font of information, none of it good, once he tracked her down for failed child-support payments. For one thing, she’d told me she had no family except an infirm grandmother in a nursing home. The truth turned out to be that she was estranged from all of them—parents, a brother and two sisters—after a series of debacles, including stealing credit cards and forging checks. I didn’t even know her real birth name. She’d been Michelle Grant and became Sandra Chase. She’d had it legally changed and moved away before they discovered the full extent of the damage.”


      That was a little startling. “Then why did you stay?”


      “She’d gotten pregnant with Ben almost right away, as insurance, I suspect,” he said cynically. “So we had a child. She was carrying Adam when it all came to light. I’m not going to divorce my pregnant wife, and besides, quite frankly, I needed someone to take care of the kids. I’d be gone for days and sometimes even weeks at a time.”


      In other words, he was trapped.


      “She doesn’t sound like she’d be a good child-care provider to me,” Bex muttered, watching the boys, her heart aching.


      “Actually, to her credit, in exchange for being able to sit around all day and have a housekeeper come in twice a week, Sandra did take decent care of Ben. To her, that was a fair trade. I did realize quickly enough that I needed to lower the credit limits on her cards and keep a separate household checking account. Everything else was in my name only. I had no idea the problem ran so deep. Some people just can’t handle money, or so I told myself over and over.”


      “Does Tripp know all this? I can’t believe Hadleigh didn’t tell me.”


      His smile was faint. “Bex, no one knows this except my aunt, the one you met—she stepped in to help with the boys and came to live with us for a while—and now you. I’m not going to advertise the fact that I married a beautiful, manipulative woman who pretended she cared about me. Who managed to completely fool me. The one thing I don’t regret about my so-called marriage is my sons.” He rubbed his forehead. “The marriage itself was a mistake I’ll never make again but that’s what mistakes are for, right? All designed to teach you a lesson.”


      The unrelenting tone of his voice stopped her from saying anything else. Still, she couldn’t help thinking of Tara, wondering if she’d finally learn from her mistakes.


      Life sometimes isn’t what it seems on the surface, she told herself. At first she’d thought that not mentioning his wife meant he mourned her, and then he’d admitted they were on the brink of a divorce and now...


      At least between her and Will it was a simple—if devastating—equation and she’d never been betrayed.


      Hoots of triumph floated up from the dock, breaking the moment.


      “Look.” She pointed. “Go, Josh! I think he caught a fish and took it off himself.”


      Tate seemed relieved to change the subject. “That’s good news for me, although going up and down those stairs was great cardio.”


      “As you said, professional fish removal is no longer your purpose on earth.”


      “I guess I’ll have to find a new one.”


      “I hear raising horses is both satisfying and lucrative.”


      “Let’s hope so. If Tripp’s new stallion proves to be a good stud, then acquiring more mares is my next step. I just need the stables completed first.” He shrugged. “With Doc Cameron on board, I’m in good shape, but I may have to ask my father if he’ll be a silent partner until I can buy him out. I don’t want to go small and then have to build again.”


      She’d seen his family’s sprawling house. “Surely he can afford it.”


      Tate blew out a breath. “Trouble is, will he be silent? He’s all business, all the time. My grandfather bred and raised horses, so Dad grew up around them, and he probably does know a thing or two, but if his money’s on the line, he’ll be all too happy to share that knowledge. Often. I can see myself flying out to bring him here about twice a week so he can comanage. Nate Cameron has the skills, but not enough capital to really invest because he’s still paying off veterinary school loans. I have the perfect property, and I’ll be there to handle the horses, but it makes more sense to build the right facility at the beginning.”


      “Yeah, I understand what you’re saying.” When Bex had started her first fitness center, it had been in an older building and there was the process of first getting the business off the ground. Then, once she was making a profit, moving into a newer, more appealing location had added a lot to the stress of the ups and downs of being an entrepreneur. If it hadn’t been for an investor with the right connections, she would never have expanded...


      “Hold on,” Bex said slowly, quelling the twinge that maybe Tate wouldn’t thank her down the line, but at least he wouldn’t have to ask his father. “I might know someone who could be interested. Um, I can’t promise silence, but if you want to launch a business in this area—well, in Wyoming—she’s the ticket.”


      Tate looked dubious. “She? There are plenty of women horse breeders, but—”


      That was enough to make Bex clap a hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter. Lettie Arbuckle in a barn. Now there was an interesting image. Perfect suit, bag in hand that cost as much as the average compact car...


      “She’s not a breeder, no. But she has a lot of money and a lot of connections. It doesn’t hurt to ask, does it?”


      “You don’t want to tell me who it is.”


      “Nope. Not yet.” Bex gathered up the wrappings from their sandwiches. “Think we can pry the boys away from the water long enough to go for a hike?”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWELVE


      “WHAT’S THIS?” ADAM ASKED, hunkered down to study a curly frond.


      Luckily for him, Tate realized Bex was a flora-and-fauna kind of girl. Oh, all those years of flying and he could practically smell bad weather rolling in, but to him a fern was just a fern. Yet she could unerringly identify every single one.


      As a bonus, she bent over to show the underside of the leaf to his son, and he got to admire her backside, as well.


      Quite the perk. He didn’t pay much attention to the botany lesson.


      As usual, she seemed to sense it when he was staring and as usual, he got caught, but what the hell, she already knew he thought she was someone well worth looking at from any available angle. That, however, was one of his favorites.


      “I missed that,” he said innocently. “Can you show me, too?”


      “Calder, don’t push me.”


      Josh, who was collecting pinecones, looked up sharply. Tate noticed it out of the corner of his eye. He said reassuringly, “She was just telling me to stop teasing her, Josh. It’s an expression. That’s all. She was telling me that if I didn’t stop teasing her, she’d start teasing me back.”


      The kid relaxed. Bex, on the other hand, looked stricken. Their eyes met briefly, and he didn’t blame her for the flare of anger in hers, but now was not the time. He said to the boys, “Want me to carry some of those pinecones? I have free pockets. I assume you guys want to hike back and go out in the boat to watch Aunt Bex hook every single fish in the entire lake.”


      They walked back at a more sedate pace, keeping the boys in sight. Once they’d raced inside the cabin, Bex said in a fierce tone, “I knew it. I’ve never seen a bruise, but Greg’s a bully. I’m almost sure he’s made at least verbal threats. If Tara wants to put up with it, that’s her problem, but not in front of Josh. Can’t she see that all their drama, hers and Greg’s, is affecting their son? That she’s got to make some changes, once and for all?”


      He thought about what to say, and then just told the truth. “Bex, you don’t get to make that decision. I wish you did, don’t get me wrong.”


      She said a very unladylike word then added bitterly, “I know, but sometimes I just want to shake my sister.”


      “Hmm, what a coincidence. I want to beat the ever-loving crap out of your brother-in-law. I doubt either one of those things would change who they are or how they deal with each other.”


      She looked disgruntled as they walked through a stand of fading ferns, hands deep in her pockets. “Are you always so reasonable?”


      “Absolutely not. I sailed right past a display of sleeping bags today so I could sleep in a cramped bed with a fishing sorceress. A bed that’s too small for me alone, never mind the two of us. You hogged the covers, by the way.”


      “I did not.” At least she wore a reluctant smile.


      Tate wanted very much to kiss Bex on the forehead—and a few other places—just about then, but he didn’t. “Josh will be fine. Change makes us all uneasy. I’m a perfect example. Moving my family to Mustang Creek was a leap of faith. But it worked out okay. Otherwise I wouldn’t have met you.”


      “I appreciate your attempt to be charming. If that’s what it is. Seriously, though, I’m grateful for your kindness to Josh, for what you represent to him. Stability. That’s so important now.”


      “I...” He trailed off when she clasped his arm, turning to look at her inquiringly.


      Bex stepped closer, placing one hand on his chest. Immediately, his heart began to speed up. “I believe it’s my turn, isn’t it? Now would be my choice, but you’re going to have to help me out. You’re a little tall for me to kiss if we’re both standing unless you cooperate. The chair was really convenient last time.”


      “My cooperation should never be in question. Anything for a genuine sorceress.”


      He bent his head, but didn’t kiss her. He let her close that last crucial distance before their lips touched.


      It was slow, lingering, exquisite, and he allowed her to control the pace. This was, after all, her kiss, although he couldn’t keep himself from circling her waist with both arms and bringing her close. They were both wearing jackets and jeans, but it was still better with her breasts against his chest, her fingers threaded through his hair.


      Even dressed as they were, he wondered if she could feel the surge of his arousal. If it hadn’t been for the slamming of the screen door, indicating an exodus from the cabin, it might have lasted a lot longer.


      Ben yelled to the other two, “Jeez, I told you! Kissing.”


      Caught in the act was better than not participating at all. Somewhat reluctantly he let Bex go. “I predicted there might be speculation among the troops about our relationship. I highly doubt it’s more important than fishing, but they are paying attention. Now, shall we go and let you work your fishing magic?”


      Two hours later, they were definitely having fun but dusk was settling in, the mountains glowing red from the setting sun. She did hook one that was a true beauty, and Tate actually got the joy of landing it because Bex immediately turned to him and mouthed, “This is a big one.”


      It was a real battle, and he might have kept this massive trout, but it was a beautiful creature and they had enough already. Besides, they’d caught their limit that morning, so this was for the sport of it. The boys were slack jawed with disappointment.


      “He’s been around a while,” he told them. “We’ll let him swim in peace for a few more years.”


      Bex agreed, and eventually they did, too.


      He got the joy of cleaning the morning’s catch, but the boys were fascinated, although Bex went off to the couch and picked up a book. There wasn’t enough room in the little kitchen—and it was generous to even call it that—for all of them.


      A romance novel. No bodice-ripping cover, but a man and a woman looking at each other, fully clothed, much the way he and Bex had looked at each other earlier. Horses grazing in the background. He might have to read it himself.


      Get some pointers.


      Still, after that kiss, he thought he was doing okay.


      Adam seemed dubious about fish for tomorrow’s breakfast. So Tate played the cowboy card again. “It’s what cowboys ate most of the time. Think about it. They couldn’t cart around chickens for eggs, and while they had cattle, they weren’t going to cut one out of the herd just for a steak since they didn’t tow refrigerators behind their horses and the meat would go bad. So trout was easy. Find a stream, catch a few, fry ’em up. Delicious.”


      All three of them seemed to accept that logic.


      They went outside to play on the hillside, and Bex came in just as he was rolling up the last of the newspaper he’d used for cleaning the fish. “You know you pull the cowboy thing pretty often, right?”


      “Whatever works. I was their age once. Seems like a long time ago, but I swear I was.” He wiped off the counter. There was a fire pit up on the hill; he’d go and burn the newspaper there or every bear within a hundred miles would be knocking on the door.


      “I’m going to get started on the tacos and set the table.” Bex moved efficiently toward the coolers. “I have a fantastic pinto bean–chili recipe, if I do say so myself. I usually make it from scratch, but I’m winging it this time. I’ll put the toppings in separate bowls so the boys can pick and choose what they want on their tacos.”


      “Shall I pour the cook a glass of wine?”


      “I’m on a minivacation, so that works for me, thanks.”


      It struck him once again that he’d never had a sense of easy camaraderie with a woman before. He and Bex were obviously kindling a growing interest in a sexual relationship; more than that, they thought alike and she valued the same things he did, or that was the impression he had. There was no pretension, either, despite her success, and she was independent without being militant. She didn’t need him, but she didn’t emphasize the point.


      He was having fun, the boys were clearly enjoying themselves and yet he had to wonder if this trip was a big mistake.


      Absolutely.


      But maybe the best mistake he’d ever made.


      *


      ONCE THE MEAT was simmering on the grill, Bex added the seasonings and mild salsa, then turned down the burner. Considering the age of the stove inside the cabin, she didn’t trust that contraption one bit, so having the gas grill was much better.


      Tomatoes chopped, onions ready to go, cheese shredded—she’d cheated and bought the cheese already grated.


      There was something about the smoke from a campfire that beckoned, especially in the fall. Since everything was under control, she decided to join the crowd up on the hill, bringing the bag of gourmet popcorn she’d secreted away. She refilled her wineglass, and got a cold beer for Tate, who was managing the wild ones.


      While the boys were running around, Tate sat in a camp chair contemplating the fire and occasionally raising his voice a notch or two to tone them down. He had a solid blaze going, and he’d thoughtfully set out a chair for her, too.


      Her arrival was greeted with enthusiasm even before she offered them the bag of popcorn, which was promptly whisked away to a decrepit picnic table. There was remarkably little conversation as it was devoured. Tate looked grateful for the beer and cracked it open. “They’re wound up tonight, that’s for sure. Smart idea to hide the popcorn. If I’d known it was there, it might have mysteriously disappeared.”


      “You are a suspicious character.” She settled into her chair. “Good to know my instincts are spot-on. Nice fire.”


      He glanced up at the sky. It was darkening, shadows gathering under the trees. “Best kind of night for it. Almost no breeze. It isn’t as useful as your ability to catch fish, but I have a God-given talent, too. No matter where I sit around a campfire, the smoke blows in my direction. People have actually requested that I not sit next to them. I can change places, and I swear, the wind shifts.”


      Bex laughed. “What else don’t I know about Mr. Tate Calder? I’ve met your aunt and seen where you grew up, and we don’t have to go into your marriage again. Let’s see. I’m probably too attached to your kids already. I know you worked with Tripp, and that you attended Purdue University in Indiana, you love horses and living in the country. Tell me a little-known fact.”


      “Only if this is a reciprocal game.”


      She took a sip and hid a smile behind her wineglass when a wisp from the fire curled his way. “Deal.”


      “I was born in the Azores. My father was in the air force before he started his company.” He reached over and picked up another small log from a pile next to his chair after waving away the smoke. “Your turn. What don’t I know about Becca Stuart?”


      That was an easy one. “I can play a pipe organ. One of those big ones with six keyboards, the foot pedals and the different stops, the kind they have in a big church. Yep, I can do that.”


      Tate did seem intrigued. “Whoa, before we go on with the game, you’ll have to explain that to me.”


      “My grandfather was an organist, and my mother didn’t have the knack for music, but when I took piano lessons, I showed promise. She got it into her head that I needed organ lessons, mostly I guess, to please him. FYI, there’s only one place to practice and that’s in a big echoing, empty church, because no one has that instrument sitting in the living room. I was twelve. Walking through the dark sanctuary terrified me. I toughed it out for a couple of years but then got into sports, and she finally dropped it. I did stick with the piano. I minored in music at college.”


      “You’ll have to play for me sometime. I wondered about the Vivaldi.”


      “Your turn now.”


      He sipped his beer. “I started a novel when I was in college. I’ve been thinking about it for all these years. If I can find any spare minutes between being a single parent and everything else I’ve got going on, I might try my hand at it again.”


      “Things are going to settle down when you start breeding horses?”


      “No.” He flashed that smile. “Fantasy, right?”


      She thought it over and couldn’t refrain from provoking him, just a little. “No, I don’t think so. You’re the sensitive type. You could write a novel in the wee hours, hunched over the keyboard—”


      “I am not sensitive.”


      She couldn’t help grinning at that.


      Luckily, he was a good sport. “Okay, I fell for that one. It’s your turn again.”


      “I love Thai food.”


      “I already know that.”


      I could be in love with you. She wasn’t going to say it. “Then I guess I don’t have much else that’s interesting in my deep dark past. I met Hadleigh and Mel before we were old enough for school. We’ve been fast friends ever since. They’re like my true sisters.”


      His gaze strayed to Josh, sitting on the picnic table bench, legs swinging as he munched popcorn. “You’re not close to your sister? You’ve been worrying about her all weekend.”


      She loved her sister. That was different.


      “We’re total opposites.” She ran her fingers through her hair, letting it fall back around her face. “Yes, I’ve been worrying about what she’s going to do next. Not quite the same as being close to her.”


      He stretched out his long legs and dangled the beer bottle in one hand. “Men are simple. Either you like someone or you don’t. We don’t spend a lot of time on introspection when it comes to that kind of thing. We shoot from the hip. Nope, don’t like him. Then we move on.”


      “You’re imparting this information as if I haven’t learned about the behavior of the adult human male.”


      Since she couldn’t get phone or text messages, the situation with Tara—or more accurately, not knowing what the situation was—made her nervous. She got up. “I’d better go check on dinner. The way those kids inhaled that popcorn tells me they’re seriously hungry.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      THE TACOS WERE the hit he thought they’d be—they were delicious—and Tate listened contentedly to the laughter and general mayhem during the meal. Bex wasn’t the only one who’d been holding out on the boys with that popcorn of hers. He’d bought the video game both boys had been begging for, instead of saving it for Christmas, and it was worth it to see the excitement on all three faces when he handed it over. “The game system’s hooked up on my laptop, but you’ll have to take turns playing. And when we say pajamas on, teeth brushed and lights out, I don’t want any argument. Are we clear?”


      “Clear!”


      “Well, we’ll never see them again,” Bex observed drily as they ran for the bedroom. “So much for my favorite-person status. Show-off!”


      He leveled a look at her as he rejoined her at the table. “I wasn’t the one keeping a secret stash of popcorn in my back pocket.”


      “It was in my suitcase, actually.”


      “I was speaking figuratively, which you know, and it’s a damn good thing the mice didn’t figure it out.”


      “Why do you suppose I hauled my suitcase out of the bedroom so fast?”


      “Quick thinking on your part, and I’m impressed that you didn’t scream, by the way.”


      “I’m not the screaming type.”


      “Hey, now you ruined the surprise. I was hoping to find that out firsthand.”


      She choked on her drink, and he was probably lucky she didn’t toss the rest of it at him, but apparently she wasn’t the tossing type, either. She wiped her shirt with her napkin. “Damn you, Tate.”


      “I’m sorry. Who could resist that?”


      She didn’t respond, just rolled her eyes.


      “I was being sincere, but we’ve both determined it won’t be on this trip.” He tried to sound as casual as possible.


      “Don’t be too confident, flyboy.”


      “Isn’t that what everyone expects from a pilot? We know where we’re going—and how to get there?”


      Bex gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m done with the sexual innuendo. Want to play a card game?”


      “Strip poker?” He did his best to keep a straight face.


      “Watch it or I’ll kick your ass. At cards, I mean.”


      “I’m sorry. Okay, truce. Yes, to the cards. I feel like I’m at camp, anyway. The boys are hogging my computer, so we’ll have to entertain ourselves the old-tech way. Let me put another log in the woodstove first.”


      Before he returned, he got another beer from the cooler since he’d only had two the entire evening, and he wasn’t driving anywhere, so why not.


      She was sitting at the table, a battered pack of cards in front of her. Her eyes sparkled. “I found these in a drawer while looking for a potholder.”


      He sat down and inquired cautiously. “And?”


      “I used to play this with my grandmother when I was little.”


      He twisted the cap off his bottle. This was obviously not going to be any kind of poker. “Play what?”


      “Old Maid.”


      Tate registered that. “Old Maid?”


      She looked endearingly excited. “You know it.” She tapped the deck. “These are exactly like the cards she had.”


      “I actually don’t know that game. But enlighten me. What are the rules?”


      “We deal the cards and if you have a pair you lay it down. Otherwise you get to pick from the other person’s hand. The Old Maid’s in there and she doesn’t have a match. The trick is not to pick that one. If you’re stuck with her, you lose.”


      “So, if I don’t have that card, I know you do.”


      “That’s the beauty of it. I have it and want you to pick it, but you don’t want to end up with it. Then if you do pick it, I’ll know you have it and I don’t want it back.”


      “That sounds confusing.”


      “It’s not, but it is fun, trust me. Sort of a race against the clock.”


      Ben was, of course, the first one to come out of the bedroom, just in time to see him get the Old Maid card. Maybe he was drawn by Bex’s laughter. The other boys followed him minutes later.


      They’d abandoned the expensive video game, which was fine with Tate, and Aunt Bex once again ruled the day as all three boys joined in. The game really was simple, despite her convoluted explanation—simple enough that even Adam and Josh could play. Tate had to hand it to her; sitting around the table with all of them playing a game together was a lot better than having the boys glued to a video game.


      Ben grinned at him. “Dad, I think you’re going to be the Old Maid again.”


      “How do you know if I have it?”


      Bex was oh, so helpful. “I can tell from the look on your face.”


      “What kind of look?”


      “Like maybe you have the Old Maid card.”


      All the boys thought it was very funny. He did have it again, in fact, but that was beside the point. “I do not.”


      “He’s bluffing,” Bex told the crowd at the table. “Let’s take him down.”


      His turncoat sons had no problem with that, and as it turned out, he was as unlucky with Old Maid as Bex was lucky with fishing.


      Tate had the dismal feeling that he was going to walk away from this weekend with a new nickname and it was going to include the words old and maid. When all the tooth-brushing was done and the boys were settled in their bunks, he went back to the table, where Bex was sipping her wine and reading her book. He returned her mischievous smile with a sour one. “You must’ve cheated,” he told her.


      “Explain how.” She looked suspiciously innocent.


      She also looked too beautiful for his peace of mind. It didn’t help that the cabin was relatively dark, with just the lantern’s glow; outside, the lake shimmered with reflected moonlight. All of it the perfect atmosphere for a romantic moment.


      And speaking of romantic moments... It was his turn.


      “I think I need a consolation prize. Something to soothe my injured male pride.”


      Bex leaned her elbows on the table. “Is that so?”


      “Absolutely. My ego is very fragile.”


      She made a sound of derision that could even be described as a snort. “Yeah, there’s nothing like being good-looking and successful with two adorable kids to make a man feel bad about himself. And let’s not forget I know Tripp, so I’m well aware that pilots don’t have fragile egos.”


      “Good-looking, huh? Go on. I’m listening and starting to feel a little better.”


      “You’re impossible.” She shook her head but was laughing.


      Shared humor was part of the connection between them. Maybe another part was that they both had sorrow in their pasts, his from a marriage that had been based on deception, and hers from the destruction of her youthful dream and the grief of a catastrophic loss.


      But they did make each other laugh.


      He’d met women since he’d become single again, plenty of them, some of whom just liked the way he looked, some who found his job sexy, some who ran the other way when they discovered that he came with a built-in family. He’d slept with a few, but had always felt dissatisfied. Physical release did not equal emotional happiness, and he yearned for that.


      He asked her, “Would you mind coming over here? I think a kiss would lift my spirits.”


      *


      IT WAS A BAD IDEA, no question, but she wanted the same thing.


      Bex listened for a minute, realized the not-so-quiet whispering from the bedroom had died into silence, which meant the boys were probably asleep after a long day and a late night.


      Kissing Tate. Again. Oh, yeah. Bad idea.


      She decided that maybe bad was the new good.


      Tate had scooted back his chair, and she settled in his lap and put her hands on his shoulders.


      If he thought she was going to kiss him, he had another think coming. Earlier he’d insisted she do it, and turnabout was, as they said, fair play.


      He flashed that smile and she could tell that he knew exactly what it was doing to her. “Is there a rule in this game you invented that specifies where I can kiss you?” he asked.


      “I invented it?” She stroked the line of his jaw. He had a hint of beard already and she liked it. “What did you have in mind, cowboy?”


      He nuzzled her neck. “North of the border, since there are small children in the house. I’m fairly sure no one’s going to come out and want a drink of water, but I’ve been wrong before. South’s in our future, too. Not tonight, though. I was thinking here.” His thumb grazed her nipple, and even through her shirt and bra, it felt incredible.


      Tate was obviously aware of her reaction. “I won’t take off your shirt,” he promised, already undoing the buttons. “Someday, when we can catch some time alone... For now, I just want to give you a good-night kiss. I could easily explain that away, because it’s recorded history in their brains that I like to kiss you, but anything else might require a discussion I am not equipped to handle.”


      He unclasped her bra and the warm exhalation of his breath across her skin was enough to make her restlessly shift position. “Tate.”


      The path of his tongue downward over her collarbone and then the upper curve of her breast was so beguiling, she dropped her head and shut her eyes. When he gently kissed her nipple, she made a small sound of pleasure.


      He held her in place and continued what he was doing until she gasped and pushed at his shoulders. “I think this kiss is over.” A moment later she added, “My turn again.”


      It was probably ill advised but she kissed him hard and hot on the mouth, and he responded the same way, and they were both breathless when they were through. She immediately slid off his lap. Things were a little out of control and they still had to share a very narrow bunk.


      “We need some space.”


      He didn’t disagree. “I might go for a quick walk.”


      Bex laughed weakly. “It’s cold out.”


      “That might help.”


      “I’ll go put on my flannel pajamas.”


      He stood up. “Just button them all the way to the neck and be snoring when I get back. Some drool would be good, too.”


      “I don’t—”


      “Well, start, if you have any regard for me at all.”


      Once he’d stalked outside, she had to stifle a burst of laughter. He didn’t even take his coat, but she was a bit overheated, too.


      Bex changed her clothes and swiftly completed her own nightly ritual, then crawled into the bunk. Tate was gone for a decent interval and when he came in, she heard him check the woodstove and lock the front door, but he didn’t come to bed. Eventually she couldn’t stand it and went into the living room.


      Shirtless, he lay on the couch, his legs hanging over one end, and while the room wasn’t officially cold, it would be in another hour or so. “Tate, what are you doing?”


      “Sleeping.”


      “Obviously not. You’re going to freeze to death. Why—”


      “I’m in love with you.”


      Speechless, she stared at him. He had a very nice muscular chest, toned abs and she could tell he worked out because his biceps were defined... What did he just say?


      He kept his eyes closed. “I’ve been worried that this was going to happen ever since I met you. I had this bad feeling. You know, like when you think you’re getting food poisoning.”


      He really knew how to sweet-talk a girl.


      Bex wasn’t sure how to respond and came up with, “I thought love was supposed to be a good feeling. Where does food poisoning come into it?”


      “I mean that feverish, shaky...sense of foreboding. You’re right, love is a good feeling. It’s falling in love that’s the problem.”


      “You’re going to have to explain that one to me.” She sat down next to him, although there was barely enough room to keep her balance.


      “I love Ben and Adam.”


      “Of course. I love them, too.”


      He opened one eye. “Don’t make this worse, Bex.”


      She was starting to get annoyed. “You don’t want me to love your sons?”


      “Anyone would love them. Hmm, well, not all the time, I do have to say that. They have their moments. I’m just saying that falling in love is like plummeting off a cliff and not knowing what’s at the bottom. Could be a deep pool down there, but it could be jagged rocks. I’ve landed on those rocks before. It wasn’t a pleasant experience.”


      “You can drown in the pool, too.” She caressed his shoulder, and his muscles tensed. “There isn’t a safe way to fall.” She paused. “That’s why they call it falling.”


      His gaze was searching, holding hers, both his eyes open now. “I didn’t expect this, expect you.”


      “Don’t sound so resentful.”


      “How come I get the sense you’re laughing at me?”


      “Because I am.”


      He had the grace to laugh, too, and he grabbed her wrist to pull her on top of him. “There’ve been studies that prove sexual frustration makes adult males act like they have nonfunctioning brains. I’m not inventing that.”


      She kissed him lightly. “You don’t have to produce the literature. I believe you.”


      “So what do we do now?”


      “Get some sleep?”


      “In that little bunk next to you? Seems unlikely to me.”


      “You can keep me warm.”


      He said huskily, “You have no idea.”


      He was wrong; she certainly did have an idea.


      “Now, walk me to the outhouse?” She got to her feet.


      He grinned. “Okay, that’s it. Keep saying sexy things like that. Maybe it’ll work and I can catch a few winks, after all.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      HOW HE EVEN got a lick of sleep was a mystery to him, but Tate managed to make it to dawn, coming awake with an acute awareness that Bex was spooned against him. He eased away, went outside to answer nature’s call, then came back in to wash up and start a pot of coffee.


      He was getting to know the ancient, grumpy pot. His coffee was decent this time, he decided later as he watched the sun rise over the lake, the water gilded to a dozen different shades. He could hear an elk bugle in the distance, and another returning the favor, and that made him smile. The trees gradually took shape and definition. He’d been able to stir the coals in the woodstove enough to get it going again without too much effort, so the cabin felt cozy.


      Life was good.


      Except for one little thing.


      No, one giant thing. He’d told Bex he loved her. Where did that leave him now? Leave them?


      Despite himself, he felt at peace with telling her about his feelings for her.


      He wouldn’t trade anything in his life—the boys, his new business, his new home—but he was used to being on his own, and Bex Stuart had changed all that.


      When he heard stirring in the bedroom, he went into the kitchen and got out the battered iron skillet he’d found in one of the cupboards. He got to work, dredging the trout in a light dusting of cornmeal and seasoned flour before heading to the grill on the deck to start frying it.


      Since he wasn’t positive the trout was going to go over with the young fishermen, no matter how eager they’d been to catch it, he also made toast.


      Bex emerged onto the deck, and he saw that she had a mug. “Morning,” he said. “I think the coffee’s okay this time.”


      “Thank you.” She took a sip and nodded. “Good, or maybe my standards have adjusted.”


      “I’ll accept the backhanded compliment and point out that big girls go to the bathroom by themselves when it’s light out.”


      “Like I need an Old Maid to protect me.”


      The boys thought the banter was pretty funny.


      “I hear the bears are hungry in the morning,” he shot back, but she blithely waved a hand as she walked down the steps.


      “If she screams, I’m not going after her,” he said to the group at large. No one believed him, since he wasn’t serious, anyway. If Bex needed him to rescue her, he’d be there with a knife clenched between his teeth, ready for battle.


      Ben muttered, “Yeah, right, Dad.”


      “Maybe if she screams loudly enough. Anyone want toast?”


      Two did, one didn’t. He also made some for the adults in the cabin, and tried to ignore that she’d been gone for at least fifteen minutes.


      When he went to the front door, he saw Bex at the top of the hill, checking her phone. He’d had a signal now and then, but service was notoriously unreliable; it was better to assume that you were simply out of range. She must’ve found a sweet spot. She was sitting at the old picnic table, sending a message, and she looked upset, but her issues with her sister weren’t his business. Still, he wanted to be the shoulder she could cry on—except he didn’t want her to cry at all.


      So he went to her. “I made toast,” he said, and once again felt like idiot.


      She gave a little hiccup of a laugh and responded, “Toast is exactly what I need. Toast and trout? That’s an interesting combo for sure.”


      “Bex.”


      She stood and practically flew into his arms. He almost staggered backward. “Tara’s going back to Greg. I knew it would happen.”


      He held her close, searching for the right thing to say. It was a special type of torture when someone you loved was making an obvious mistake and you couldn’t do anything about it. “So we circle the wagons and wait.”


      “I hate this. He makes her so unhappy.”


      “It’s a bad decision, you and I both know it. All we can do is wait for the next time she realizes it and be ready.”


      “Tate, she’s going to drag Josh back into that mess.”


      “And there’s nothing you can do about it,” he pointed out with a long sigh. “I know it’s hard, but Tara and Greg are Josh’s parents, and as long as he isn’t being abused or neglected, it isn’t your place—or mine—to get involved.”


      In typical Bex fashion, she took a deep breath, straightened her spine and stepped away from the rickety table. In the morning sunshine, wearing her plaid pajamas, hair still tousled, she looked about sixteen. “Okay, minibreakdown over. I’m not going to tell Josh and spoil this last day. Tara has to be the one to let him know.” She blinked a couple of times. “He doesn’t talk about whatever is going on—Josh, I mean. So maybe he’ll be perfectly happy to move home.”


      Tate doubted it. He’d seen the kid’s face when his father pulled up to the Galloway ranch. Not to mention that he preferred to have his aunt come along on the fishing trip rather than his dad. Nope, this probably wouldn’t make Josh happy. He sighed again. “For the moment the best thing you can do is try to act cheerful as you go back in to eat your gourmet toast or he’ll know something’s up.”


      She forced a smile. “How’s this?”


      “Like a clown with a stomachache. Try again.”


      Bex narrowed her eyes. “Watch it, Calder. I feel like punching someone in the nose, and you’re awfully handy.”


      He held up his hands in mock surrender. “You can’t hit the man who slaved over a hot toaster for you and threw in a trout for good measure.”


      Her next smile was a lot more genuine. “I suppose you have a point there.”


      “After breakfast we’ll go out in the boat for a couple of hours. Then we’ll pack up and close the cabin, maybe have a late lunch at the sandwich-and-ice-cream place in that little town.”


      “I wish we could just stay here, but escapism solves nothing.”


      Once upon a time, he’d been in avoidance mode himself, grateful for the charter flights that took him far from home, far from the reality of his marriage. Bex was right, though; running away never fixed the problem. Still, it was only human, wanting to walk—or fly—in the opposite direction now and then.


      “It doesn’t,” Tate agreed. He took her elbow and guided her back toward the cabin. “You can handle this, Bex.”


      She was quiet for a few minutes, thoughtful. When she spoke she caught him off guard, as she so often did. “Are you really in love with me?” she asked.


      He pretended to consider. “With the woman who just threatened to punch me in the nose? With the woman who disdains toast as a side dish to fried trout? Hmm, I might need to rethink this.”


      *


      SHE LIKED TATE’S sense of humor.


      He was very easy to be with, but there were some demons cavorting around in his past, and she knew they could leap into the present at any time.


      “I was joking,” she said. “About punching you in the nose.”


      He looked so attractive first thing in the morning, his hair disheveled just enough that he could sling a coat over his shoulder and pose for a magazine cover. “I figured that.”


      Why was she being so tentative? Three simple words. I love you. He’d said that. Why couldn’t she? “I would never actually hit you.” And why was she belaboring this...this silly remark?


      “Like I said, I wasn’t all that worried. Not that I don’t think you could pack a mean punch, but let’s face it, Bex, you’re just too nice.”


      I am not too nice.


      “Look, I’ve already apologized for calling you sensitive, so let’s drop it. There’s no need to call me nice to get back at me.”


      “That’s an insult?”


      “The way you said it, yes.”


      Why was it so hard for her to tell him she felt the same thing he did?


      “Tate, I’m—”


      He saved her. “Letting your breakfast get cold. We can talk about this later.”


      That might be better, once she felt more centered. More grounded. But...she couldn’t leave it unfinished.


      She took his hand. “I’m involved, too. In whatever’s going on between us.”


      He swung around and his fingers curled briefly around hers. “Bex, if I didn’t think you were, I wouldn’t be here. Look, the boys have been alone and unsupervised a little too long for my peace of mind. The cabin could be on fire for all I know.”


      True enough.


      The trout proved to be a hit, which surprised both of them. It was mild and flaky, and he’d cooked it plain except for some melted butter. The boys cleaned their plates, although the toast came in a sad second. Afterward there was an eager fishing party ready to go.


      Bex pulled her hair into a ponytail, put on her worn jeans and slipped on a sweatshirt. The noisy launch of the boat went more smoothly this time, and she wished once again that they were staying a few extra days. She stood in front of the cloudy mirror in the bedroom, which made her face look as though she’d acquired a second set of cheekbones. Staring into it for a long moment, she asked out loud, “What are you doing?”


      The mirror didn’t answer.


      So much for fairy tales.


      So much for fishing, as well, apparently, because no sooner were they out in the middle of the lake, than gray clouds rolled in and it started to sprinkle. The boys were undeterred at first, but it was a chilly fall rain, and when the wind rose, even Ben was willing to concede that being wet and cold took the fun out of the whole experience.


      They were all subdued as they began the process of packing up, and Bex predicted that someone—she hoped it wasn’t her or Josh—would be taking home a mouse in their luggage. Against strict orders there’d been in-room snacking, judging by the granola bar wrapper she found on the floor.


      After all the sweeping and washing had been done, and Tate had cleaned out the woodstove, he locked up, remarking, “I wouldn’t mind having a place like this. That might sound ridiculous if you’re going to live on a ranch in a brand-new log home with a wonderful view of the mountains, but having my very own outhouse, now, that would be sweet.”


      Bex gave him her coldest glare. “Let’s not forget the outdoor shower. As for me, I’m looking forward to a long, hot soak in a real bathtub. I might even go so far as to indulge in a glass of wine while I bathe. Oh, and some soft music would be lovely, too.”


      There was a brief, pulsing silence. Then, his voice husky, Tate asked, “Can I join you?”


      “If Tara’s already moved out, you’re invited,” she said recklessly.


      He opened the truck’s passenger door and ushered her in. “That’s an invitation I wouldn’t pass up for a million bucks. Now dare we hope that fishing despair can be cured by burgers and hot fudge sundaes? Listen to Ben and Adam arguing over who’s going to sit where. I’m just going to let them figure it out.”


      Josh, the peacekeeper, offered to sit in the middle, solving the problem.


      He would.


      She really loved him.


      And if Tara had indeed gone home, Bex knew she was the one who’d have to explain why they were dropping him off there instead of going directly to her house. It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have and would definitely be post–ice cream.


      She sent her sister a text as soon as she had a decent signal that wouldn’t cut out at any second.


      On our way back.


      If she hadn’t been securely buckled in, the reply would’ve made her fall out of her seat.


      I’m in Denver.


      She looked over at Tate, driving them down the winding tree-lined roads. He understood the expression on her face to the extent that he said, “I take it something’s happened and we can’t talk about it now.”


      “You could say that,” she muttered, punching in a reply.


      Tara, what the hell?


      I changed my mind. I couldn’t do it. I caught a flight this morning. Without Greg. I need to move away. I have a friend here who can get me a job.


      What about Josh?


      Can you keep him?


      She’d prefer it.


      Beyond a question, yes.


      Of course. Is Greg going to give me trouble?


      I don’t think so.


      That wasn’t reassuring, either. Bex stared at her phone. What were her rights? As far as she knew, she didn’t have any.


      Quietly, hoping the boys wouldn’t hear, she asked Tate, “Could we stay with you tonight?”


      He didn’t even blink. “Of course.”


      “Just for tonight,” she reiterated.


      “As long as you need.”


      “I’d ask Hadleigh or Mel, but I think Josh would be better off with Ben and Adam around. I’ll explain later.”


      They were speaking in hushed voices.


      “What happened?”


      “Tara is in Colorado.”


      “What?” He navigated the slick road. Pines flashed by, lonely sentinels. “What? Just like that?”


      “I’m afraid so.”


      “She has a lot of faith in you.”


      That was kind of him. He could’ve mentioned how irresponsible it was to go off to another state without your child, but didn’t. Bex didn’t know whether to applaud Tara’s decision or not. If she’d taken Josh, things would be so much worse.


      “This way, he can stay in the same school,” she said.


      “Bex, you do realize that Greg could show up and claim the boy at any time?”


      She nodded grimly. “I have to sort this out, get some advice. Greg can be unpredictable, and I’ll feel safer if we stay with you.”


      “There’s no way I’d let you stay alone, anyway.” Tate sounded serious, dangerously so. “I still think your sister is out of her mind.”


      Bex agreed on that score, but something else had occurred to her. “It’s just possible that Tara’s done the best thing for everyone,” she mused. “By accident, probably, but—”


      Tate’s phone beeped and he handed it over. “Can you see who that is, please? This isn’t a good place to pull over.”


      She checked the ID. “I believe it’s your father.”


      He groaned. “Not now.”


      “According to his text, he’s in Mustang Creek.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      WITH BEX BUNKING at his place—a development he hadn’t expected, or not yet, anyway—Tate was glad he’d cleaned the bathroom just before they’d left on the fishing trip.


      As a rule, he kept the house reasonably tidy, but things were usually in a state of controlled chaos. This time luck was in his favor; there were no dishes in the sink, the floor had been swept and he’d done a quick dusting. So the place was respectable, or as respectable as it ever got.


      The rented bungalow was small, with three tiny bedrooms, a single bathroom and a modest, dated kitchen. As temporary accommodation, it suited a bachelor with two young children just fine, especially since it had a fenced backyard where the boys could play. The majority of his furniture was in storage and what he had here didn’t exactly fit the place. His big couch overwhelmed the dainty living room, while his television took up most of one wall—but it was a short-term arrangement. And, a real plus, they were close enough to the school that the boys could walk. When they moved out to the ranch, he’d have to drive them.


      He couldn’t wait to move into their brand-new log house. The interior finishes were all that remained to be done, and then the contractor could start on the barn and stables.


      “It’s okay. Josh and I can just stay here,” Bex had said when they pulled up to her house. She was clearly having second thoughts. Previously she’d planned to drop off her laundry and pick up some clean clothes and a few personal items. “We’ll be fine.”


      “Like hell you’re staying here,” he’d told her bluntly. “Until we find out how your brother-in-law reacts to Tara leaving town, I’m your new shadow.”


      She’d frowned slightly. “What about your father?”


      “He has a room at that fancy lodge at the edge of town. Much more his style than a modest house on Aspen Street. Even in Kirkland he didn’t stay with us. Fact is, he’s never had a lot of time for noisy young boys. Grab a dress. Unless you’re vehemently opposed, we’re meeting Dad for dinner.”


      “I don’t know if Josh has anything appropriate to wear. Why don’t I stay with the boys?”


      “He’s the same size as Adam, so we’ll work it out.”


      Tate carried Bex’s suitcase as far as her front porch, but she stopped him there. He didn’t ask questions, didn’t want to crowd her.


      Ten or fifteen minutes later, when she emerged carrying a canvas gym bag, the expression on her face told him something had happened. “I’ll tell you later,” she said very quietly when she got back in the truck.


      Practically a repeat of their earlier conversation in the truck. He drove away, assuming it wasn’t going to be great news.


      It wasn’t.


      When they got to his place and the boys had vanished into their rooms, she told him, “Greg left me about a dozen messages asking why Tara wasn’t answering her phone or returning his texts.”


      “Nice of her to make you explain it to him.”


      She shook her head. “This might sound strange, but I’m happier about her taking off this way than I was when I thought they were getting back together. She can’t say no to him, so she removed herself from the situation. It’s the smartest thing she’s done in a long time.”


      He found it incomprehensible that Tara could leave her child, but at least Josh was safe with Bex. Tripp had said Greg wasn’t a truly bad guy, just not a truly good one. He reminded Tate of Sandra—self-centered and unfaithful. There should be a law against it. There wasn’t, though, and Bex was probably right; if Tara could be so easily persuaded to go back to Greg, then getting the hell out of Dodge was the best alternative.


      He pointed down the hall. “I use that bedroom as an office. There’s a daybed in there, and that’s where I’ll sleep. You can stay in my room. There’s a shortage of bubble bath in this male household, so I hope you brought your own. Otherwise, help yourself.”


      At the moment her eyes looked very gold. She gave what he could only describe as a sultry look, but that kind of language wasn’t his area of expertise. “We could just share the bed. It isn’t like it hasn’t happened before, and I feel confident your bed is bigger than a bottom bunk.”


      It was. King-size, took up the entire space, and without three small boys in the same room, he had a feeling things might get out of control.


      In a really good way.


      “That’s up to you.”


      “Hmm, then my vote is we share. I’m going to take my bath.”


      Leaving him with the image of her naked...


      Last thing he needed.


      He went to call his father. “I hope you don’t mind, but there’ll be five of us joining you. My friend Bex and her nephew are coming along.”


      “The pretty little brunette? Ah, I see. What does she do again? Teach fitness classes?”


      This was the big problem with his father. Everything was measured in terms of financial and career success. Tate was tempted just to say yes so she could be judged on the merits of her personality and her warmth, but the truth would come out, anyway. “She owns a chain of fitness centers, actually. What time is the reservation?”


      “A chain?”


      He could tell that Bex had gone from pretty brunette to a much higher status.


      “Yes. What time?”


      “Seven. I’ll make sure we have a big enough table.”


      “We’ll be there.”


      He unsuccessfully tried to ignore the fact that the water in the bathroom had stopped running.


      If he lurked in the hall, he could probably hear the slight splash as she moved, but he wasn’t programmed to lurk, so he went into the living room and switched on a football game instead.


      His phone rang. Tripp. “The Seahawks are losing.”


      “I see that.”


      “How was the trip?”


      “Great.”


      No, even better than that...


      “Hadleigh said Bex sent her a text that she’s going to stay with you tonight. Do we have a problem?”


      Tripp would automatically go into full big-brother mode if it involved Bex; Tate was well aware of that. “We just don’t want a problem,” he explained and told him about Tara’s sudden departure. “Greg could go to the school anytime he likes and pick him up, so this is just a stopgap solution to let him cool off. It sounds as though Tara agreed to move back home, then changed her mind at the last minute. She up and left town without letting him know. Getting away from him isn’t a bad decision in some ways, but Bex shouldn’t be the one who has to tell the little guy about it.” He paused. “I doubt he has any idea where she is at the moment, but this is Mustang Creek, so he could figure it out easily enough. If he does show up, at least I’ll be here.”


      Tripp said slowly, “I don’t think he’d touch her. I promise you there’d be a nasty argument, though. He knows Bex doesn’t approve of how he’s handled his relationship with her sister, and I can’t say I approve of it, either. There are damned few people in this town who don’t think Tara Stuart married badly. Here’s hoping she finds the backbone to call him and tell him she’s gone for good so Bex is off the hook. Tara’s a good person, but she’s a pushover. If the meek really do inherit the earth, she’ll get a fair chunk of it.”


      “That’s the impression I have of her.” Tate sighed. “Not once in three days did Josh even mention his dad. He hasn’t asked why they’re staying here tonight, either. The fishing trip and hanging out with my boys was fun, I get that, but usually kids want to go back to their own rooms, their routines, their family life. He’s attached himself to Bex like a limpet.”


      “You ought to talk to Spence. His mother just dumped him with his aunt when he was a kid and only recently got in touch with him again. He’s always maintained he was better off with his aunt, anyway, so he adjusted, like kids do.”


      Hard to argue, since Tate suspected that was true of Josh, as well. Not only that, he was convinced that his sons were better off without their mother’s influence, too. Maybe Sandra wouldn’t have instilled her lack of ethics in them, but you could never be sure. In the divorce proceedings, he’d planned to fight for full custody, and given her past, his lawyer said he would’ve won easily.


      Tate changed the subject. “My dad’s in town. I can’t wait to find out what that’s about.”


      Tripp had met his father plenty of times before, when he’d used the charter service. “I’ve told you all along he’s got to be itching to invest. His father bred and sold horses. You’re doomed to lots of advice and criticism. Why not take his money and build that bigger barn and better stable?”


      Sound advice, perhaps, but the problem was, he didn’t want to ask. “If he offers, I’ll consider it. Bex knows someone she thinks might be interested.”


      “Who would...” Then Tripp started laughing. Or would you call it chortling? “I bet I know who it is. Lettie Arbuckle. Yeah, Mrs. A. probably will want to invest, but then you’d need to choose between the devil you know and the one you don’t.”


      Hardly great news. A smaller barn seemed better all the time. He replied wryly, “I’ll take that into consideration.”


      *


      BEX ADJUSTED THE HEM of her skirt, looked critically in the mirror and decided she was doing okay.


      Nice black-and-white dress, stylish but comfortable black suede shoes...


      Now she needed to get Josh ready.


      She was waiting for him to ask her about Tara, both dreading it and worried he wouldn’t ask.


      He seemed happy enough, and that was the most important thing, but surely a child should be eager to go home. Either he was and he was covering it up, or he wasn’t. Which was worse?


      Covering it up, she decided, looking at her image again but not really seeing it. Maybe she needed to talk to Ben and find out if Josh had said anything to him and Adam. She had no idea how to do that, though. He was only eight, and he shouldn’t have to deal with an adult question like that. Besides, he was Tate’s child, not hers. No, she couldn’t put Ben on the spot.


      One problem at a time. First step was to see if Josh had something decent to wear to dinner at Mustang Creek’s fanciest restaurant—and, if not, if he could borrow an outfit from Adam.


      She’d put a few of his clothes in her bag, but the choices had been limited; a lot of his stuff was still at Greg’s place. However, he had clean jeans, which would do, and a pullover shirt that would work. Okay, problem solved once she got hold of an iron. She let Tate supervise the baths, which meant he directed them into the bathroom in sequence, told them he expected shampoo and soap to be used and handed out towels.


      Very efficient.


      It was cute to see Josh respond to him in exactly the same way as Ben and Adam, and if she didn’t have Tate in her corner, she wasn’t sure quite what she’d be doing right now.


      Sitting in the living room on an outrageously large sofa, she tried calling Tara again.


      She’d had no success with the last few attempts, but this time her sister answered.


      Yes, she was in Denver.


      No, she hadn’t talked to Greg yet. She knew she was putting it off.


      What about Josh?


      “Greg won’t push for that.” Tara sounded confident. “He’ll let you keep him.”


      Good news and bad news for everyone involved. Bex hated the idea of letting Josh go with his father, but she was also trying to picture suddenly raising a six-year-old. Even though Tara was going through a rough time, her son should come first.


      “Everything okay?” Tate looked fantastic in dark slacks and a gray shirt, his brown hair still damp, since he’d gone last in the shower sequence.


      And yet...the concern in his eyes moved her more than anything else.


      “I just talked to my sister.” She dropped her phone in her purse. “I think Josh will be staying with me. She swears Greg won’t want to deal with him on his own.”


      Tate nodded. “Bex, I know you’re sitting there agonizing over how to tell him that, but if I had to call it, this is really what he wants. You’re safety and security to him, and he’s out of the war zone. He gets to play with Ben and Adam, go to school as usual, and not deal with all the acrimony.”


      “I have to talk to him about it.”


      One hip propped against the counter, Tate asked, “Has he given you any indication he’s ready for that?”


      “He’s six. He doesn’t know what he’s ready for.”


      “You want to fix his world, and I’d like to do the same, but we can’t, and he’ll deal with it.” His voice was calm and reassuring. “We all do at the end of the day. I guarantee that with you to support him, with me and all our friends, he’ll cope.” Then he grimaced. “Oh, man, we should probably go. My apologies if the conversation tonight gets uncomfortable. My father’s not renowned for his tact.”


      There spoke another abandoned boy. Maybe not in a factual sense, but his emotional distance from his father was very evident.


      A boy who’d definitely grown up into one hell of an attractive man. She moved closer. “Okay, I’ll forgive him in advance if you’ll kiss me. Do it now while we have two seconds of privacy.”


      He did a spectacular job of complying with that request, and his arms only loosened when they heard the boys laughing. “You just ruined my lip gloss.”


      “I hope so, or I didn’t do it right.”


      “Let me go repair the damage while you get the boys in order.”


      “It’s a deal.”


      The surreal quality of the weekend continued as they all got back in Tate’s truck. Bex felt as if she’d gone from independent businesswoman, single and busy with her life and friends, to being in a relationship and becoming surrogate mother to three small boys.


      After getting Josh dressed and ready, she’d helped the other two pick out shirts and tied their shoes. At least she could say they all looked clean and neat, hair combed. The usual wrangling over seats didn’t occur. Josh automatically climbed into the middle again.


      The lodge was a replica of the grand ski hotels but on a Mustang Creek scale, with a hint of Swiss chalet, and was definitely the most expensive place in the area. At this time of year, the parking lot was only half full, and when Tate parked next to a sleek vehicle with an impressive pedigree, he commented, “I see my father drove here. He must really have something to say. Let’s get this over with.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER SIXTEEN


      TATE HAD TO ADMIT he was apprehensive about the evening. Ridiculous? Yep. He was a grown man, and he was hardly a failure.


      But Tripp was right; his father had some sort of agenda.


      They were seated at a big round table next to a window with a view of the Tetons. The boys sat there, feet dangling, remarkably subdued. His father, formal as always, wore the usual tailored suit, and Bex was stunning in her fitted dress. Even before the drinks were delivered—red wine for the adults, lemonade for the boys—his father hinted at why he’d decided to make the lengthy drive over.


      “I want to go look at the ranch tomorrow. How are you planning out this whole venture?”


      Yes, he definitely wanted to get a hands-on interest. The question was whether to decline or accept.


      “If you’d like to look it over, that’s fine.” Tate’s response was cautious. “I’m trying to decide on the size of the barn now that the house is close to completion.”


      A waitress came by to take their order. All three of the boys chose chicken fingers and french fries. Bex asked for the special, a duck breast with a red wine and plum sauce, and he did, too. His father predictably ordered a steak and then immediately returned to the conversation.


      “I suppose, since you’ve chosen to go in this direction, we should make sure it’s a success.”


      The hint of disapproval was still there, but Tate ignored it. When he’d elected to play soccer instead of football in high school, they’d had this same conversation. Switching from chemical engineering to aviation in college hadn’t met with approval at first, either, but few things did in his experience, so he’d found a balance between annoyance and amusement, and accepted that this was his father. It was how he operated, and Tate’s self-esteem no longer suffered when his judgment was questioned.


      He just hoped Bex could weather the storm known as Randolph Calder. There were times it required a life vest, a rain slicker and tying yourself to the mast.


      She said with endearing loyalty, “It’s a beautiful piece of property, and the house is going to be gorgeous. Plenty of room for the horses, and a great place to raise the boys.”


      His father transferred his attention to her. Tate took a hearty sip of wine—he was limiting himself to one glass—and braced himself for the coming lecture.


      “Breeding horses is not an occupation, it’s a lifestyle,” he began. “They require constant care. It’s not a matter of just showing up for work. The mares drop foals at all hours, and only some are viable as riding stock. There are stud fees and vet visits. A contagious illness, if it isn’t caught quickly, can wipe out a stable. I’m not even going to go into how often they need to be fed, have their stalls mucked out and so on. Plus, training needs to be done by someone who really has a handle on it. You can’t sell an ill-mannered horse.”


      Bex didn’t blink. Her eyes, green in the restaurant’s lighting, shone. “Tate knows all that. He has the stud and the vet lined up, and his only concern is how much to put into building the stables and the barn. As he says, it’s so much more cost-effective to build what you need from the beginning rather than adding on later.”


      That was a challenge if he’d ever heard one. He didn’t need her to fight his battles for him. And yet, he was touched by the effort.


      He intervened before his father could respond. “I’ve done my homework, Dad,” he said mildly.


      “We’ll see.”


      Bex bristled, but then she must have noticed his half smile and relaxed. Their silent communication felt natural, and Tate hoped for a similar kind of physical communion later.


      She was the one who’d suggested they sleep in the same bed tonight, but this time in privacy, with a door that locked and no one else in the room. Very little, in his estimation, that could ruin this night.


      Wrong.


      “Bex Stuart.”


      The woman who stopped at their table was petite, gray haired and well dressed in a dark green suit that had not been purchased in Mustang Creek. New York City, more likely. She was in her late sixties, he guessed, and she had quite a commanding presence. She said very clearly, “I got your message. Is this the young man who needs an investor in his new business?”


      Tate rose politely. “Uh, Tate Calder, ma’am. You must be Mrs. Arbuckle.”


      Bex probably wondered how he’d known the name, but he assumed she’d figure it out. Good thing Tripp had warned him.


      The devil you know...


      His father rose, too, but Mrs. Arbuckle ignored him as she surveyed the table. “Those two must be yours. Handsome children. I’ll come by tomorrow and we can talk.”


      After she’d walked away to join a group of ladies at another table, Bex cleared her throat. “She’s actually very nice, but she’s always abrupt. I love Mrs. A. She can be an acquired taste, though.”


      “We’ve met before,” Tate’s father said in an acid tone.


      Of course they had. It made sense because they were probably both in the same tax bracket and same social level. And in the state of Wyoming, with its population of well under a million, that meant they occasionally bumped into each other. He refrained from pointing this out and said, “Bex knows her and thought she might be helpful.”


      “You wouldn’t ask me first?”


      Now, that was a volatile question. Tate strove for a politic answer that was also honest. “You seemed to disapprove of the idea in the first place. Why would I?”


      His frankness didn’t defuse the situation. The arrival of the bread, however, did help, providing a distraction; the basket was being passed around, butter distributed, and noises of appreciation resounded. Tate was aware that his father wasn’t mollified, but he didn’t care anymore.


      Oh, he cared about his father. Pleasing him was less important than it used to be, though. A lot less important.


      Now Bex’s eyes looked like warm gold. She handed him the basket. “Have a roll. Otherwise the sharks will come cruising in again and you’ll lose your chance.”


      If he wasn’t already in love with her, he would have tumbled off that cliff right then and there. It was clear that while she wanted to keep the peace, she was in his corner. Tate took a roll, and it was delicious.


      “You can’t let Lettie Arbuckle invest.”


      “Because?”


      “She’ll meddle.” His father was testy.


      So will you.


      Tate assumed that Bex wouldn’t have recommended Lettie if she’d experienced any problems or the woman had interfered in her business. He didn’t want to discuss it further, though, not over dinner. He was aware that, much as they might seem to ignore it, the children were aware of the subtle argument at the table, so this just wasn’t the time. “I’d like you to come tomorrow and tell me what you think.” And that was the end of the conversation.


      *


      DINNER WAS BOTH better and worse than Bex had expected it to be.


      She found Tate’s father an interesting combination of suave and overbearing. No question he thought he knew it all, but she sensed that he was decent underneath, and that mattered.


      A relief, really, since she’d been worried she wouldn’t like him.


      She answered all of Mr. Calder’s questions as candidly as possible. His father was interested in her business and that didn’t surprise her, because she’d dealt with dozens of people like him. It was the language he knew, and he spoke it well.


      He and Tate, on the other hand, might have been living on different planets.


      If Tate didn’t think he was sensitive, he was so wrong.


      She’d fallen for the way he loved his sons and the way he treated Josh.


      He’d have to stop arguing about the whole “sensitive” thing. There was nothing wrong with it, and she was exactly the woman to prove that to him.


      It was the magic of the marriage pact.


      Bex had never seen so clearly how this wasn’t just about her, Mel and Hadleigh; it was also about the men who needed them.


      “I’d ask why you’re staring at me,” he said in a low voice when their dinner was being served, “but I’m afraid the answer involves my father. Everything okay?”


      She jingled the little charms on her bracelet and said, her smile slow, “I think it is.”


      He saw the gesture, and his look was questioning, but at that moment Adam spilled ketchup on his shirt in one of the inevitable minor disasters associated with young boys. Tate needed to do cleanup and assure his son that accidents happened, so they trooped off to the bathroom. When they’d left, Tate’s father asked her, “So how did the two of you meet?”


      She thought about Tripp and Hadleigh’s wedding and the party they’d thrown when they got back from their honeymoon. “Through shameless matchmaking by one of my best friends.”


      He chuckled. “I see. Seems to be working.”


      Cautiously, because she wasn’t sure how Tate would feel about this conversation, she said, “We’re getting along so far.”


      Randolph Calder glanced at Ben and hesitated, as if he wanted to say something about Tate’s wife, but refrained. Instead he muttered, “Tate’s made a decision or two I haven’t agreed with, but I suppose that’s unavoidable. What do you think about this horse-breeding business? You’re from here, right? I don’t feel that Mustang Creek’s big enough to support it. Where’s the market?”


      All business, all the time was how Tate had described his father.


      At least she knew the answer. “There are a lot of ranchers who need working horses, but he mainly wants to target the tourism trade in this area. Trail rides and camping packages require good-natured, well-broken stock. There’s a market around here.”


      “That’s interesting. What about the property? Is there a place for a hotel like this place?”


      “A hotel?”


      “I assume if Lettie Arbuckle’s interested, there’s going to be a hotel. She owns half of them in the state. If he was planning to do that, he should’ve asked me.”


      Oh, no. Bex didn’t have the impression that was what Tate wanted at all.


      “I...I think he just wants to raise horses.”


      “A hotel would be more profitable. This was about my only choice of a place to stay around here. I’m not always on board with Lettie’s ideas, but I believe this one could be a success. A lodge on a working ranch with the view around here? That could be a solid decision.”


      With relief she saw Tate coming back with Adam, who seemed to feel the need to skip between the tables. “I’m not sure how many acres he bought,” she was able to say hastily. “You’ll have to ask him.”


      “Problem solved,” Tate informed them as he sat down, but his gaze went from her to his father and back to her. “What did I miss?”


      “Here’s the dessert menu.” Bex handed it over, evading the question.


      He knew she was doing it, too; she could tell from his resigned expression.


      They split the chocolate-fudge tunnel cake. The boys had the usual ice cream, and Tate’s father drank coffee and a snifter of expensive cognac.


      It wasn’t until they were in the truck, driving back to his rental house, that he said, “Just tell me. What did he say?”


      “This could be my fault, Tate.”


      “What could be your fault? Now you’re making me nervous. You’ll have to clarify.”


      “Can I first say that I had no idea your father knew Mrs. A.?”


      “Okay, but that disclaimer does not fill me with joy, Bex. Why would it matter, other than that they seem to dislike each other and both might want to invest? Tripp already gave me a heads-up that Mrs. Arbuckle is a force to be reckoned with. I haven’t made a decision yet, but whatever I end up doing, I have to include Doc Cameron, since he’s part of this.”


      “Your father mentioned a hotel.”


      “No.”


      Unequivocal. Not up for discussion.


      “I’m just telling you what he said to me.” She sank a little lower in her seat. “You know, he has a point. We could use another nice hotel around here. Right now the pickin’s are sparse if you want to stay somewhere that isn’t a chain, and we don’t even have very many of those.”


      “I want my log house, my corral and pasture and a stable and barn. That’s it. I want to look at the Tetons, not the silhouette of a hotel.”


      Bex nodded. “I agree. But there’s no reason that either your father or Mrs A. couldn’t buy some land and put a lodge on it. That could help your business, because you could rent them the horses for trail rides and such. They might still invest in your stable and barn if you presented it that way. See which one makes the better offer. Both of them are coming over tomorrow.”


      It took a minute, but he grinned. “You’re very sexy when you move into business mode. But then, you’re sexy all the time, so it goes without saying.”


      “Thank you for the compliment, but...thoughts?”


      He checked the rearview mirror. “We have some sleepy boys on our hands, this dilemma will still be around tomorrow and right now I’m concentrating on the fact that you decided we should both sleep in the same bed.”


      She was concentrating on that, too.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


      ON A SCALE of one to ten, the evening had been about a seven, considering that his father was involved. Between hotel schemes and ketchup spills, there’d been a few glitches, but Tate could wash the shirt and say no to the hotel idea, so all in all, it was a success.


      His father liked Bex.


      That was good, anyway.


      There was no middle ground with him. He liked you or he didn’t, and usually it was obvious either way. Bex was beautiful and successful, so her popularity with his critical parent was no surprise.


      Tate was drawn to her for entirely different reasons. Well, maybe not entirely. But aside from the undeniable attraction he felt for her was something deeper.


      She had an undefinable quality he wouldn’t even try to analyze, at least not tonight.


      Tonight he was focused on one thing. The fact that she was sexy as hell.


      Definite thumbs-up there. The boys were all worn out from the long day, so getting teeth brushed and pajamas on wasn’t met with the usual resistance. Adam was asleep before he’d left the bedroom, and Josh looked zoned out, too, lying on the blow-up mattress on the floor. Ben managed to say good-night, but it was sleepy and halfhearted.


      Bex was lounging on the couch, shoes off, ankles crossed, relaxed. “You did that so well, getting those kids to bed. How about a lesson?”


      There was no way he could resist going over and scooping her into his arms. “I have an ulterior motive tonight, so I pulled out all the stops. Now can I put you to bed? I’m hoping that’s an offer you can’t refuse.”


      “I’m about to nod off.” She gave a fake yawn.


      “Well, let’s see if I can keep you awake for a little while, anyway.” He carried her down the hall to his room in what he had to admit was a theatrical gesture, but Bex was laughing, and he grinned back when he deposited her on the bed.


      The first thing he did was shut the door. Then he unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it on a chair. “Can I tell you how much I’m looking forward to sleeping with you again?”


      “I thought that bunk was fairly comfortable,” she lied.


      “Maybe if you aren’t over six feet tall.” He sat down and yanked off his boots. “But I have to say there were some perks, namely you. I’ve mentioned that I have a serious crush on you, right?” It was more than that, of course...


      She shimmied out of her dress by lifting the skirt and pulling it off over her head. Beneath she wore a scanty black bra and even scantier panties.


      He could no longer swallow, his mouth went so dry.


      “I was hoping to see that expression on your face,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t normally dress like this. Remember my plaid flannel pj’s?”


      “You looked hot in those, too,” he told her, and that was the truth. Still, she looked even sexier with her loose shimmering hair and all that bare skin. “But this is a little better. Take it all off?”


      “Same goes for you, cowboy. All or nothing.”


      He’d never shucked off his pants so quickly. If someone had been timing him, he would’ve set the world record.


      Bex unfastened her bra and slid the panties down her long legs. He figured it was a good sign that he didn’t expire on the spot—it meant he had a healthy heart. He’d stopped at the local drugstore earlier and bought a box of condoms, although it had been quite a while. He wasn’t celibate by any means, but fleeting encounters only satisfied one urge and left him feeling cheated, and he really wanted this.


      Wanted her.


      “You want this, too, right?” He settled next to her, and touched her nipple. “I won’t pressure you.”


      In answer she rolled on top of him. Bare breasts to bare chest, and her smile could have tipped the earth onto a different axis. “I want this.”


      “I’m just—”


      “Overthinking it.” She kissed him, her lips lingering softly on his. “Just make love to me.”


      He had to ask. Thanks to Tripp, he knew about Will, and he had some sense of what had happened in her past, but he doubted even Melody and Hadleigh knew every detail. He touched her cheek, “I feel stupid asking this, but you aren’t a virgin, are you?”


      “I’m almost thirty.”


      “That isn’t an answer.”


      Typical Bex, she came right back at him. “Would it make a difference?”


      “It might slow the pace.”


      She shook her head then, her eyes luminous. “No. Will and I had a week before he shipped out again. He wouldn’t touch me until I was eighteen, and I understood that since he was older, and...and he was a man of honor. We waited, but that was a memorable week. He didn’t come home again.”


      “No one else?”


      “Nope. I’ve dated, of course, but wasn’t ever interested enough for this.” She touched him and he groaned.


      Pretty damn close to a virgin. Tate rested his forehead against hers. “I’m sorry you lost him but I’m glad I found you.”


      “We’re in complete agreement, then.”


      He threaded his fingers through her hair, the silky feel of it familiar after those two long nights sharing that bunk. He kissed her and she kissed him back with fervor, and then he reversed their positions, rolling over as he began to explore her body, listening to the cadence of her breathing as it changed with each caress, every touch of his mouth and hands. Her spine arched as he kissed his way down her rib cage and stomach, and when he kissed her intimately her response was intense.


      He rolled on the condom with hands that weren’t steady, and the press of her hands told him she did want this as much as he did. He entered her and began to move, her hips lifting naturally to the rhythm.


      She surrendered first, and the tightening of her inner muscles brought his release. The pleasure was overwhelming.


      “Hmm.” Bex stroked the base of his spine. “I think I might want to do that again sometime.”


      He laughed, the sound a bit strangled. “I just hope I start to breathe again sometime. Maybe next year.”


      Her grin was pure Bex, saucy and teasing. “I hope it doesn’t take you that long to recover, cowboy.”


      *


      HER GRANDMOTHER USED to have an old expression she was fond of trotting out. It went, “If you cross a flooding river while it’s still raining, you’re going to have a hard time crossing back.”


      Bex had already come to the conclusion that sleeping with Tate was plunging into that current.


      He was a considerate lover, no question. Her pleasure before his, but he wasn’t going to slight himself, either, and in the floating aftermath of the third time, she decided that if it was a mistake, at least it was an enjoyable one.


      However, outside the bedroom, they had some problems that weren’t going away. She had Tara’s mess to deal with, and her business, which took up a great deal of her time. He wasn’t even currently employed on an official basis, but about to embark on a brand-new venture. Add the well-being of three children, and it was just plain complicated.


      Still cradled by his left arm, Bex slid her hand over his bare chest. “So tell me how you’re going to handle tomorrow’s visitors.”


      “Jeez, you know how to ruin the mood.” His dark eyes held wry amusement as he turned his head to look at her. “The question involves hotels and horses and two possible investors who don’t like each other.”


      “That certainly sums it up.”


      “This answer will impress you. I have no idea.”


      “Want some thoughts?”


      “Only if you don’t tell me I should consider the devil I know or the devil I don’t.”


      That was true enough. Bex frowned. “I stand by my earlier suggestion that if your father decides a hotel is a sound business decision, let him buy the land and lease the horses from you. That seems logical to me. Pitch it to Mrs. A., as well.” She added, “Mrs. A. has been willing to trust me with her investment. No meddling at all. That’s been my experience, anyway.”


      He nodded.


      “You could see which one would be willing to fund the bigger stable.”


      “Or I could build a smaller one I can afford myself, and keep them both out of my hair.”


      He had a point, but...


      “Then you’d have to build another stable in the near future,” she said. “God willing and the creek don’t rise.”


      Her grandmother’s sayings must really be on her mind.


      He was quiet except for a long sigh. “I know,” he said finally. “That’s both a plus and a minus. If the business goes well, it’s exactly what I’d have to do, and that’s another outlay of cash. I’ve been arguing with myself. I’ve talked to Tripp. I’ve asked Doc Cameron, and everyone thinks a bigger stable is the way to go—they say not to wait—but I like to do things on my own.”


      “I’ve gathered that.” It wasn’t as if she didn’t understand. That was her, too. She made her own way, but she also relied on Hadleigh and Mel—all three of them relied on each other. For that matter, Tripp and Spence would be there for her in a heartbeat. And there was also the matter of Mrs. A’s very generous investment. While complete independence was appealing in theory, the reality was a little different.


      It was nice to have some backup.


      “Let’s just see how it goes.” He kissed her temple, his body beginning to relax in a way she knew signaled sleep. “I’m too tired to worry about it right now.”


      She wished sleep would come as easily to her.


      It didn’t.


      So she eased out of his embrace, got up and slipped on her T-shirt and shorts. Then she went into the living room with her phone, taking a quick peek through the boys’ door. All three were sleeping peacefully. Her throat tightened as she looked at Josh, with one fist curled under his little chin, his pajamas patterned with dinosaurs.


      She hoped Tara knew Greg as well as she claimed, and there wasn’t a looming battle she couldn’t win.


      Tate had what could be the largest couch ever made. She propped up a pillow and when she’d accessed her email, she sent both Hadleigh and Melody a message.


      Kind of a significant evening in Bex-land. I could use some girl time soon. Shopping? Lunch?


      Mel was obviously awake, because she answered immediately.


      I have the worst heartburn and I believe the baby is deliberately sitting on my bladder. What’s up?


      Tate.


      Oh, is that a double entendre?


      Mel!


      I was joking.


      Talk soon?


      Date.


      It wasn’t as though she’d give details. But there’d been an ongoing conversation among the three of them about the fact that she had no social life or romantic involvement. Her friends knew she’d loved Will, but both of them encouraged an interest in Tate.


      They would both be so happy for her. Over the moon.


      She hit Send, smiling.


      Tate was a light sleeper, probably due to being a single father, because when she went back to bed, he woke instantly, pulling her close. “Everything okay?” he murmured.


      “Better than.”


      “That’s the answer I wanted.” His eyes drifted closed again.


      “I’m not ready for a serious relationship,” she whispered into the dark. Not that she didn’t want one. She did—with him. But her remark was an attempt to persuade herself, on both a practical and an emotional level, that this was too fast, too soon.


      “You got that straight.”


      Damn, he wasn’t asleep, after all.


      Bex jabbed him in the chest. “What does that mean?”


      He rubbed the spot. “Hey, I was trying to be agreeable.”


      She nestled against his shoulder. “This is a terrible time for us to get involved. Neither of us has the actual time.”


      “Yep.”


      “Maybe we could just sleep together now and then.” His chest was solid and warm.


      “Now and then? I’d go for more often than that. If tonight didn’t do it, maybe I need to read up on it so I can try again.”


      “You could teach classes,” Bex said sarcastically, “so stop with the false modesty.”


      Finally, she was the one getting sleepy. She yawned.


      “Bex, things will work themselves out.”


      She put her arm around his waist and settled in. “Funny, that’s what I was going to tell you about tomorrow.”


      His face was shadowed. “Oh, yeah. Mrs. A., as you call her, and my father? I’d rather be a professional fish-from-the-hook remover.”


      “That reminds me. We should take the boys fishing again. Could we choose one of those fly-in places that fix all the food and have real bathrooms?”


      “Aren’t you the princess? Hey, except for the outhouse, that one wasn’t bad.”


      “I tend to avoid them, so I’ve got a very short list for comparison.”


      Still, she’d go there again, outhouse or not. The boys had loved the place.


      And there was no way she’d ever forget that it was where Tate had told her he loved her.


      *


      THE NEXT MORNING, school preparation was the usual chaos. Tate told Ben that he was in charge of getting everyone there, but then changed his mind and drove them all. He sat in his truck, watching them walk through the front door of the building.


      Sandra had always said he was overprotective, and it might be true...


      He wanted them to be independent, but he also wanted them to be safe. Josh was part of the equation now, and against his better judgment, he was becoming attached. Even if Greg didn’t step in, once Tara was settled in Denver, she’d want her son back.


      Bex had gone off to the fitness center and he needed to be at the ranch, so after he saw the boys inside the school, he headed over to the property.


      Everything was routine, with trucks all over the place. The driveway would need to be graded when the construction was finished, he noted to himself, because of the ruts.


      Unfortunately, before he’d even parked, he saw that not only was his father there, but a very expensive car he didn’t recognize was, too.


      He checked his watch. Barely nine in the morning.


      If it wasn’t for the reflected glow of last night, he’d be even more on edge. Tate got out, slamming the door, prepared to be cordial. He did whip out his phone and quickly called Cameron. “Operation Stable is about to begin. How many stalls do you think we need again? I have the potential investors and contractor right here.”


      “Twice as many as we originally planned if you can pull it off. Aside from my regular practice, I can take care of that many horses—with some help. And I have a friend who’s moving here from Idaho. He’s also a vet, Jaxon Locke, and he’s good. Hell or high water, he’s coming to Mustang Creek. So we’re covered. He’d be willing to step in on a day-to-day basis until he gets settled. After that, we’ll need to hire some hands.”


      Twice as big?


      That was ambitious. No, Tate couldn’t do that on his own.


      Where were Mrs. Arbuckle and his father? Probably killing each other somewhere. He should get going. “I’ll let you know how this turns out,” he said tersely.


      “Good luck.”


      His contractor stopped him in the driveway. “Sorry, but they just went on in. When I tried to talk to them, they ignored me and just walked through the door.”


      “That’s not surprising,” Tate responded. Then he raked his fingers through his hair. “If we did a stable twice the size, what’s the timeline?”


      Bill brightened. “Seriously?”


      “Think about a bid.”


      “Numbers are already running through my mind.”


      Tate found his father and Mrs. A. in his kitchen, arguing.


      Over what, he wasn’t sure.


      The kitchen looked damned good. The counter Bex had picked out was perfect, and the contrast to the floor and the cabinets really set it off.


      He and Ben and Adam should be able to move in by mid-October. For the first time since he’d taken on this project, he inhaled an easy breath. They could’ve stayed in Kirkland and done just fine, lived comfortably in the house he owned there, but he wanted a different life. This was it.


      He expected his new life to be an improvement over the old one.


      Especially if Becca Stuart was going to be part of it.


      “Hello.” He leaned against the cabinets and tried to intervene. “Sorry I’m late to the party but the boys needed to be dropped off at school. So, good morning. What do you think of the house?”


      “How many bedrooms?” his father asked abruptly. This morning he wore an expensive sweater and tailor-made slacks, his hair was, as always, immaculately groomed.


      Mrs. Arbuckle hardly came up to his shoulder, but she exuded the same powerful aura and she, too, was overdressed in her designer suit and silk scarf, carrying a leather handbag with an impressive logo even Tate recognized.


      He felt a little grubby in his faded jeans and denim shirt, although both were clean, and he’d actually polished his boots a few days ago. “Four bedrooms,” he said in response to the question. “Three bathrooms. Right now the living room looks like you could land a plane in it, but there’s going to be an office at one end with a view of the paddocks and pasture. They haven’t framed it in yet.”


      “Ha, I guess that means I was correct when I informed you that my son would have his office in the house.” His father’s smile was meant to irritate.


      It worked, judging by Mrs. A.’s scowl.


      “Well,” Tate said in a mild tone, “we plan on there being one in the stables, as well, where we can keep the bloodstock books and other records, like veterinary notes.”


      “So, you see, Randolph, you can wipe that superior smirk off your face.” Lettie Arbuckle sniffed elegantly. Tate had read that description in books and inwardly laughed, but he’d never seen it in person. “Bex told me he was a bright young man,” she went on, “so of course I assumed he’d put an office in the stables. He must take after his mother’s side of the family.”


      That was what they were arguing over? This was going to be a comfortable morning. Tate needed to go and get the original plans out of his truck but he was afraid to leave them alone.


      And Randolph, was it? They’d met before, which had already been established. Tate had the impression now that they’d disagreed in the past. It could be political, since they were both involved in campaign funding and charity work, but he didn’t want the details of whatever had inspired such acrimony.


      “It’s a beautiful morning. Do you want to walk out and see the site? My partner thinks we should build twice as many stalls as we originally intended, if we can find the capital to do so. In addition to an office, I’d like to have an apartment attached. With that many horses, a stable manager could live there full-time. I have no qualms about running the business, but I’m going to have to hire some hands.”


      “That sounds well thought-out to me.”


      “He gets that from my side of the family,” his father snapped.


      Mrs. A. placed her hand on Tate’s arm and acted as if his father hadn’t even spoken. “Lead the way.”


      He noticed she was wearing at least two-inch heels, thought of the rutted driveway and decided he might just have landed in hell.


      *


      HADLEIGH’S KITCHEN WAS WARM and the tea delicious, and since both of her best friends were addicted to the lemon-cream pastries now, Bex was welcomed with open arms.


      “I brought chocolate doughnuts, too,” she remarked as they all sat down.


      Hadleigh waved a hand. “Take them for the boys. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m off chocolate. How is that possible? Remember college? That was practically my whole diet, other than an apple here and there. This baby does not like chocolate.”


      Melody shuddered. “I’m suddenly so opposed to anything with tomato in it that I can’t even have ketchup. I love tomatoes, but not right now. Let’s talk about maternity jeans instead. I’m thinking I might wear them all the time, even after the baby comes. Takes comfy to a whole new level.”


      Considering that Mel was naturally slender, Bex laughed. Today, she was gorgeous in a pink smocked top.


      Hadleigh laughed, too, and nodded. “I know what you mean.” She turned to Bex. “Now, tell us about the fishing trip. And we need an update on Tara. Not to mention your message last night.”


      Mel chimed in, licking some cream off her fingers, “We’re really boring these days, so we have to live through you. I went to bed at eight-thirty last night. Seriously!”


      Bex lifted her hand and pointed at the third charm on her bracelet. “I’m thinking...”


      “He’s the one. The One?” Mel looked delighted. “Perfect! Airplane charm. Pilot man.”


      Hadleigh’s smile was equally genuine. “I’m really glad, Bex. You deserve to be happy. The minute I met Tate Calder I thought of you. He seems so great. You have a lot of things in common, too.”


      They’d both suffered losses, but their stories were not the same. What he’d gone through and what she had were very different experiences. She wasn’t sure which was worse.


      “He is great. Considerate. Smart—”


      “Good-looking. Like, really hot.” Mel was her usual forthright self. “That doesn’t hurt. I’m just sayin’...”


      Bex couldn’t agree more. Up close and personal, he was even better. “Tara is in Denver. Josh is here, and she promises me Greg will stay out of the picture once he figures out she’s gone for good.”


      “That leaves you holding the bag, doesn’t it?” Hadleigh’s brow furrowed. “She’s asking a lot of you.”


      “I adore Josh. I don’t mind.”


      “You might later,” Mel observed, her gaze holding concern. “I’m worried about that.”


      “I’ll never regret taking care of him.”


      “Jeez, I know that, but will you regret giving him back?”


      Now that was a poignant question. Bex bit into one of the chocolate doughnuts. “How can I possibly answer? It’s not up to me.”


      “Yeah, but it just seems wrong for you not to have a say in this. For you and Josh to be subjected to the whims of two irresponsible people.”


      Bex’s eyes filled with tears. She was a dreamer, but she was a realist, too. “I keep waiting for life to be fair, and it just isn’t working out.”


      Hadleigh had a way of getting to the point without saying it directly. “Two boys? Maybe three? I’m worried about one small baby. Dump three on me and I’d be a goner.”


      That was all.


      Mel was more straightforward. “Josh would be better off with you. Spence would totally back me up. His aunt is one of the best people on this earth. But no one can ask that of another person who isn’t willing.”


      “I’m willing enough.” She sighed. “Could it be more complicated?”


      “It could.” Hadleigh smiled. “You could have two really pregnant bridesmaids, be marrying the father of two boys, caring for your nephew while your sister’s in the middle of a divorce, and trying to expand your business.”


      “He hasn’t brought the subject up at all.”


      “Marriage?”


      “Yep, that’s the one.”


      She would never explain the details of what had happened with his wife, not even to Hadleigh and Mel, not without his permission. It wasn’t her story to tell. And the fact that he’d confided in her and almost no one else made her feel privileged. And trusted—a trust she would never abuse. But she did add, “His first marriage was unhappy.”


      With typical loyalty, Hadleigh said, “You’re not her. Tripp wasn’t happy the first time around, either.” As if that solved the problem.


      Bex doubted Tripp had had quite the same experience of finding out that his wife had been married before, was a thief who’d betrayed her family, changed her name and had a child—and never mentioned any of those tidbits of information. “All I’m saying is that he has no problem saying the word love, but marriage doesn’t seem to be in his vocabulary.”


      Mel pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. “It’s early days yet. Spence wasn’t exactly rushing me to the altar, either. It took a while before he jumped on that train. Don’t sell Tate short, Bex.” She paused delicately. “Have you... I mean...you know.”


      Bex had to laugh at the idea of two pregnant women dancing around the subject of sex. She widened her eyes. “I guess I don’t get the question. No, I don’t know. What?”


      Melody pointed the last bite of her lemon pastry directly at her. “If this wasn’t so good, I’d throw it at you.”


      Hadleigh said, “I feel like I’m at a slumber party. Did he kiss you? Was it good? Are you going on a second date? If anyone at this table giggles, I’m not going to answer for the consequences. We aren’t sixteen anymore. So are you sleeping with him or not?”


      “Yes.”


      “Good?”


      “Double yes.” The night before it had been a triple yes.


      “See how simple that was?” Hadleigh gave Melody a significant look, and then they all burst out laughing.


      Bex glanced at the clock. “I should probably check my messages and then go out to the house to see how it all went. I didn’t realize when I asked Mrs. A. if she might want to invest that she knew Tate’s father and that they don’t like each other. I swear I was trying to help Tate and Doc Cameron, but we all know that the road to hell is paved with good intentions. I’m guessing that he’s on that very road this morning. I’m feeling guilty about it, but I’m not sure why.”


      “Tripp thinks it’s hilarious. That man can have a questionable sense of humor, though. He predicts a bidding war that will become part of Wyoming history.” Hadleigh got up hastily. “Excuse me, but if I start laughing again, there could be trouble. I don’t think I’ve gone to the bathroom in the past fifteen minutes. A record for me right now.”


      “It is,” Mel confirmed. Then she got up, too. “I have something for you. Do you want to see the clock?”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


      TODAY HADN’T BEEN the most auspicious day of his life.


      On the one hand, both his father and Mrs. A. were willing to invest in the larger stable. On the other hand, the bidding war was out of control.


      Or his control, anyway.


      It was the dream of any person trying to start up a business, and a nightmare in the making.


      When they’d driven away, Tate had been extremely relieved. If, in some alternate universe, he’d remotely imagined them getting along, he’d have suggested they both invest, but that sounded like a catastrophe he wanted no part of.


      To his consternation, they’d suggested it. During an acrimonious argument that didn’t even include him, they’d hammered out the details, and every single time he’d attempted to say anything, he was shot down so he finally gave up.


      It was going to be quite a stable.


      Nate Cameron and his contractor were thrilled. He was the one who’d be mopping up the blood, so he wasn’t nearly as excited.


      When his phone rang, he was more than grateful to see Bex’s number pop up. She asked, “How did it go?”


      “I’m fairly sure I’m not going to survive this.”


      “That good, huh?”


      “I hear the laughter in your voice. You’ll pay for that.”


      “I want to hear the details first.”


      “You’ll get them tonight. I want to have dinner at home. The two of us. A glass of wine, a normal conversation and maybe even some civility. Possible?”


      “What about the boys? Don’t you mean the five of us?”


      He sighed. He’d thought the kids could have their dinner first, then disappear quietly to do their homework. Not too likely—another alternate universe idea. “Okay, you’re right. Five. Two isn’t possible,” he conceded. “What kind of wine goes with hamburgers? The kids can have juice.”


      “Wine with hamburgers? Red, I guess. Did your father leave already?”


      He’d pick out a suitable merlot. “His mission to complicate my life was apparently accomplished. Yes, he took off. I was afraid he and Mrs. Arbuckle were going to drag race each other down the driveway.”


      “I’d love to have seen that.”


      “Will you and Josh spend the night again?” Until he knew Tara had informed Greg of her plans, he was going to remain worried. He’d been trying all day to figure out how to camp out in front of Bex’s front door with two children sleeping in his truck if she said no.


      “I appreciate the concern. Greg hasn’t contacted me yet.”


      “Is that a yes?”


      “I called the school. He hasn’t said anything to them, either. Maybe Tara actually knows him better than I thought. He isn’t interested in Josh, and Josh isn’t interested in him.” Her voice broke. Just a fraction. “It makes me so sad, Tate.”


      “I know.” He really did. It made him sad, too, at least for Josh. And angry. At Greg. He also noticed that she hadn’t answered his question.


      “I’ll bring a salad. And maybe some mac and cheese.”


      “Adam won’t leap up and down about the first, but I know that won’t surprise you. The second offering he’ll go for because that’s his all-time favorite food. Ben and Josh will eat both.”


      “If I was going through this alone—”


      “You’d manage fine, but we’re good together.”


      He could hardly believe he’d just said that...but he had. And he’d meant it, too.


      To gloss over his response—and what it revealed about his feelings—he moved on. “Here’s an idea. Do you want to have dinner at the ranch house tonight? Not everything’s done, but there are working bathrooms now and the kitchen is almost finished. The boys can run around outside.”


      Wasn’t that the point of it all? To give them an upbringing that included space and horses and vivid blue skies with snow-capped mountains in the distance. No traffic, virtually no crime and the freedom to run and play.


      “That sounds perfect. Um, has the kitchen been painted yet?”


      He found that an interesting question. “They were working on it when I left. Why?”


      “No reason. What time do you want us to come out?”


      “I’ll pick the boys up from school, including Josh. Whenever you’re ready is fine. We’ll be there. I want to go over the new plans with the contractor now that the game has changed. By the way, my father didn’t say anything about hotels. He was too busy arguing with Lettie Arbuckle. So at least I dodged that conversation. Maybe we should have champagne with our burgers to celebrate the event.”


      “I’ll buy some.” Bex laughed. “After all, it’s supposed to go with everything.”


      When the call ended, Tate rubbed his forehead and propped his elbows on his desk. His rocky relationship with his father always made him consider how he dealt with his sons. Loving someone didn’t necessarily lead to a perfect relationship. In fact, as he knew from experience, there was no such thing, even though Tripp and Spence had ended up in marriages that were as close to perfect as marriage got. People were individual, and they handled life’s joys and problems in their own unique ways. Accepting that someone else’s way might not be yours wasn’t easy. Especially if you disapproved of the other person’s approach.


      Look at Bex and her sister, for instance.


      That neither of Josh’s parents was taking care of him was beyond the scope of Tate’s imagination, but then, maybe they knew Bex would be better at it than either of them. At this particular time, anyway.


      The three boys came out of the school together, and when they saw him, ran with flattering eagerness in his direction.


      No, he was mistaken. Bex had also arrived and was holding a magic cookie box, which they could see from a distance. His boys dashed past him as if he didn’t exist.


      Turning, he had to say, “That’s not playing fair, you know.”


      Unabashedly, she grinned. “I left work early today and I’d already stopped off at the bakery so Hadleigh and Mel could get their fix. I would’ve told you on the phone, but—”


      “This was more fun.”


      “You bet.” Her eyes held that sparkle he found so captivating. She wore a little red cap patterned with snowflakes; it matched her sweater. The boys milled around her, and several of their friends joined in as she passed out cookies.


      “That is purchased popularity,” he informed her, hands in his pockets. “Shameless bribery.”


      “I don’t deny or defend my actions.”


      “Doesn’t matter. The truth is, I love you for you.”


      “I’d offer you a cookie but I seem to be fresh out.” She displayed the empty box.


      The word love made her uncomfortable. He saw that. The word marriage made him want to run. “That seems to be the case,” he said drily. “Will you take the boys, while I stop at the grocery store? I need supplies for our ranch picnic.”


      Adam didn’t need to be asked twice. He grabbed her hand and announced, “I want to go with Aunt Bex.”


      Obviously, Tate needed to think ahead and buy cookies so he could stay in favor, too.


      *


      DINNER WAS LIKE a continuation of their fishing vacation, with the boys bickering but getting along, running amok and tossing a baseball around, their boundless energy reminding Bex of cherished childhood days.


      Adam even ate some of her salad. Tate declared it an official miracle.


      “You’ve seen him,” he said with clear disbelief as they cleared the dishes from the counter. “If there’s green included, he’s just going to balk. I’ve tried everything. How did you do it?”


      “Apparently, my special powers aren’t confined to fishing.” Bex raised her brows. “I just asked him to eat it.”


      “I’ve started believing in those powers.” Tate dropped the last paper plate in the trash bag he’d brought. He looked at her meaningfully. “Especially after last night.”


      There was no denying they’d been hungry for each other. Bex felt her cheeks warm. He wasn’t shy in bed, but she hadn’t been, either. She looked right back at him. “It was...nice.”


      What a dumb thing to say! The knowing gleam in his eyes flustered her even more. “Nice?”


      “Okay, very nice.”


      “I’ll take that bet and raise it to extremely nice.”


      “This isn’t a game of poker.”


      “I’m the Old Maid champion, please don’t forget. You aren’t even in my league.”


      “You lost every time, Calder.”


      “Not last night.”


      “I want to see the stable plans,” she declared, skirting the subject. “I’m dying to see what the war between your father and Mrs. A. produced.”


      He crossed his arms and shook his head. “I think we ended up with a small airport, a strip mall and five hundred stalls or so. I might as well not have been in the room. They were tossing around numbers like confetti at midnight on New Year’s Eve.”


      She wiped off the counter with a damp paper towel. “There are worse problems to have than rich people throwing money at you.”


      “True, but I’ve got some reservations about those two playing well with each other. I want to run a business, not be a mediator. Not that either of them listens to me, anyway.”


      “Did you ask your father what their problem is?”


      “No, never had a minute alone with him. If I had to guess. it would be a mutual bullheaded determination to have their way—but I’m just the person who stood there for an hour or so, trying to get a word in edgewise. Shall we take our wine out to the front porch? We don’t have any chairs but we can sit on the steps.”


      “In a minute? I have something to give you first. Well, we all do, Hadleigh, Tripp, Mel and Spence, too. It seems fitting that you should get a housewarming present after your first dinner in this house.” She removed a wrapped gift from her oversize bag, which she’d propped up against the wall, and set it on the counter.


      “Not necessary. Thank you.” He did look intrigued.


      “My idea. Mel and Tripp get all the credit, though.”


      “All Tripp can do is fly a plane and ride a horse.”


      “Oh, he’s got a few more skills than that.”


      When Tate seemed about to continue their mock argument, she nudged his arm. “Just open it, okay?”


      It seemed a little selfish to be the only one to see his expression when he unwrapped the gift, but she didn’t care. He held up the clock—face glowing with astonishment and gratitude—and it was exactly the reaction she’d wanted.


      “It’s the house.” He traced the outline over the glass.


      “Yep.”


      “And the mountains.”


      She nodded.


      “Bex.” His voice was hushed.


      “All I did was suggest it to Mel. The one she made for Spence was so beautiful I thought you might like one, too.”


      “I more than like it.”


      He did. That was very obvious. Tate said, “I’m not even going to guess where you want me to hang it. You choose.”


      “It’s your kitchen.”


      “Doesn’t matter. You choose.”


      She found the perfect spot, above the nook for a table and chairs. There was a bay window and the clock was the right size to fit just above it. Bex pointed. “I’d put it there.”


      She’d almost said: If this was my house, I’d put it there.


      Tate caught her around the waist, his mouth warm as it pressed against hers. He murmured, “Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome.” She kissed him back.


      “I bet there is a hammer around here somewhere and a stray nail or two. I’ll put it up tonight. Did Tripp really help make it?”


      She nodded. “Mel did the design, of course, but he cut out the metal. I keep telling her she needs to add the custom clocks to her business, but she’s busy as it is. Maybe she needs an assistant. I do think clocks like this would be in demand.”


      “I do, too.”


      “Dad! Dad. Come and see! This is really cool.” Ben was trying to whisper, not quite pulling it off. “You’ve got to come out and see.”


      Two moose stood at the edge of the pasture. The boys were entranced, quiet for once, just watching as the giant animals grazed. Bex saw that Tate was no less focused.


      Minutes later, he turned to her. “This is exactly why I moved here,” he murmured.


      “It’s wonderful.”


      “Oh, yes, it is.” But he was looking at her.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER NINETEEN


      TATE SIGNED THE BILL of sale and wrote the check. Tripp slapped him on the shoulder as they walked out of the livestock barn. “That mare was a bargain. Clean lines and just the right age.” He was pretty distracted these days.


      He hadn’t really seen Bex in two weeks. Two weeks.


      Well, he’d seen her, but they hadn’t been together.


      She was busy, and he knew that, and he picked up Josh when he got Adam and Ben. She’d decided to move home, so he only saw her briefly and in passing.


      He understood that the rental didn’t have enough room for all of them. Not only that, she was used to her independence, her nephew was an unexpected responsibility and she was very involved with expanding her business, but...two weeks?


      It wasn’t as if he was free, either—not very often, anyway. The house was all but done. He was going to have furniture delivered today, and they could move in soon. He’d given notice to the rental management company to terminate the lease, the plans for the stable and barn had been altered to match the demands of his warring investors and he should feel that his life was on target.


      Not so.


      He and Tripp walked out to the truck. “I appreciate you coming along. I thought that horse was worth the price. Thanks for confirming it and for keeping her until the stable’s finished.”


      “No problem.”


      “Hey, is Hadleigh at the shop today? I need to talk to her for a minute.”


      “About Bex?”


      He doubted Tripp wanted to hear about his feelings, so he kept it simple. “Yeah.”


      “She’s avoiding you.”


      “Tell me something I don’t know.” He paused, his keys in his hand. “Obviously, your wife has mentioned it. Do you mind telling me why Bex is doing this?”


      “I would, but I didn’t ask. Hadleigh said Bex wasn’t talking about you, and that’s about all I heard.”


      “I could swear everything was going well.”


      Tripp shook his head. “If you’re asking for insights into the female psyche, you’ve come to the wrong guy. When they’re pregnant, it’s even more mystifying.”


      That wasn’t his current problem. Three times their first night together, and three condoms. They’d been careful. He just needed to talk to her and find out what was going on. Maybe Bex really was just busy.


      Whenever she swung by to pick up Josh, she got the heck out of there as quickly and efficiently as possible. He was glad Greg wasn’t causing her problems, but he missed her.


      Hadleigh heard the shop-door bell and came out front. Her smile was warm but there was a cautious light in her eyes. “Hi, Tate.”


      The shop was small and cozy. He hadn’t been in lately; he saw that the merchandise was geared toward fall and the holidays at the moment, the quilt colors mostly oranges, dark greens and reds. A maple leaf–patterned one caught his eye and he knew what he was going to buy his Aunt Gina for Christmas.


      One problem solved. On to the next.


      “Hi, Hadleigh. So, what’s up with Bex?”


      That might be a little too straightforward, but school was getting out in fifteen minutes, and he had to be there.


      Hadleigh leaned on the counter and to his relief didn’t pretend not to know what he was talking about. “If you want my opinion, she doesn’t like being in love again. It scares her, makes her feel like the safe, solid world she’s struggled to rebuild is sitting on quicksand.”


      In love? Had Bex actually said that? Or was it just Hadleigh’s description? He remembered what he’d told Bex about the difference between being in love versus loving someone—and how being in love reminded him of tottering on the edge of a cliff. So he should understand her fears. But...things had changed. He’d become used to the comfort and companionship he’d found with her, and he wanted more of it.


      He sighed in frustration.


      Hadleigh’s expression was sympathetic. “She obviously needed some space. I know her, and Mel and I have always said that of the three of us, she’s the one who has to have everything clear and logical. For instance, she’s happy Tara is going to leave her disaster of a marriage, but she can’t really grasp her sister leaving Josh with someone else, even her, and even if it’s better for him. I mean, Tara’s right, since she’s sleeping on a couch in a friend’s apartment, and staying that far away from Greg is a good idea all around—but I know Bex can’t quite comprehend it. She could never do it herself.”


      He couldn’t, either. No way would he ever leave Ben and Adam with someone else, even Aunt Gina, and just take off the way Tara had.


      “I don’t want to push, but couldn’t Bex at least talk to me?”


      “She will eventually.” Hadleigh watched him for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “I don’t think she knows what you want from this relationship, Tate. She isn’t the only one not talking as far as I can tell.”


      That was a valid point. He wished he could deny it.


      “I want her in my life.”


      “Great. On what terms?”


      He saw Hadleigh touch her charm bracelet, something he’d seen Bex do often enough. He’d asked about the piece—she and Melody and Hadleigh all had duplicates, he’s noticed—and Bex had explained, in somewhat oblique terms, that the charms represented the accomplishment of a goal the three of them shared.


      “That bracelet,” he said with a nod toward Hadleigh’s wrist. “It’s beautiful.”


      She blushed ever so slightly. “Yes,” she agreed with a nod of her own. “Melody made one for each of us.”


      “That’s meaningful,” Tate mused quietly.


      “Yes,” Hadleigh said again.


      That was when his intuition kicked in, and he knew what that mysterious common goal was—Hadleigh and Melody were both fairly recent brides, and they were both expecting babies. Each charm symbolized a marriage, the start of a new family.


      The bracelets were their way of celebrating both the hope and the fulfillment of a dream.


      Well, he definitely wanted more children. That was one of his dreams.


      But marriage was another matter. It wasn’t something he felt ready to attempt again now, if ever. For reasons that had nothing to do with Bex.


      “I’m not sure.”


      “Then you’d better forgive her for not being sure, either.”


      Okay, that made sense.


      “I have to pick up the boys from school. I’ve given her space, like you said, but now I’m afraid it’s creating a distance between us. When she comes to get Josh, should I make her discuss this, or still back off?”


      Hadleigh’s mouth twitched. “You’ve been extremely patient. With Bex, the direct approach is the best bet. Oh, and by the way, you didn’t hear that from me.”


      “Exactly the advice I wanted,” he said, pointing at the display. “I want that quilt. My aunt will love it. Here’s my credit card—you can give it back to me later. Gotta run.”


      “Good luck.”


      “I’m hoping I won’t need it.”


      “Oh,” she said, “you will.”


      *


      BEX WAS RUNNING LATE, but there was nothing new about that. Balancing the demands on her time was hard, and balancing her personal life with work was even harder.


      Staying away from Tate had been so difficult. Almost impossible, in fact, and she had to remind herself why she was doing it.


      She was so attracted to him, which was precisely why she’d needed to step back. She felt no regret about making love with him; in any event it had happened, and she couldn’t wish it away. But because of her past—and his—she was still trying to figure out a few things. To find some clarity. At least that was the plan.


      That plan wasn’t working.


      He was outside, raking leaves, when she pulled in to collect Josh. The boys weren’t exactly helping, since they were leaping through the piles, scattering leaves everywhere. She knew he’d be moving very soon, so he wouldn’t be able to drive Josh to school, and that was minor, but another issue she’d have to resolve.


      Just her luck, he looked great in a gray sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, and the usual faded jeans. When did Tate not look great?


      “Hello.” She got out and closed the driver’s door.


      He leaned on the rake, watching her closely. “Hello, back. Can we talk? As you see, the boys are having fun, so I’ll have to do this yard all over again, but I won’t mind it if we could just...talk.”


      It wasn’t as if she hadn’t sensed that he was unhappy with the sudden and unexplained distance between them. However, she hadn’t expected such a direct request.


      “We can.” She wasn’t prepared for this conversation. She knew what he was going to ask; what she didn’t know was how she’d answer.


      “So what do you think is going to happen next?” he began.


      “I’ll take Josh home. I’m making spaghetti.”


      He gave her the look she deserved. “We aren’t exactly strangers. Can’t I get a straight answer from you, please?”


      “The answer is...I don’t know.”


      “You’re running scared, then?”


      “You haven’t told me what you want, either, or what you think should happen next.”


      “Fair enough,” he said with a shrug that was probably meant to seem nonchalant. “I want you in my life. In my bed. I love you. And I’m not the only one who misses you. The boys have been pestering me half to death about Aunt Bex.” He paused. “I wasn’t planning to ask this yet, but when we move to the ranch, would you consider moving in, too? With Josh, of course. In some ways, it’s your house as much as mine, since you picked out all the important stuff.”


      Bex wasn’t entirely taken off guard. She’d had a feeling this question was coming, but she had a very mixed reaction. When Spence had asked Melody to move in with him before they got married, Bex was the one to say, Don’t settle for less than everything.


      Because that’s what the pact means.


      Back when they’d made the pact, she hadn’t counted on being in the same position as Melody, with even more complicated circumstances. Tate was a package deal. She loved Ben and Adam, now diving gleefully into piles of brilliant leaves with Josh, but being the instant mother to one child was hard enough. Three?


      She’d really missed him, too. It had taken a lot of resolve to stay away while she thought it all over. She still hadn’t found the clarity she was searching for, the certainty she needed, but the moment was here.


      Tate expected a response. He deserved one, since he’d crawled out on a shaky limb and risked a question that could be met with rejection.


      Mel was going to give her hell for this. Hadleigh would have an opinion, too, since she always did.


      “We could try it.” The words just came out.


      Decision made.


      “Josh would love it,” she added.


      Tate’s slow smile was worthy of Hollywood. “I was kind of hoping you’d love it, too.”


      It was impossible not to throw in a smart-ass comment to deflect the panic. This was a giant step. “The kitchen counter does look good. And there’s that six-burner stove. I fell in love with it the minute I saw it. I’m really moving in with your kitchen.”


      “At the moment I’m thinking it was worth every penny.” He lowered his voice. “I haven’t kissed you in two weeks. Not that I’ve been counting the days or anything.”


      He seemed so elated, and that made her happy, too. His happiness deepened her own, and solidified her decision.


      “Well, a man with a rake is hard to resist.”


      “Oh, yeah?” He strode over and took her in his arms, dropping the rake at one point. She didn’t notice.


      Their kiss was swift because they were standing in the driveway on a residential street with children playing nearby, but it was still satisfying.


      They broke apart when Josh ran over to hand her a piece of paper. “This is a note from my teacher. I’m not ’sposed to forget.”


      He dashed off and she looked at it apprehensively.


      Tate correctly interpreted her expression. “Parent-teacher conferences. No big deal. That time of year. You walk in and they explain how the kid’s doing in class, address any concerns and you get his report card. Just like when we were in school—only we’re on the other side now.”


      “Oh, okay.” That was a relief, although she had no real idea how Josh was doing in school. Tara hadn’t said. He was just in the first grade, after all.


      “Their teacher’s very helpful. She’ll let you know if anything’s going on with Josh. He seems well-adjusted to me, all things considered, and if there was a problem, you would’ve heard by now. I’m going to bet he’s doing okay.”


      “I don’t want Greg involved, but I don’t understand how he can just walk away. I don’t even know if the school will talk to me about Josh. I have no official status.” She stared at him. “I should’ve made Tara sign something, giving me temporary custody.”


      Tate shook his head. “Don’t worry. This is Mustang Creek they know exactly where he’s living and who’s taking care of him. His teacher will talk to you.” He took her hand and squeezed it lightly. “This isn’t as hard as it seems.”


      “You’ve been doing it longer,” she muttered.


      “That’s true, and it’s never really easy. I’m not going to pretend it is. But if you make a mistake, and we all do, then dump ballast and adjust.”


      “Like a hot-air balloon? There’s an interesting analogy.”


      She turned and motioned to Josh. “I’ll ask him if this—moving in here, I mean—is what he wants. It seems to me that the one thing that hasn’t happened is anyone asking Josh anything. I know what his answer will be, but he should have a say.”


      “I couldn’t agree more.”


      He was obviously sincere, and she appreciated his vote of confidence.


      Tate would definitely have to start over when it came to the yard. By the time she got Josh into the car, there were leaves everywhere.


      Bex waited a few minutes, and once they’d pulled onto the street, she simply asked, “Do you want to move out to the ranch with Ben, Adam and Tate?”


      “And with you?”


      “And with me,” she confirmed. “Of course.”


      “Yep.” He grinned and she noticed one of his front teeth was missing. She almost ran the stop sign before turning onto Main. “What happened? Are you hurt?”


      “My tooth was loose. It fell out. Don’t worry, Aunt Bex, it’s in my pocket. We can put it under my pillow.”


      Now she was the tooth fairy?


      Not a big deal, maybe, but it was yet another new role in a season of change.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWENTY


      ON MOVING DAY, Tate was grateful for the assistance—and the muscle—of Tripp and Spence. The three of them dealt with the heavier furniture, while Bex, Hadleigh and Melody had no trouble directing them. They’d indicate where a particular piece should go, change their minds, arguing in a sisterly way and then eventually settle on a final destination.


      The men all looked at each other whenever a new arrangement was requested and obligingly moved stuff around.


      Personally, as long as he had a couch and a place with a view of the mountains, a television nearby, and a side table where he could set down a beer or a cup of coffee, he was content. But having some feminine input was not a bad thing.


      When he’d approved the plans for his house, he’d had a picture in mind, but the reality was even better. The river-stone fireplace was a masterpiece, and he could picture snowy winter nights with a cozy fire and Bex in his arms.


      She was in the kitchen now, and he could hear her laugh and Melody’s laugh in return, as the boys ran past the window after Muggles, Harley and Ridley, and it felt like...home. Much more so than the big suburban house he’d shared with Sandra.


      He dusted off his hands as they set down the last box. “Thanks, guys.”


      Spence glanced around at the high beams and log walls. “Hey, this turned out great.”


      “Yeah,” Tripp said, nodding. “The location’s perfect for raising horses and kids.”


      “I hope so.” Tate took a drink from his bottle of water and wiped his brow. “This is where I’m planning to live forever. Wandering the globe is a learning experience, but I’m ready to just stay put.”


      “I know exactly what you mean.”


      Tate was sure he did. After being a pilot, plus a stint in the military, Tripp had returned to Mustang Creek. The kind of experience he’d had made you value the comfort and contentment of home.


      Spence started to say something but was interrupted by shrieks from the front of the house. Alarmed, they all rushed to the door, Tate getting there first and yanking it open, only to realize—with immense relief—that the noise was a sign of joy, not fear. Mrs. Arbuckle’s signature car was parked next to their trucks, like a royal personage in a row of peasants. She stood beside it, dressed fashionably as usual in a wool skirt and jacket, seemingly oblivious to the fact that six canines were romping around her two hundred–dollar shoes.


      Not to mention the three ecstatic boys in the melee.


      Mrs. A. spotted Tate, who’d stopped dead in the middle of the front porch, and imperiously waved him toward the crowd, announcing, “I brought you a housewarming gift. Eight weeks old, and they have all their shots.”


      Three puppies. The boys were in heaven.


      Both Tripp and Spence were laughing. He could hear them guffawing away behind him.


      Eight weeks old? They seemed pretty big to him. One of them was enthusiastically licking Adam’s face, Ben was holding another one and Josh was on the ground, giggling, letting the third one crawl all over him. He’d intended to get a dog. A. Dog. Not three monster puppies.


      Since he had yet to speak, because he couldn’t think of a thing to say, Mrs. A. fixed him with a steely look. “Rescue puppies. Lab mix. All males. Every working ranch needs a few dogs.”


      “Lab mixed with what?” he finally managed to ask in a strangled voice. “Great Dane?”


      She airily dismissed that. “I’m not sure. They’re from the same litter. I’m on the committee for the Humane Society, and when they were brought in, I thought of you. There’s lots of room here, plus the children. They’ll be happy.”


      Maybe so, but would he be happy?


      Bex would probably run the other way as fast as possible now, and he couldn’t blame her. The boys were enough of a handful as it was...


      As usual, he was completely wrong.


      “Oh, how cute.” She and Hadleigh and Melody had come outside, drawn by all the ruckus, and Bex brushed past him to go and pet them all, including the adult dogs, Harley, Muggles and Ridley.


      “They are,” Hadleigh squealed. “So sweet.”


      “Adorable,” Melody said.


      He couldn’t possibly say no. Not to the boys, not to Mrs. A. and certainly not to Bex, if she was okay with the idea. Although he had a sinking feeling that he was going to be taking care of the animals and cleaning up after them during the necessary process of getting them house-trained...


      Small price to pay. Everyone seemed thrilled.


      Especially Tripp and Spence, who were still laughing.


      He actually thanked Lettie Arbuckle, agreed with her suggestion that he drive into town to pick up three doggie beds and corralled the animals as she drove off.


      Then he was stuck with three puppies rolling in the leaves with three boys, and three more dogs running around, a half-furnished house and five adults watching him try to control the chaos until they all pitched in, carried the squirming puppies inside and whistled for their dogs.


      Melody had made sloppy joes for dinner. Instant hit with the boys—and with the new members of his household, the ones he hadn’t known he was going to have. Boys were messy. Puppies happily took care of the problem.


      Spence and Tripp, cold beers in hand, made the most of it.


      “I’m thinking they’re part Saint Bernard,” Spence said.


      “I don’t think so... Could be boxer.”


      “Too big for boxer.” Spence tilted his head as one of the puppies ran past. “Irish wolfhound?”


      Melody punched him on the shoulder. “Stop that.”


      He caught her hand and kissed it. “Honey, I’m kidding, and Tate knows it, but those are going to be big dogs. He knows that, too.”


      “Maybe we should take one.”


      “You do remember that we have three cats plus a dog already, don’t you? And which puppy would you take away from which child?”


      The boys were busy talking about names through mouthfuls of their dinner. Three boys and three puppies. What a zoo.


      Melody narrowed her eyes. “You are so rarely right, but I do concede that point, Spencer Hogan.”


      “There’s a first time for everything.”


      He turned suddenly, to see the alarm on Bex’s face. “We’ll work that out,” he said reassuringly and slipped an arm around her waist. He knew she had to be thinking about Josh and the puppy.


      “Tara won’t let him have a dog.”


      “We can keep his dog, and he can come visit him. Mrs. A. is right about one thing—there’s lots of room here for them to run.”


      “You sure are taking this in stride.” Bex leaned into him and briefly rested her head on his shoulder.


      “Do I have a choice? They’re so excited. Look at Adam, eating his green beans without an argument so they can take their dogs out to play. I’m going to bet Mrs. A. will be considered the best-dressed fairy godmother in Bliss County by three of the people in this room.”


      *


      BEX WAS WELL AWARE of Hadleigh and Mel exchanging smug smiles over Tate’s casual—and public—embrace.


      She said stoutly, “I think every person in this room can say that about Mrs. A., even you. All her friends buy Hadleigh’s quilts, she commissions pieces from Melody, she certainly helped me out with my business contacts and the list goes on. Let’s not forget your dream stable. I’ll admit her tactics can be high-handed, but she means well.”


      His smile was rueful. “That’s why she and my father don’t get along. They’re exactly alike. He’ll move heaven and earth to get you to do what he thinks is best for you. It’s against my principles to lie, but I might omit the truth about who delivered the dogs and just say we got them from the Humane Society. If he gets wind that his archenemy was the benefactor who made the boys so happy, he’ll try and go her one better. I shudder to imagine it. Pet giraffes, maybe? Rhinos?”


      She laughed. “That would be interesting. For now, I think cleanup duty is in order and we can free the beasts, all of them, into the wild so the adults can eat.” It was true; there was a bit of napkin work to be done on three little faces, plus strict orders for them to go in and wash their hands, and then a whirlwind of boys and dogs hit the door at full speed.


      Bex and Hadleigh set the table for six. Tate had explained that he’d sold the formal dining room set from his previous house and bought the rustic farmhouse-style table instead, with seating for eight, because it matched the house so much better. He’d made a good decision. It looked perfect in the space, and she’d picked out the low burnished-copper light fixture above it and the high-backed chairs.


      Bex hadn’t given him puppies as a housewarming gift. Besides the clock, which was a joint gift, she’d chosen something else. In anticipation that it might not occur to a male, she’d bought cloth placemats and napkins and brought her favorite set of plates from home, plus matching soup bowls.


      She hadn’t told Hadleigh and Mel yet that she intended to leave the dishes there...


      Not sharing such critical information was unprecedented. And it wasn’t as though they weren’t going to find out soon enough. When they’d made the pact, she hadn’t realized she’d be so afraid of falling in love again.


      But now she had—and she suspected she wasn’t fooling Hadleigh and Mel.


      She set down a plate and said as casually as possible while she arranged the silverware, “Tate wants me to move in.”


      “Not surprised. Mel and I figured that one out.” Hadleigh handed her a napkin for the place setting.


      Suspicion confirmed.


      “It’ll be so good for Josh,” Bex said.


      Hadleigh raised her brows. “So you are thinking about it. Yes, it’ll be good for Josh. What about Becca Stuart?”


      She flushed and didn’t mention that she’d already agreed. “I...it’s just happening so fast.”


      “You’ve known each other for months. Remember me, the one who introduced you? Tripp’s discerning about his friends, so I knew Tate was a good guy before you ever met him.”


      “You’re going to take the credit if this works out, aren’t you?”


      Hadleigh grinned. “Damn straight.” Then her expression changed and her hand went to her stomach. “Ooh...just felt the baby move. He must be hungry. I’m getting the signal. Lady, I could use some grub.”


      “He?”


      “Just a guess.”


      Bex had to laugh. “Alpha males have daughters, too.”


      “And protect them like rabid wolves,” Melody remarked as she carried in the salad bowl and bread.


      “If I know Tripp,” Hadleigh said, “that’s going to be the case.”


      “Would you have it any other way?”


      “No.”


      “Okay, listen up,” Bex told them. “The menu today is vegetable-beef soup, Bex-style, salad and garlic bread. I figured hearty for the men and healthy for the pregnant women. When Mel offered up sloppy joes for the kids, I jumped on it.”


      Hadleigh grinned. “If you suppose I haven’t sampled the soup, you’ve lost your mind. Any pot simmering on the stove is fair game. It’s really good, by the way.”


      “That’s just like when we were in college. You haven’t changed. Starting on dinner before it was served.”


      “Just making sure it’s good enough for everyone else.”


      Bex laughed again and hugged her. “Always thinking of others.”


      “You bet.” Hadleigh hugged back and whispered, “I’m so happy for you.”


      It was premature to assume anything, but the marriage charm might be working. “We’ll see how it goes.”


      “Am I missing something?” Melody set the salad and bread on the table.


      “She’s moving in with Tate.”


      Bex wasn’t sure she wanted that announcement made —in front of such an audience—since naturally the men had followed the food, but at this point, she was resigned.


      “You are?” Melody’s delight was quickly replaced by amusement. “Welcome to instant motherhood—times three. You can give Hadleigh and me pointers. We’ll need advice.”


      If Spence and Tate hadn’t been standing right there, Mel might have said that Bex had told her not to settle for less than marriage, but this was a different story.


      Bex resolutely changed the subject. “I hope everyone’s hungry. I couldn’t find a soup tureen, so carry your bowl to the stove.”


      Tripp turned to Tate. “You don’t know where your soup tureen is?”


      “That’s not the problem. I don’t know what a soup tureen is.” Tate sent Bex his special smile.


      Spence was just as helpful. “I think it holds soup.”


      Three female glares fixed on the men in the room. They grabbed their bowls and moved swiftly toward the kitchen.


      Hadleigh muttered, “It’s a wonder we put up with them.”


      “Their idea of humor is kind of questionable,” Bex said.


      “But they come in handy now and then.” Mel took a piece of bread. “Like if you need a picture hung or air put in a tire.”


      “Nice body heat, too.” Hadleigh was magnanimous. “Being with Tripp is like having a personal furnace.”


      Bex asked poignantly, “Am I making the right decision?”


      “Yes,” they said in unison.


      “What about the marriage part of the marriage pact?” Bex couldn’t keep herself from asking.


      “That’ll come,” Hadleigh said confidently.


      “Yeah,” Mel told her. “He’s going to want it all. Just as much as you do.”


      Except that Bex wasn’t entirely sure she did...


      *


      NIGHTFALL WAS A BLUR of indigo blues over the tips of the peaks.


      She’d been basically moved in for a week. The house still wasn’t completely put together, but it was taking shape.


      Bex ran her fingers over the cool marble counter after she’d finished the postdinner cleanup. “We made a good choice when we bought this.”


      “You made a good choice.” Tate lounged in the doorway, one broad shoulder propped against the entry. “It looks great, and so does the clock. Take a bow.”


      Mel had definitely made a statement.


      With an old spittoon, no less. That was what Tripp had used for the numerals and the outline of the house. Melody had found it, handed it over and he’d made it happen.


      Bex loved the result. The old man who’d made the frame had used slender broken branches of alder, spruce and aspen.


      “I want to see the foundation for the stable.” She’d had a busy week at work, and adjusting to living with four males and three rowdy puppies was an interesting experience. She hadn’t had a chance to check out the progress. The contractor Tate had hired had his crews there early every morning, and that added to the general chaos.


      What had happened to her well-ordered life?


      Oh, yeah, one handsome pilot with an irresistible smile, that was what.


      “Good idea.” Tate nodded. “I want to talk to you while we walk over to the pasture.”


      Uh-oh.


      He looked uncomfortable, too, and as they crossed the front porch, and Bex felt a hint of warning when he held the door for her. She took a peek at his expression a second time.


      Something was up.


      Good news? Or bad? Had he changed his mind about her being there? One week in, did he feel it wasn’t working?


      Tate was usually so self-assured, but she was getting a very odd feeling. Two scenarios instantly raced through her mind. He wanted to break it off, or he was going to propose. Hadleigh and Mel had predicted that the latter was going to happen any day.


      She hoped not. She loved him, but he’d made his position on marriage fairly clear. For Hadleigh and Melody, the pact and the charm had been a blessing; for her, it might turn out to be a curse.


      The very last time she’d seen Will, he’d asked her to marry him. She understood Tate’s fear of marriage, which was based on his experience. Her fear was irrational; she knew that on an intellectual level. When the three of them had made the pact, she hadn’t even realized that particular fear existed. But it did. And it had emerged, full-blown, since she’d fallen in love with Tate.


      Bex took a deep, calming breath and reminded herself that she’d faced worse than this, but her heart was breaking. Nothing could be worse than learning about Will’s death. And yet, she was terrified that what she had with Tate would not survive the realities and the demands of marriage. At one point, she’d believed that marriage—to him—was what she wanted. Now...she just didn’t know, but she was afraid to take the chance.


      “She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?”


      Her frantic introspection was broken when Tate pointed at a filly grazing a few feet away. It was no lie to agree, which gave Bex a chance to regroup. The animal had sleek lines and wonderful markings, plus she came up to the fence at once, begging for attention, nudging Bex’s arm until Tate grinned and handed over a carrot he extracted from his pocket. “I think she likes you.”


      She stroked the animal’s silky nose. “I like her right back. When did you get her?”


      “I bought her two weeks ago but the rancher brought her over today now that the fence is up and they installed the gate.”


      While one crew worked away on the foundation of the stable, another one had been fencing the grazing area.


      Tate said, “Name her.”


      Startled, she turned to him. “Really?”


      “Please don’t make it Trixie.” His teasing smile made her relax a little. Maybe the horse was what he wanted to talk about.


      “That never crossed my mind.”


      “I bought her from an old rancher who just bred them, but never named the foals before sale. He said he ended up feeling too attached. She needs a name.”


      Bex thought it over. “Um, how about Flora? My grandmother’s name.”


      “I like that. Flora it is.”


      He was looking at her very intently, and she doubted the horse’s name was why they were there. Bex had never been keen on surprises, so she asked bluntly, “What did you want to talk to me about? Tate, we know each other pretty well—”


      “Intimately. In fact, this has been the best week of my life, hands down.” His slow smile reassured her, and by the same token, made her more anxious. “I hope you’re as happy as I am.”


      Okay, they weren’t about to break up. She hadn’t really thought so, but please, not the other. Yes, she was happy.


      Don’t spoil it.


      His next words, however, weren’t reassuring. “I have an important question and, of course, you can say yes or no. I want you to say yes, but be aware that a no won’t ruin what we have now.”


      She should take off her jacket, because a hot flush of panic had spread over her skin.


      The hard truth was that she wasn’t ready. Tate was everything a woman could want and more...sexy and, despite his denial, sensitive. A good father. Make that a great father. Josh was becoming more outgoing every day, and he’d settled in with a happiness she’d never seen in him before. Friends who were like brothers, puppies, horses and someone like Tate playing the role of dad—what was there not to like about the situation? She felt the same way.


      So leave it alone.


      She squared her shoulders and faced him. “Well, don’t leave me on the edge of my seat.”


      Tate lifted his brows. “You nervous?”


      “No.” Flora nudged her shoulder again, and Bex thought about vaulting onto her back and riding off into the sunset.


      “You’re acting nervous.”


      “You’re acting nervous, and maybe that’s making me nervous. Could you just ask?”


      “Yes, ma’am.” He took off his hat and ruffled his hair, his dark eyes serious. “Here goes.”


      That made her stomach do a flip-flop.


      Then the game changed.


      “I want more children.”


      Bex did a double take.


      “With you.”


      What?


      He went on, speaking slowly. “You love Josh so much, but when the divorce gets settled, either Tara or Greg is going to take him from you. I wondered if you’d consider having a baby. With me.”


      Not exactly a marriage proposal.


      But what he’d just asked her—to have his baby but not to marry him?


      It was a little hard to absorb.


      Bex said nothing. Her vocal cords seemed to have gone on vacation.


      Tate went on, reading who-knew-what in her expression. “In case I wasn’t clear about it, I mean together. You and me. My child, your child... You know I’d be there every step of the way. That’s not in question, is it? I hope you know me better than that. I’m the one asking, remember? I’ll be at the ranch so I could be the caregiver a lot of the time... You might have noticed, I’m kind of used to that. And you could bring the baby to work.” He looked at her, his expression half serious, half humorous. “Am I rambling? Am I making sense?”


      She still couldn’t speak.


      He touched her chin, tilting her face up so their eyes met. “Bex?”


      She was relieved that she didn’t have to say yes or no to marriage at the moment, but a baby?


      She thought of Hadleigh and Mel. She did want children, but she wasn’t ready, any more than she was ready for a marriage proposal.


      *


      MAYBE HE WAS acting like a fool.


      Wouldn’t be the first time.


      His moratorium on marriage was part of a past life, and perhaps he should just get down on bended knee.


      But no one else, not even Tripp, understood that when Sandra got pregnant, he’d been denied the simple joy of impending fatherhood because of all the flotsam that had risen to the surface about her past. With Ben he’d suspected, but with Adam, he’d known what a mistake he’d made. And while he would sacrifice anything for them, he wanted a different kind of experience if he had a third chance at fatherhood.


      None of that—his poor judgment as a much younger man—had anything to do with Bex or his relationship with her.


      “I realize the usual sequence is to get married first, but—”


      He stopped short. Now there was the most tactless thing he could say. He tried to start over and give it a better shot. “I meant—”


      “Tate, be quiet.”


      He stopped talking. She was looking at the mountains, her expression unreadable. The mare had begun to graze nearby, the sound of it soothing.


      He had no doubt that he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with this woman.


      So he waited.


      She didn’t speak for an excruciatingly long minute. “I know what you meant. You had a really bad experience the first time and don’t want to try again. But...don’t you think that whenever you get into a car and drive away—or a plane—I’m going to be petrified that you’ll have a fatal accident? I care, too, and I don’t want to care. I can’t go through that again.”


      “We’re good together, and not just in bed.” His smile was obviously intended to be persuasive. “Though I admit to a great fondness for that part of our relationship. We enjoy the same things, very rarely disagree, give each other space and quite frankly, we’ve already proven that we make a good team when it comes to parenting.”


      The charms on her bracelet caught the fading light as she lifted a hand to sweep back her hair.


      “We both have a lot going on in our lives right now,” she said with the hint of a tremor in her voice. Her cheeks held a hint of pink from the brisk autumn breeze.


      “Do you think that’ll change?” He shook his head. “There’s never that perfect time, that perfect day, when you say to yourself everything’s settled, and I have time for a baby. It just doesn’t exist.”


      Her smile was tremulous. “And here I thought maybe you wanted to break it off.”


      He frowned. Was that the cause of the apprehensive look on her face earlier? “Why the hell would I want to do that?”


      The way you rejected even the idea of any kind of commitment, you idiot.


      “We could always decide to get married later. Plenty of couples go that route.”


      “Not usually in Mustang Creek.” She averted her face and looked at the Tetons instead. “Sure, everyone knows I’m living here, so the fact that we’re sleeping together isn’t a secret. But a baby is different.”


      He leaned a shoulder against the fence and experienced a twinge of anger—though not at her. His first marriage wasn’t the total problem. The words prenuptial agreement were the least romantic in the world. They translated to: I don’t really trust that this will work out. The odds of success weren’t all that wonderful to begin with, when it came to marriage. Luckily, Bex was successful in her own right, so she should probably ask him to do the same thing. But his trust fund was in the millions and when he’d balked at asking Sandra to sign one, his father had threatened to eliminate it. All that money didn’t mean much to him—he could make his own way and always had—but finally he’d caved and informed her she’d have to agree for the sake of any children they might have.


      She’d haggled over it, and that almost made him back out of the wedding; it was the first warning bell. But because he was in love with that perfect body and seductive smile, he’d told himself he would’ve been insulted, too.


      The hell of it was his father had been dead-on right.


      Tate wasn’t a coward, or he sure didn’t think so, but he didn’t want to have that argument with his father again. He didn’t want to ask Bex to sign one, and the thought of that painful visit from the lawyers—his father’s lawyers had come to the house—with all the paperwork made him sick to his stomach.


      Bex was nothing like Sandra. She was honest and giving and warm. Still, his father would force him to do it if they were to get married. Because of Ben and Adam he would, but it would be like injecting poison into a vein.


      A marriage proposal might ruin everything.


      He couldn’t let that happen. He loved her, his sons loved her and as much as he didn’t want to ask her to sign a prenup, he also didn’t want to explain why. His thoughts circled around and around.


      His first marriage had been to a woman he couldn’t trust, although of course he hadn’t initially known that. He did trust Bex and hated to suggest, via a prenup, that he didn’t. Yet he couldn’t risk losing his sons’ inheritance, either. No, to him, status quo was the best and safest option. Especially when the status quo was so...satisfying. “I didn’t expect you to agree without taking some time to reflect.” He said the words quietly. “I love you, so I want you to be happy. I think we are happy now. Maybe that explains my fear of changing anything.”


      Her eyes looked pure gold in the light. “Tate, you don’t think a baby would change everything?”


      She was right; what he’d meant, though, was that marriage would change what they had.


      The card he wanted to play was to point out that if they managed to get pregnant fairly soon, she and Mel and Hadleigh would all have children close in age, kids who could play together, but he figured that had already crossed her mind.


      He’d also made a conscious decision not to have this conversation while they were in bed. It wasn’t fair to try to persuade her that way, and he refused to do it.


      “Children are the most incredible thing that can happen to two people.” He straightened but didn’t reach for her, though he wanted to. Badly. “Yes, they do change everything, but—granted, I can only speak for myself—in the best possible way. I’m hoping for a girl,” he added.


      She smacked him on the shoulder. “That was a low-down tactic right there.”


      At least there was laughter in her eyes.


      He pulled her to him and kissed her lightly. “I’m just asking you to consider it.”


      “If you think I’m not going to have this stuck in my mind, you’re really selling me short. I mean, most women wouldn’t file this in the category of don’t forget to scrub the kitchen floor, pay the electric bill and, oh, by the way, we’re out of milk.”


      He kissed her again and murmured against her lips, “I hope not.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


      LONG DAY...VERY long day, and the last thing Bex needed was to run into Greg as she was locking up the fitness center. Her manager had gone home sick, and she’d stayed for the duration, twelve hours, and wanted nothing more than to go home.


      At least she was out on the sidewalk and not inside alone. Her brother-in-law had a grim look on his face.


      He didn’t offer a greeting, but she didn’t expect one. His shoulders were hunched under his jacket. “I want to know exactly where she is, Bex. Don’t put me off.”


      She stood there, trying to figure out how to handle it. “Are you threatening me?”


      “Maybe. Not physically—don’t worry about that. Your friend Spencer Hogan would have me in jail in a heartbeat if I did. I could take Josh. He’s my son.”


      A light rain had started to fall, more a mist than anything, and she put up her hood. “You haven’t been too interested in him so far,” she said as her throat tightened. “What’s different now?”


      “I got a letter from her damned lawyer, that’s what.”


      Good to know. Tara called every couple of days to check on Josh, but Bex hadn’t been convinced she’d go through with the divorce. She looked Greg in the eye. “If you’d been faithful to her, you wouldn’t be standing here on a wet sidewalk having this conversation with me. This is your fault, and if you care for your son at all, you’ll leave him alone. I will do this much—I’ll talk to Tara and relay the message that you want to speak to her. What happens after that is up to the two of you.”


      She’d lent Tara the money for legal assistance. It had better be worth it.


      “Okay. I just need to talk to her.”


      Bex was afraid Tara would give in to him again...but she’d keep her word and give her sister the message. “I’ll tell her.”


      “If she doesn’t call me within two days, Josh is coming back to live with me.”


      When he walked away, she felt a wash of relief. Bex practically ran to her car, slid in—double-checking the locks—and negotiated the main drag of Mustang Creek, pretty much on autopilot.


      She called Tate via her hands-free phone in the car. “I’m finally headed back. You have Josh, right?”


      “Of course. They’re all out in the yard with Ace, Joker and King. What’s going on? You sound upset.”


      She loved the names the boys had chosen. They’d come up with them during another game of Old Maid—the night after Mrs. A. dropped off the pups—after chortling happily that Tate was, once again, the Old Maid. “Not really upset,” she replied. “I ran into Greg. This is a small town, so I knew it would happen.”


      She couldn’t restrain a small sob.


      “I assume that means she filed,” Tate said.


      “She did.”


      “That’s progress.”


      Bex braked for a light. “He’s going to use Josh to try and get her back. He said he’d take him, and I’m so afraid he will. I agreed to call Tara, tell her she has to talk to him. Was that a mistake?”


      “No,” Tate said firmly. “This is their problem, but Josh needs to come first with both of them. If you think it makes sense, we can fly him out to Denver at any time. By law, Tara has to tell Greg where he is, even though he hasn’t made any effort to see his son.”


      She didn’t want to take Josh to Denver, but it was a generous offer. Josh would be better off with Tara than Greg—that wasn’t in question. But her sister needed to get her life in order first.


      “Thank you. I’ll be home soon. Then we can talk about all of this.”


      “I hope spaghetti is okay. One of my limited number of specialties, remember? Don’t expect gourmet or anything. Oh,” he added, “the boys have had carrot sticks and cheese to tide them over.”


      It was a lot later than she’d intended. She appreciated that he’d waited so he could eat with her. Was this what it was like to be married? Shared responsibilities and the privilege of relying on someone else to pick up the slack when you couldn’t?


      “Spaghetti sounds just fine to me.”


      When she’d driven down the rutted lane, the puppies rushed out, dashing around in greeting, followed by the three boys trying to corral them. As she got out of the car, three pairs of muddy front paws left marks all over her tailored slacks. The dogs leaped around in joy until she was laughing, and she would’ve sworn that was impossible after her stressful day.


      Ben did try to control the pack. “No!” he shouted.


      Tate was much more effective when he came out and whistled. “Down,” he ordered in a deceptively calm voice.


      The puppies all sat obediently, apparently contrite. Bex brushed at her pants then gave up. She wanted to put on jeans, anyway. As she went up the steps, she asked, “How do you do that?”


      “They know I mean it. I poured you a glass of wine.” He fixed the boys with a pointed look. “In fifteen minutes, it’s bath time. You’re muddy and it’s getting colder by the minute. I don’t care who goes first, but take off your shoes before you come inside and wipe off the dogs’ paws.”


      He was such a natural at being in charge, and tonight she was going to let him handle all the chaos.


      “I’m going to change. The wine’s a wonderful idea.” She hurried to the bedroom; most of her clothes were still at her place, so it only took a minute to choose comfortable jeans plus her favorite gray shirt from her suitcase. There were so many decisions she still had to make. One of them was what to do with her house if she stayed at the ranch permanently. She wouldn’t sell it, but maybe rent it out? She stopped over regularly to pick up clothes and other personal things, check the locks and so on.


      She was looking forward to relaxing, but it seemed that every single time she and Tate sat down, there was a puppy or child incident, and then relaxation went out the window.


      Still, she had to acknowledge that she was really experiencing family life, and it felt...right.


      When she joined him in the kitchen, Tate said with humor in his voice, “You do realize that they’ll all come piling in the minute we sit down to eat, and they’ll have a million questions. Then someone won’t be able to find something he can’t live without, and wet puppies will race around the entire time. A Tate Calder version of a romantic evening.”


      She picked up her glass of wine. “I like the sound of that. This wasn’t the best day of my life. There’ve been worse, but there sure have been better. Hmm, that sauce smells great. What did you do?”


      “Opened a jar and poured the contents into a pan.” He grinned. “I do admit to splurging on the good stuff to impress you. Plus, there’s my secret ingredient. Nothing like Italian sausage to win a girl’s heart, right?”


      “That’ll do it every time. Throw in garlic bread and I’m yours for life.”


      “I was kind of hoping that was true, anyway.” He poured the drained pasta into the sauce and his tone was casual, but his body language was not.


      Then she did it. She just said it. “Yes to the baby.”


      *


      TATE WAS SURE his hearing was faulty.


      She’d said yes.


      He stared at Bex, who looked tempting in just about anything. This evening it was jeans and a plain shirt that somehow managed to emphasize how fantasy-perfect her breasts were—at least in his fantasies. She said yes. He was at a loss for words.


      Since the initial discussion, she’d said nothing about it.


      “You’re dripping sauce on the floor,” she pointed out, and he glanced down to discover that the spoon in his hand was no longer over the pot.


      He set it on the counter, ignoring the mess it made. “Since I brought it up, you haven’t been interested in talking about it.”


      “I haven’t had time to talk,” she said reasonably, “and besides, you must know me well enough by now to figure out I was thinking about it. There’s a stipulation, though. Do not ask me to marry you.”


      He gazed at her in puzzlement. He couldn’t help feeling confused, since he knew those charms signified marriage and commitment; not only that, she never took her bracelet off. After his relationship with Sandra he’d sworn off marriage—which wasn’t exactly a secret—and yet, this threw him.


      The sauce bubbled away merrily. He spoke slowly, weighing his response. “I don’t understand why that’s your position, since you agreed to move in here and now we’re going to try to expand our family. But if that’s what you want, I’m fine with it. Clarification would help, though. I’m not prying—your feelings are your feelings—but I do want to hear your reasons.”


      She took a sip of merlot before answering. “You proposed to Sandra and it was a disaster, correct?”


      What an understatement. “Aside from Ben and Adam, yes, it was.” He felt he needed some of that wine himself for this conversation. He reached for a glass.


      She crossed her arms under those tempting breasts. “Will proposed to me, and that ended up being an entirely different kind of disaster. I mean it, I do not want a proposal.”


      So he’d fallen in love with the only woman on the planet who didn’t want a ring and a proposal on bended knee?


      “You’re superstitious,” he said. “Because of what happened to Will.”


      “I guess so.”


      It was ironic, since he’d told himself over and over that he didn’t want to get married again, that now that he might actually change his mind, he didn’t have that option. She seemed dead serious, too, straight up Bex-style. He had to acknowledge that his reasons for being marriage shy were also based on past fears and a degree of superstition. Because Bex wasn’t Sandra.


      “Just putting my cards on the table. Take it or leave it, Old Maid.”


      The touch of levity helped. “That’s downright mean. I’m still convinced you cheat.”


      “Prove it.” Bex got out a couple of plates from one of the cupboards. She knew her way around the kitchen better than he did. “Now, please give me some pasta before I faint. Lunch was an apple at one o’clock.”


      Predictably, the crowd swarmed in right then, and not one of the boys remembered to wipe a single puppy paw, so the floor was immediately a mess. He could yell, but it wouldn’t solve the problem and besides, all six of them had come in on time and on command, so that alone was a victory. The muddy paws were just fallout.


      “Told you,” he said to Bex, scooping out spaghetti and sauce for each boy and ignoring the mayhem. “It never fails. If there’s a football game I want to watch, someone needs help with his homework. If I get an important phone call, suddenly they both need to talk to me. The night I desperately need sleep, they start running a fever.”


      “But you want more kids.” Her eyes had turned a soft gold.


      “Yes,” he said simply. “Mind bringing in the garlic bread?”


      He could have added: more children, yes, but only with you.


      She didn’t want him to propose. He should be relieved.


      He wasn’t. That shook him up a little.


      The three boys ate rapidly, if sloppily, and eschewed the grated Parmesan, which Bex added liberally to her spaghetti. Then they mumbled requests to be “’scused” and disappeared, leaving the two of them to finish their meal.


      The sound of running water from the bathroom down the hall diminished some of the romantic ambiance, such as it was. So did the puppies circling the table, not begging, just hopeful and romping around. One of the children was actually taking a bath without prompting. That worked for him. Casually picking up his fork, he asked, “What precisely did Greg say?”


      “He reminded me that Josh is his son.” Bex stopped eating and sighed. “If I believed he really wanted to be a good father, I’d feel differently about this. To be fair, maybe he does—but he’s nothing like you.”


      As a compliment that ranked right up there. She wasn’t trying to flatter him, either. She was just ruminating, twirling pasta around on her plate.


      He was touched by that.


      But he had to say, “Bex, you knew this was coming.”


      Her eyes glistened as she nodded. “I know.”


      One of the puppies—he thought it was Ace but they all looked alike, so he couldn’t be sure—tried to crawl onto her lap in sympathy. Usually the dogs seemed to stick to their allotted boys. His must be the one in the bathtub. She absently patted the puppy’s head.


      “Josh is resilient,” he said.


      “I don’t want him to have to be, but I don’t want my sister to go back to Greg, either.”


      “I’d guess he’s bluffing.”


      The spaghetti was good. No wonder the boys had devoured it. Tate took a bite and washed it down with a sip of wine. “I’ve met his type before. He won’t last more than a day or two, and then soccer practice and laundry will get to him.”


      “So speaks a man with experience.”


      “Oh, it got to me, too.” He couldn’t be less than honest. “It’s a lot of work. I get tired and exasperated at times and have to remind myself that it isn’t an easy journey, but worth it.”


      “I’m more worried Greg won’t let him play soccer and won’t do his laundry. He refused to pay for his lunch ticket, Tate.”


      She was really worried. He could see it in her strained expression.


      There was suddenly some dispute in the bathroom, probably Ben and Adam. In his experience, Josh didn’t cause dissension. He started to get up to mediate.


      “No.”


      “No, what?”


      Bex said, “Sit down. I’ll handle this one. I need the practice. I can’t be nice Aunt Bex all the time if we live together.”


      She did well; they listened long enough not to resume the controversy until they hit the bedroom, where the grumbling gradually reduced in volume and then subsided completely. The puppies also disappeared to their beds, which he’d insisted be left on the floor in an effort to keep the animals off the furniture. He’d already caught one of them snuggled up with Adam when he checked on everyone before he went to bed last night, and he’d just let it go with a sense of the inevitable. Boys and puppies... Yeah, the dogs were going to sleep on the beds eventually. Who was he fooling?


      When Bex came back to the table, he did notice that she took quite a long sip from her glass. He kept a straight face but she saw him, anyway.


      “I’ve never thought,” she said defensively, “that it’s easy to have kids.”


      “No.” The shimmer of her hair made him want to run his fingers through it. Speaking in a slightly husky tone, he said, “Why don’t we finish dinner, and then, when we’re sure the kids are asleep, let’s go make another one.”


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


      SHE WASN’T SURE what attracted her more.


      The fact that Tate openly admitted he wanted more kids or that she could tell the situation with Josh bothered him as much as it did her.


      Oh, he was definitely sexy, which was, of course, what had attracted her in the first place, but there was a lot more to him than that. How a man looked and how he acted were two very diverse parts of who he was. Tate won on both scores.


      His bedroom was typically male. King-size four-poster bed made of walnut. Besides that, Tate had only a single dresser, plus a small nightstand with a book on it and a plain bronze reading lamp. She was interested to see that the book—the old-fashioned print kind—was a hardcover history of the Civil War. The closet was a walk-in and huge, so she’d give him points for planning ahead. There was more than enough room for her clothes. All he seemed to have, other than a few suits, were jeans, shirts and cowboy boots.


      Overall, there was no clutter in his room, and nothing unnecessary, which seemed somehow typical of him.


      The house was almost disturbingly like her dream house. The rustic comfort, the sweeping view, the land, the children and horses and dogs—the entire package.


      Plus Tate.


      Was she really going to do this? A baby?


      He undid the buttons on his shirt. “Just an observation, but you’re wearing entirely too much clothing.”


      She was going to do it.


      Bex pulled off her top. “Better?”


      He sat down and tugged off his boots, his gaze intent. “Oh, yeah. Keep going.”


      She unfastened her bra. “Like this?”


      “Exactly like that.” She removed it, conscious of him watching, and then unfastened her jeans and slipped out of them. By the time they tumbled onto the bed, entwined and kissing, she was just about ready for what was going to happen next.


      Or so she thought.


      It wasn’t that he touched her differently, but it felt different. His fingers still traced her breasts with the same reverence, his mouth caressed her neck, but there was a heightened sense of awareness between them that she wasn’t entirely prepared for. A sense that a life-altering decision had been made. And yet she knew that if she changed her mind, he’d accept it.


      Tate lifted his head and looked at her as their positions shifted, and she could feel him hard and ready. “Are you having second thoughts? You’re so tense. What’s wrong? Talk to me.”


      There was a lock of hair hanging over his forehead, and she smoothed it back. “Just a small reality check. This is like jumping out of a plane and hoping the parachute opens.”


      “I’ll be right beside you, holding your hand, as we float down together.”


      If she didn’t think he meant that, she wouldn’t be with him. “I know.”


      “This is mutual, right?”


      “The baby decision or the moment?” She kissed him, putting her arms around his neck. “Or both?”


      “I’ve never been in love before.” He said it against her mouth, so quietly she almost didn’t hear it. “I thought so, for a little while, anyway, but I was wrong. It never felt like this.”


      She felt the same wonder, although she had been in love. How many people experienced it more than once in a lifetime? Then she told him what he already knew. “I love you, too.”


      His smile was tender. “I guessed maybe you did. The clues pointed that way, even if you never said it.”


      When she didn’t speak, he added, “You didn’t have to. I understand.”


      Her arms tightened around his neck. “Make love to me.”


      “I think I can go along with that.”


      He did, his eyes closing, and Bex gasped his name at the sensation as he joined their bodies.


      She’d learned a lot in the past weeks.


      About her body, about the sexual rhythm of a man and a woman—or at least of her and Tate. She’d started to recognize the way he breathed as he got closer to release, the lowering of his lashes, how the sudden heat prickled across his skin just before his control evaporated.


      He knew her even better. He knew when she wanted him to move faster, how to lift her just the right distance as she was about to climax, that a wicked whisper in her ear made the experience more vivid.


      She came first, going wild in his arms. She heard him make a low sound, and then he was there with her, saying her name loudly enough that she was glad the door was solid wood and firmly shut.


      Catching their breath, neither of them spoke until he finally murmured, “I’m hoping that didn’t work and we have to try it again.”


      Bex laughed and bit his shoulder playfully. “Maybe. But only if you’re on your best behavior.”


      “Or worst?” He licked her nipple.


      Her sensitized body responded. “Quit that.”


      “Never.” His thumb rubbed along her lower lip. “You make me happy. I don’t think I’ve ever said that to another person.”


      She looked into his eyes. “You make me happy again. I didn’t think I’d ever say that. I was content with my life. It was good, peaceful—”


      Someone knocked on the door. “Hey, Dad.”


      “Just a second! Hold that thought.” Tate scrambled for his discarded jeans and muttered, “It isn’t peaceful now.”


      Bex drew the sheet up to her chin and suppressed a laugh. “Nope.”


      “Don’t expect any improvements. I’ll solve the current problem and be right back. That’s all we can do, take it one situation at a time.”


      “I took care of the one during dinner, so it is your turn.”


      He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Be here and still be naked?”


      “I have no other plans at the moment.” She said it breezily. “Have fun. I have a feeling this might involve Ace, Joker or King.”


      “I have the same feeling.” He stalked over and yanked the door open, but said patiently, “Okay, here I am. What’s going on?”


      “Why was your door locked?” Ben sounded peevish, cute in his Batman pajamas.


      “Never mind why. Just give me the bad news.”


      “I think one of the dogs might have...well...”


      “Show me where.”


      Bex dissolved in laughter once the door shut behind him, but at least she waited until he’d left.


      Step one. She’d finally been able to say it. I love you.


      *


      NAKED, YES.


      Awake, no.


      Tate went back to his bedroom, hoping for a repeat performance, but Bex was sound asleep, her respiration soft and slow.


      He slid in beside her, listened to her breathing in the dark.


      Crossing his arms behind his head, he told himself how damn lucky he was right now. Sure, the boys were a handful and he just cleaned up an unattractive mess on his brand-new floor with an apologetic puppy watching. His father and Mrs. A. were going to meddle and feud with each other, there was still a month or two of construction to be finished...


      But he felt very lucky.


      Bex was in his life.


      Sleeping next to him, she turned over with a small sigh, and as much as he wanted to kiss her awake, she’d looked really tired when she’d walked in the door.


      No proposal.


      He sensed that she really meant it. Lying there in the dark, he thought about it. While a part of him was convinced he didn’t want to get married again, was afraid to...there was another part that felt very differently now.


      Her hand was under her cheek, and he reached over and touched the tiny airplane charm on her bracelet. He’d never looked at it closely and only now realized what it was. An airplane. Which was a coincidence, no doubt—but somehow it proved to him that this was meant to be. They were meant to be.


      He wasn’t going to ask her to sign a piece of paper that reduced their relationship to dollars and cents. She’d forbidden him to propose, much as he now wanted to, so he needed a way around this dilemma. There had to be one.


      He lay there and thought about it some more.


      As he drifted off, he wondered if there was something he could do he hadn’t considered before.


      Maybe.


      Oh, hell, worth a try, anyway.


      *


      BEX POURED ORANGE JUICE into three glasses and passed them out. Toast made, cereal distributed and children munching, as were the puppies, all at their bowls. None of them were quiet, none of it was dainty, but it was under control.


      She could do this.


      Tate was still asleep.


      That surprised her because he normally got up at daybreak and prepared breakfast for the boys. Maybe they were all settling into a new routine, with her sharing responsibility for the three boys, and she liked the idea of that.


      The construction crews started to arrive. She could hear the trucks pulling in and the sound of slamming doors. Flora was in the pasture, ears pricked forward, and from the window, Bex watched her move warily to the north end.


      “Good morning.” Tate wandered out, rubbing his face. “I overslept. I never do that. What time is it, anyway?”


      She made him a cup of coffee with, as usual, cream, no sugar. “About seven. Maybe you needed the extra sleep.”


      “I have to go feed Flora, take the boys to school, pick up more hay so I can bring over the horses Tripp’s keeping for me. Then I want to see if I can get a solid timeline on the stable and barn.”


      “The boys are doing fine. Have your coffee first.” She leaned on the counter. “I’ve got an idea.” She spoke in a low voice, since this wasn’t a conversation she wanted the boys to hear.


      He paused in the act of taking his first sip. “Uh-oh. When a woman says that I get nervous.”


      “Don’t be funny.” She sent him her most lethal look.


      “My apologies.” He did seem contrite, except for the smile. “So, what’s your idea?”


      “My current manager constantly calls in. I don’t want to fire her, but I don’t want to work twelve-hour days like yesterday, either. I could move her to another position, offer Tara the job and she could rent my house if she agrees to move back to Mustang Creek. Thoughts? I doubt she’s happy in Denver away from Josh. Actually, I know for a fact she’s not.”


      The constant stream of emails was evidence enough. Tara knew Josh was safe with her, but she missed her child and her friends.


      “I wouldn’t be happy at all in her situation.”


      There was a reason she’d fallen in love with Tate Calder. Well, quite a few, actually, but that was one of them. He understood how her sister must be feeling, understood the importance of family.


      He drank some coffee, his lean body braced against the counter. “It sounds perfect, except for Greg. If she comes back here, what’s he going to do?”


      She played with her hair, something she did when she was thinking; it had been pointed out before, but she couldn’t stop herself. “I’m inclined to go with the idea that a united front, a decent job and a house will make a big difference. If she doesn’t need Greg, it’s over. She had the courage to leave. I think she has the courage to come back.”


      “United front?”


      “Hadleigh, Mel and me. We can get her back on her feet. And we can help her deal with any problems Greg might cause.”


      “You sound confident.”


      “We can make things happen.”


      His eyes held amusement. “I don’t doubt that. And you wouldn’t lose Josh.”


      Bex had to admit that had entered her plans. “You have to acknowledge that is one nice kid.”


      “Agreed. He has a pretty nice aunt, too.”


      “I’m attached to him.”


      “I’m attached to him and his aunt.”


      It was impossible to suppress a laugh. “So? Your opinion?”


      “I think it would be best for everyone all around. But Bex, it might not turn out the way you want.”


      Her fear exactly. She glanced at the clock as it ticked off the minutes, the hands moving along the numerals and the image of the house. “He’s happy at school. Mustang Creek is his home. I don’t want him to lose that.”


      “We could fly out today to pick her up in Denver if she can’t get a reasonably priced flight,” he suggested. “Or if there’s any other way I could help, let me know.”


      He already had helped. Immeasurably. She studied him as he leaned against the counter. “How come I always have this distrustful feeling that you’re too good to be true?”


      Tate laughed, choking on his coffee. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Don’t do that to me again. Okay, full disclosure. There are some things I neglected to tell you. I don’t dust. If it was left to me, this entire planet would just be coated with the stuff, so that chore will fall to you. I didn’t mention that on purpose in case it scared you off. I do laundry, but no sorting is involved. If you have, uh, delicate items that require special care, my advice is not to put them in the basket because they’ll go in with red athletic socks and be washed on the regular cycle. During the basketball Final Four, I’ve been known to eat, and feed my children, pizza for a few nights in a row. Let’s see, what else? I don’t shave on weekends. I can’t stand lima beans. If you serve them, I’m going to pull an Adam and refuse to eat them. I’m sure there’s more, but that’s as much soul baring as I can handle this early in the morning.” He called out, “Guys, let’s move it.”


      When the boys filed out with their backpacks and the throng departed, except for three disappointed puppies, who pressed their faces to the front door, she sent a text to her sister.


      I have an idea. Call me.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


      “WHEN I TURNED out the horses a few days ago, my young stallion was really interested in one of your mares, following her around. You might be in business sooner than you think.”


      Tate wasn’t displeased. Tripp had an eye for prime horseflesh, and his stallion was a beautiful animal. “I’ll send you a stud fee when we find out.”


      Tripp shook his head. “I should’ve taken him to the north pasture to graze alone. This first one’s on me. I was in a hurry because Hadleigh was having an ultrasound. I can’t promise, but I have a suspicion there’s going to be a foal.”


      They carefully loaded the horses in the long new transport trailer. That was an expense Tate had known he’d have to make, so he was resigned to it; besides, he could write it off as a legit business deduction.


      When the last animal was in and secured, Tate said—not as casually as he would have liked—“Bex wants her sister to come home to Mustang Creek. Greg is threatening to take Josh away as leverage to get back with Tara. I’m stuck because I really want to interfere, but I’m not sure how this should play out. Bex wants her here for Josh’s sake, and like I said, Greg seems to want her back.”


      Tripp rested his hand on the side on the trailer, his expression troubled. “That’s a tough one. Greg and Tara have a one-sided relationship, and that’s his side. He’s gotten to do whatever he wants for a long time.”


      “I see Bex’s point.” Tate puffed out a breath. “I’m invested in this, too. Josh has changed a lot just in the time I’ve known him. He deserves to stay here with his friends. It would all be different if his father and mother got along fine and he was moving, say to Denver, for another reason. I did it to my kids. New life. New place. They love it here. They aren’t part of an ongoing argument, though.”


      But if he and Sandra had divorced as planned, they sure might have been. It would be hypocritical to criticize too much.


      Tripp shrugged. “Bex was born to fix the world. Accept it. Melody will stylishly decorate it. Hadleigh will be the queen-slash-dictator, and everything will be under control. I say let them handle it. Greg won’t stand a chance.”


      “Hands off?”


      “That’s my advice. Hands off. This is up to Bex. I understand you want to fix it, but she’s more than capable of handling it.”


      Probably good advice. “If he hurts her or Josh, I’m going to—”


      “Step back and trust her,” Tripp said quietly. “Help pick up the pieces and be there 100 percent. If I know Bex, she knows exactly what she’s doing.”


      Tate found his sense of protectiveness hard to conquer, but Tripp was probably right. “Why haven’t Bex and her friends done something before now?”


      “Tara never did something as drastic as taking off for Denver and actually getting a lawyer. So no one thought she’d go through with a divorce. Intervention only works when the person is prepared to change. Tara and Greg have been together a long time. It’s a shame, because I think she does love him, and I think in his dysfunctional way he loves her, but he can’t keep his hands off other women. I’ve seen plenty of men who do the same thing. And women, for that matter, who can’t resist other men. People who stray repeatedly. Hadleigh almost married one.”


      Tate had married one.


      Tripp was reasonable and levelheaded, so Tate took him at his word. “I’d better get back,” he said with reluctance. “My father’s going to be in town yet again for something he says is business related. I’m sure he’s just micromanaging because I swear he has nothing going on in Mustang Creek. Since Mrs. A. knows this due to a flurry of emails, and they want to take a look at the stable and the horses, I might have a murder investigation interfering with our progress.”


      “Mrs. A... Yeah, I can see that. How are the puppies?” Tripp grinned.


      He grimaced. “Let’s see. Messy, undisciplined, they sleep with the boys unless I catch them, eat like horses and grow overnight. All three of them are smart enough to jump down if they hear me coming, but that’s no small thud when they hit the floor and there’s nothing wrong with my hearing, so I’m not exactly fooled.” He sighed. “And they’re puppies, so when it’s lights out, they sleep through just about anything.” He rolled his eyes. “One of my favorite boots has gone missing, but I’m choosing to pretend it’ll turn up in one piece.”


      “Yeah, maybe next spring. If at all.” That was followed by a chuckle. “Kind of what I imagined.”


      “The kids love those damn dogs, so I forgive most infractions.”


      “I can tell you’re already fond of them, too. I have a couple of rules for Ridley and Muggles. Stay off the couch and my favorite chair, and we’re all good. Hadleigh is a little more demanding. If she ever catches me feeding them table scraps, my life would be in danger.”


      “Try having three boys. I’ve attempted that rule, and they hear but don’t listen.” Tate shook his head as he got into the truck. “Thanks again for keeping the horses. If there is a foal, it’s yours. I owe you big-time for all the help.”


      “We can work it out later.”


      “Fair enough.” He checked the clock on the dash and groaned. “My dad might already be there. Wish me luck.”


      He needed it.


      “Hey, I like your dad. For that matter, I like Mrs. A.”


      He didn’t put the vehicle in gear, the window still rolled down. “I do, too, most of the time, but they don’t like each other.” Tate added, “The good news is my father likes Bex. The bad news is he’s going to wonder why we aren’t getting married if he figures out she’s living with me, and he’ll figure it out pretty quickly.”


      Tripp said carefully, “It your business, not mine, but I like Bex, too. I think of her as my little sister. Why aren’t you getting married? Just wondering that myself.”


      “She told me flat-out not to propose.”


      Tripp tugged off his work gloves, frowning. “I know her, and that sounds backward to me. She’d be much more likely to accept a proposal than agree to move in without one.”


      “Something to do with Will. He proposed and then died.” Tate stared out the windshield blindly, not seeing the mountains and trees, just being introspective. “I’m good at fixing problems for two little boys who depend on me night and day, but I don’t know how to reassure Bex about this one.” He threw back his head. “At first I didn’t want to ever remarry, but now I feel that she’s the one I’ve been waiting for all my life. We both agree we want more children—and yet she doesn’t want to marry me.”


      “She’s afraid to marry you. That’s different. Yeah, okay, I can see her thinking that way. When she cares, she really cares. Look what she’s doing for her sister and Josh. Will was my best friend, and I was there when he died. I took it hard, but not like Bex. There’s loving someone, and then there’s being in love. Not the same thing.”


      It wasn’t as though he could argue. He’d made the same point himself.


      “Wish me luck,” he said again.


      Tripp let out a raspy chuckle. “Oh, I do. All the way around.”


      *


      SHE’D SPENT ALMOST an hour on the phone with Tara, wiping her sister’s tears from hundreds of miles away, then another hour with her mother and dad, now retired and living in Sacramento. In that conversation she omitted the information that although Tara was moving back, into Bex’s place, she herself was living elsewhere. She ate lunch at her desk—chicken salad from Bad Billie’s. Delicious. That man might look rough around the edges, but he sure could dish out good food. Then she went for a run to clear her head.


      Tara had jumped at the chance to return to Mustang Creek and swore she was determined to go through with the divorce. Since the gym manager had called in sick yet again, Bex decided it was a good idea to hire her sister, because it solved two problems at one time. But Tate’s practical observation lingered.


      It might not turn out the way you want...


      At least Josh would be living in a place that was familiar, stay in the same school, and see Ben and Adam on a regular basis, not to mention Tate, who represented stability and positive male authority. She’d have a reliable manager to do the office work and to make sure the center was open without her constant supervision. Her house would be rented, and as long as Tara stood firm, the situation would be good for everyone. Except maybe Greg, but Bex refused to worry about him for now. In any case, if he ever showed an interest, his son wouldn’t be in Denver, so she was doing him a favor, too, although that wasn’t high on her list of priorities.


      Now, if she could only resolve her personal life that neatly...


      She was being untrue to the pact, for one thing.


      She needed to fess up to Hadleigh and Mel. Just plain admit that she’d chickened out, that even though she’d already admitted Tate was the man she wanted, she was afraid.


      She had a feeling they were already aware of it all. They were giving her time to work it out, but that wouldn’t last forever. She knew them as well as they knew her. Sooner or later, she was going to have an intervention of epic stature from two pregnant women with very definite opinions.


      The run was a great cardio workout, but head cleared? Not really.


      It didn’t get any better when she bumped down the lane to the ranch, either. Construction workers all around, two extremely expensive cars she recognized in the driveway, a brand-new horse trailer hitched to Tate’s truck and more horses in the fenced pasture. Now all she needed was...


      Three boys and their giant puppies came rushing out the door at the sound of her car pulling up. She fended off the dogs semisuccessfully, hugged the boys and wished she wasn’t dressed in sweats if Mrs. A. and Tate’s father were inside.


      They were. One seated stiffly on the chair Bex had picked out and particularly liked, striped in beige, brown and dark blue, the other on Tate’s huge leather couch.


      The silence was tense. It was clear they weren’t speaking to each other.


      Tate offered up a smile that silently apologized. He said drily, “We’re having an impromptu business meeting.” He came over and kissed her then whispered in her ear. “It isn’t going well as if you couldn’t tell. Feel free to escape while you can. I encourage you to save yourself. That’s how much I love you.”


      “Got it,” she whispered back. Then more loudly, “I’ve been running.” She appreciated the opportunity to edge toward the hallway. “I need a shower and I don’t want to interrupt. Good luck with the meeting.”


      She dashed down the hall and selected a clean outfit, a long-sleeved dress and flats in case she was dragged off to dinner somewhere. Thankfully, she’d brought over most of her clothes by now, so she felt prepared for most—if not all—circumstances. She shut the door to the master bath. The jetted tub beckoned, but she chose the shower on the off chance she could help defuse the situation just by returning quickly, decently dressed and with a smile on her face.


      She combed her hair after her shower, fluffed it with her fingers and added a touch of lip gloss. When she walked back into the living room, she was glad she’d hurried.


      Tate was obviously grateful to see her because all three boys with their canine companions had come bounding in as she entered the room, and he was busy riding herd on the crowd. Mrs. A., in Bex’s opinion, could hardly complain if one of the exuberant puppies she’d brought over leaped on her.


      “Hey, guys.” Bex nabbed one of the dogs—she thought it was Joker—by the collar just before he launched himself onto the chair, and tried to deflect his affectionate response. “How about Ben’s room and some popcorn?” she suggested to the boys. “You can watch a movie.”


      That was kind of a bold move, since it wasn’t even dinnertime yet and none of them were her children, but it did the trick. The boys went running down the hall, the puppies followed and she prayed the microwave popcorn she’d brought a few days ago was still in the cupboard.


      “Well done.” Tate’s father, when he chose to use it, had the same smile as his son. Up until that moment, the resemblance had just been height, build and bone structure.


      But that smile...


      Unmistakable.


      “Thanks. Well, I’d better go deliver or they’ll be back.”


      “I’ll help you.” Tate followed her into the kitchen.


      She had to say it. “Help me make microwave popcorn? I think I can handle it.”


      He was unrepentant. “I had to get out of that room for a minute. Besides, the big plastic bowl is on a top shelf, and I’m taller than you are. See? There you have it. I need to help.”


      “It’s that bad in there, huh?”


      “Why they agreed they’d both invest is beyond me. It was even their idea.” He reached into the cupboard for the large bowl, and he was right, she would’ve had to stand on one of the stools. Tate handed it over, his face grim. “I’m too far in to change it now, but the second I can buy them both out will be a champagne moment. Individually, they’re difficult enough. Together, I need a lasso and some skilled cowboys to keep ’em calm. Other than coming to the conclusion that they should both get into the business, they can’t agree on a single thing—except that they like you.”


      It seemed unfair to laugh at his gloomy expression, but she couldn’t help it. “And you, or they wouldn’t be here. And they both think breeding horses will be a successful enterprise, although I doubt either of them needs the money. Mrs. A. gives most of hers away as far as I can tell, and I’ve seen your father’s house and car.”


      “I don’t disagree with any of that. I’m just hoping this is worth all the stress of trying to be a diplomat with two pigheaded people used to getting their own way. I’m beginning to think that’s not one of my skills.”


      Bex put the packet of popcorn in the microwave and pushed the start button. “You have other skills.”


      “Oh, yeah? Cheer me up. What are they?” His voice dropped in timbre.


      She tossed out, “You’re not a bad kisser.”


      “Not bad? High praise. Jeez, I’m all warm and fuzzy now. What else?” He moved closer, his gaze holding hers.


      The popcorn started to pop.


      “We can discuss it later.”


      He ran a fingertip across the curve of her eyebrow. “You bet we will. I hate to break it to you but we’re going out to dinner again. Three puppies will have to be incarcerated in Ben’s room. And I have no idea how this happened, but Mrs. A. is coming with us. They decided that when I stepped outside to check on the boys and the dogs. My prediction is that she and my father will argue over the restaurant, the table, where we all sit and who knows what else.” He added, “You look fantastic, by the way.”


      It was shaping up to be an interesting evening.


      The microwave pinged. Bex said, “I’d better deliver this to the boys. I always try to keep my promises.”


      “I’m counting on that.”


      Now, what did he mean? she wondered as she emptied the popcorn into the bowl.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


      THE EVENING WASN’T the disaster he’d feared.


      All three boys were reasonably well behaved, as were his father and Mrs. A., if pointedly ignoring each other could be considered polite. At any rate, it was preferable to their constant bickering. Tate and Bex kept the conversation going, but were both relieved when dessert was over and they were back in the truck.


      “Could’ve been worse,” Bex remarked as she fastened her seat belt. She wore an elegant long dark coat that was a contrast to her usual no-nonsense jacket and cute snowflake hat.


      He was fond of that hat.


      “No blood was spilled,” Tate said as he pulled out of the lodge parking lot. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about today yet.” He was conscious of Josh in the backseat, probably not listening, but he wasn’t willing to take that chance. “Go well?”


      “I believe I’ve hired a new manager.” Bex was just as unwilling to say anything directly. “She’s enthusiastic about it all and managed to book a cheap flight for next week,” she said. “Which is a good thing considering how your afternoon turned out.”


      “That’s the truth,” he muttered. “Left alone, those two would’ve done who knows what. The next meeting will involve the National Guard if I have my way. Some tear gas would’ve been handy today. I’d rather there wasn’t another meeting. But back to Tara and company. What happens now?”


      “No idea. It seems like every single time I make a plan, something blasts it off the face of the earth. I’m just waiting for everything to settle down.”


      “Hey, I have a surprise that might make up for your tough week.”


      He really did. It had taken some ingenuity to pull it off, too.


      Bex looked at him, her eyes green in the reflected streetlight. “Like what?”


      “I’m sure I just said surprise.”


      “I don’t like surprises. Ask Hadleigh and Mel.”


      He’d already asked them if she’d like this one. They’d both emphatically said yes, and if anyone would know, they would. “I’m doing my best to change your mind about surprises, and it isn’t just for you, anyway.”


      “That’s intriguing.” She sounded as if she meant it but still wasn’t thrilled.


      It was gratifying to drive into his lane with the house so inviting, all lit up in the distance. Once again he felt that true sense of home, of having arrived where he was meant to be.


      The kids scrambled out of the car. Time for bed. Dogs let out, teeth brushed, pajamas put on, the usual quarrel over some small thing between brothers but they’d been good at dinner so Tate ignored it and allowed them to work it out themselves. Then dogs back in, good-nights said, lights out. He left some of the routine to Bex as he went out to check on the horses. That chore was only going to become more demanding. This venture wasn’t going to be nine to five, and he was fine with that.


      This was his life, the life he’d chosen, and he wouldn’t change it, even if he could at this point. Kids, puppies, horses, his interfering father, Mrs. A. and all. Then there were friends...and Bex.


      When he went back inside, she was sitting in her customary chair with a book on her lap, her legs curled under her. The house was quiet. She’d changed into pajama pants and a T-shirt, looking deliciously sleepy and drinking a cup of tea.


      “Let me wash up and then it’s surprise time. By the way, Flora is an exceptionally affectionate horse.”


      “She’s a sweetheart.” Bex glanced at him dubiously and he read a flicker of apprehension on her face.


      “No proposal,” Tate promised. “I gave my word, remember? But this is for us.”


      Bex relaxed. “Okay.”


      When he returned after looking in on the boys and the puppies, all asleep, he went over and grasped her hand, easing her from the chair. “Let’s go.”


      She set aside her teacup. “Go? Where?”


      “Outside.”


      “Seriously? I don’t even have my coat.”


      “Yep. Seriously. You don’t need a coat.” He led her through the kitchen to the French doors onto the back porch.


      Tripp was one hell of a good friend. Hadleigh and Mel, too.


      He’d had part of the porch screened because Wyoming had its share of insects; he’d intended to put a couple of chairs there and a table. But then another idea had surfaced. The chairs and table would move to the open section of porch. He’d let Bex pick them out later.


      There’d previously been drop cloths draped over everything, so she’d just assumed it wasn’t finished yet. Thanks to the expanded stable plans, the contractor had done the labor on this project free of charge.


      The hot tub was sunk into the deck, and Tripp had come over to open the lid and put the lights on while they were at dinner. Someone else, Hadleigh probably, had set out champagne in an ice bucket and crystal flutes, two plush towels and a plate of those lemon-filled pastries Bex claimed she never got to eat. Everything was arranged on a small ornate table that had, no doubt, been designed by Mel. He’d have to look more closely, but it seemed to echo the background she’d created for the clock.


      Star-studded sky and snow-capped mountains as a setting. He couldn’t have ordered it and have it turn out better.


      “I thought we might need a chance to sit and relax and talk now and then,” he explained in a voice that was thick with emotion. “Just you and me, without all the crazy stuff. This isn’t an easy gig for either of us. Kids and animals and your work and mine... Like I said, I thought we needed a place for us. If you get pregnant, we can’t use it for a while, but—”


      “I love it.” Bex interrupted him by pressing a finger to his lips. “I run marathons, remember? I exercise every single day. This is perfect. I’ve always wanted one but couldn’t imagine using it alone.”


      Her response was what he wanted, right down to the hitch in her voice.


      “You’re hardly alone. Not around here, anyway. Ready to get in?”


      “I don’t have a swimsuit. They’re all at my house.”


      He gave a classic male response. “No need for one. I was hoping you’d say that.”


      “I should go in naked?”


      “I like the sound of that.” He was opening the champagne, turning the bottle after twisting off the metal cage. “The beauty of this is if any kids come out looking for us, we can just turn on the jets. Besides, they’re fast asleep. So, Becca Stuart, no need to be shy.”


      He’d prefer to call her Becca Calder. The cork popped in his hand and he reminded himself that it was all he’d be allowed to pop. Not the question.


      But he was tempted.


      Instead he poured the bubbly into the glasses and felt grateful for good friends. He felt grateful for even more than that as Bex turned her back and started to take off her clothes. She said over her bare shoulder, “I will if you will.”


      That alone made the rest of the day worth it.


      *


      BEX DIPPED A TOE in the warm water, and then slid in. She was going to change her mind about surprises if they were all like this. It felt divine.


      “Oh, this is lovely.” She murmured the words as she smiled at Tate. “Now I can take boys and dogs and even you in stride.”


      “Even me? I’m feeling pretty special at the moment. Champagne?”


      He’d poured it, so why not? She wasn’t going anywhere, and he looked so enticing, naked as she was, with his bare chest directly in her line of sight.


      This was not the Bex Stuart she knew. That Bex did not get into hot tubs with a naked man.


      She didn’t move in with a father who had two children, either.


      She didn’t agree to have his baby.


      She didn’t go on fishing trips to remote cabins. She didn’t do a lot of the things she’d been doing lately, but life changed and you adjusted, and she asked herself, What am I going to do next that I haven’t done before?


      She wasn’t going to budge on letting Tate ask her to marry him.


      On the other hand, she thought as she accepted the glass he handed her, maybe it would be different if she proposed to him.


      “Okay?” he asked, probably because she was staring at him as though she’d never seen him before.


      Bex realized he meant the champagne. She took a sip. “Really nice.”


      It was. Clean and crisp.


      The question was, would he say yes if she did ask? Oh, he wanted to live together and have a baby, but he’d never actually talked about marriage. She was the one who’d requested there be no proposal, no discussion. She had good reasons for that, but he had his own motives for not wanting to travel that path again.


      She pondered their bad luck, karma, whatever you wanted to call it, as she sat there admiring the male scenery. Yeah, they both had some issues.


      She cleared her throat. “Being out here like this is fabulous.”


      “Look at the stars.” He tilted back his head.


      She looked at him instead. “Will you marry me?”


      He dumped half a glass of champagne in the tub before he caught himself and sat up. “What?”


      “If you don’t want to, fine, but living together and babies—they do seem to go with...marriage. With commitment.”


      “I’m not saying no, but if I recall correctly, and I’m sure I do, I wasn’t allowed to ask you that question.”


      “You still aren’t. It’s different if I ask you.”


      “Why is that?” he asked in a hesitant voice.


      “Well, it’s a reversal of what happened before, when Will asked me. Do you know what I mean? I realize I’m being superstitious but it just feels right, as though I’m in control this time. As though I’m sending a message to the universe.”


      “I guess I understand. For me, being married to you would be completely different from my first marriage because you’re different.”


      From his first wife, he meant. She nodded and went on. “I bet Mel could make you a ring in a few days.”


      “I’m supposed to wear an engagement ring?”


      “I’ll have her make something simple, don’t worry.”


      His chest gleamed in the reflected light. “Bex, I do understand what you’re saying, but traditionally I’m supposed to be the one asking.”


      “Don’t do it,” she warned. “And since when is tradition everything it’s cracked up to be?”


      He laughed. “I won’t, I won’t. I promise. Can she do a ring for you, too, or is that against the rules?”


      Good question. The warm water felt fabulous. Bex sighed. “I know I’m being unreasonable, but I love you. Really love you. That’s what scares me and has always scared me, ever since Will. The risk.”


      “To share my life with you, I’d take just about any risk.”


      Now she might cry, and she never cried. Those words were better than a proposal. Her eyes stung.


      She choked out, “Is that a yes?”


      “I don’t know how else you’d take it. Yes!”


      “Then yes to the engagement ring, too. For me, I mean. Mel can pick it out.”


      Tate chortled. “Oh, great, so my taste is in question now.”


      “Well, yeah. Here’s an example—that big couch. Half a football team could fit on it.”


      He poured her more champagne. “That’s the beauty of it. Being able to sprawl out, watch sports, spill your beer on it if you doze off...”


      “I think it might become a casualty of our prenup agreement.”


      “I haven’t said word one about that!”


      “Do you have to? I’ve met your very businesslike father. In fact, I had dinner with him just tonight.”


      “I’m never going to ask you to sign anything.” He sounded sincere and emphatic.


      “Tate, it’s okay.”


      He looked dangerously serious, the steam from the water rising around him, his arms on the side of the tub. “I’m not going to. No. I refuse. You told me I couldn’t propose and I went along with that, so it’s my turn. I am not going to ask you to sign a piece of paper that essentially says, I don’t trust you. That I don’t trust us. I did it once and the marriage didn’t work out.” He held up one hand to forestall her protest. “Yes, I know what you’re going to say—it wouldn’t have worked out, anyway, and you’re right. But you aren’t the only one with a superstition or two.”


      She set her glass aside and moved across the tub to wind her arms around his neck. Their lips were a whisper apart. “I’d sign it.”


      “Not an issue.” He kissed her. “There isn’t going to be one.”


      “What if I asked you to give up the couch? Would you sign an agreement?”


      “Do you have a pen? Wait, I can see you don’t.” His hands slid along her bare skin. “My answer is, of course I would if you really wanted me to. But my point is that a marriage should be two people loving each other and not a business arrangement.”


      “No argument there.” She grinned as she told him, “You can keep the couch. Puppies and young boys love it. Magnanimous of me, huh?”


      Tate grinned in return, a grin that said he was happy with her concession. “They can’t hurt it, anyway. You get to pick out the next one. Redecorate the whole house once the monsters, both kids and dogs, stop defiling everything we own with sticky fingerprints and muddy paws and a few other things I won’t mention. I’m only going to admit this to you—it’s a hot-tub secret—but I walked around for the better part of one day last week before I discovered I had a jellybean stuck to the back of my jeans, courtesy of the giant couch. I know for a fact that you or I didn’t leave it there. It was a somewhat emasculating experience. I don’t mind having a nickname, but I don’t want it to be Jellybean Pants.”


      “Or even worse, Jelly Butt.” Bex was laughing so hard she had to wipe her eyes. “I wish I’d seen that.”


      “I’m fairly sure some of the construction crew did, but my sensitivity to humiliating situations has decreased quite a bit since becoming a parent.”


      “By the way, you’ll rue the day you made that offer about redecorating, Mr. Calder. I usually shop with Hadleigh and Melody. They tend to go top-shelf. Maybe you should talk to Spence and Tripp before giving me carte blanche.”


      “I should start saving my pennies now?”


      “I’d say that’s an excellent idea.”


      “Speaking of excellent ideas...” He moved against her. “Have you ever made love in a hot tub?”


      “No. You?”


      His mouth caressed her neck. “I haven’t, but I’m willing to give it a try.”


      She was, too.


      Bex ran her fingers through his hair. “Did you really accept my proposal?”


      “I think the real question should be, did you ask a man with two kids, three enormous puppies and no real job at the moment to marry you?”


      “I might have.”


      “No going back now.”


      Making love in a hot tub under a brilliant vista of stars was, she discovered, another great surprise.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


      “YOU’RE ENGAGED?”


      “I just said that, Dad,” Tate repeated patiently.


      “Officially?”


      “Would I say so otherwise?”


      He was glad to see that his father looked pleased. “Bex is smart and successful. Congratulations.”


      With a warm sense of humor. And kind. And beautiful and sexy, Tate thought. But all he said was, “Thanks.”


      “When is the wedding?”


      That was something they hadn’t decided on yet.


      He and Randolph were walking over to the construction site, hands in pockets, collars flipped up against a stiff breeze that had decided to sweep down from the north. Snowlakes floated through the air. Tate shook his head. “I have no idea. Her call. Whenever she wants.”


      “Your mother was hell-bent on June,” his father remarked. “The marriage season, she called it. She got her way, of course. I would’ve given her anything.”


      It wasn’t a subtle hint, but then, his father wasn’t a subtle man.


      Tate didn’t remember his mother very well. She died when he was about Adam’s age, of kidney failure caused by a rare infection, so he and his sons had that in common. His father didn’t talk about it, and maybe that was why he so rarely mentioned Sandra in front of Ben and Adam.


      “I didn’t know that.”


      Walking next to him, his father glanced over. “Didn’t know what? Our anniversary?”


      “No. That you loved her so much.”


      That was taking a chance. His father did not use the word love.


      “Your mother? Of course I did.” It was said gruffly.


      There was no of course about it. “Things between Sandra and me didn’t work out. Just because you decide to get married doesn’t mean it’s a match made in heaven—if you’ll forgive the cliché. Ask all the people who file for divorce. Tripp is about the nicest guy I know and he got divorced from his first wife. He and Hadleigh genuinely are a good match, though.”


      “You and Bex. It’s different from before?”


      At least he could answer honestly. “Yes. Definitely.”


      “The first time you swing a bat doesn’t mean you’ll hit it out of the park.”


      He could come up with a lot of responses to that tired cliché, but Tate didn’t bother. “I’m very happy about this.”


      “Seems to me you should be.”


      He might as well tell his father straight out. “I’m not asking for a prenup agreement. Just leave the money to the boys. That’s fine with me.”


      Silence except for a raptor screaming in the distance, circling in the sky, the keening sound punctuating the moment. Their boots scraped the gravel as they continued down the drive. Grudgingly, his father said. “You’ve done okay on your own.”


      “We’ve never gone hungry.”


      “Don’t be a smart-ass, son.” Ex-military, his dad never skirted around expressing exactly what he thought.


      So Tate modified his remarks. “All I’m saying is that Bex is more important to me than the trust fund. You worked hard for it and I admire you for that, but I’ll never ask her to sign a piece of paper that says I’m worried this marriage might fail. Maybe I’m being impractical. I don’t think so. I freely admit you were right about Sandra. So do whatever you want. There you have it.”


      “Becca Stuart is nothing like your first wife.”


      “No, she isn’t.”


      “Glad we can agree on something.”


      Tate nodded. It was an infrequent occurrence—infrequent enough to deserve comment. Obviously, Aunt Gina was a terrific mediator or the butting of heads through the years would’ve been that much worse.


      “We altered the stable plans a bit,” his father said next.


      Tate was pleased to see the sides framed in but even without the blueprints in his hands, it did seem to be bigger than he’d expected.


      He stopped walking. “You what?”


      His father shrugged. “If we gave the structure a second story, it would’ve blocked your view from some parts of the house, so we decided to extend it at the north end to include bigger living quarters for the hands, and a separate office with a reception area for your buyers.”


      No wonder his contractor had moved the finish date. Being without all the hammering and the noise of saws and nail guns was going to be a gift on its own. The construction crews were great guys, but he’d be happy when the constant racket was over, and there weren’t vehicles coming and going at all hours.


      It took him a moment to respond, because he was still in shock at his father’s audacity, but he finally said, “Is there some reason that I, the owner of this property, wasn’t consulted on this?”


      “Yep. Early wedding present.”


      Why was it that every conversation he had with Randolph felt surreal? “I only told you a few minutes ago that I’m getting married. And who is we?”


      “Lettie told me it was a done deal, so we decided this made sense.” His father gestured at the stables.


      That statement took surreal to bizarre. “Lettie, meaning Mrs. A.? You agreed on something?”


      “We’re both reasonable people. She’s just overbearing at times. Always wants her way.”


      It was all Tate could do not to drop to the ground laughing. “She’s overbearing? Dad, I love you, but reality check.”


      His father gestured at the expanded structure again. “That isn’t a good present?” he asked defensively.


      Tate wasn’t ungrateful, just bemused at their presumption. “Of course it is,” he replied. “And we appreciate it,” he added in a soothing voice. Not to mention that Nate Cameron would be hopping up and down with joy. “It’s generous and then some. How did Mrs. A. know it was a, uh, done deal?”


      “She knows Bex and I know you. We talked it over and came to the conclusion that you’d get married, so we went forward.”


      They’d talked? Never in his presence.


      He asked wryly, “Have you named our first child yet?”


      “I’m thinking Randolph for a boy, and she suggested Leticia for a girl.”


      At least he and his dad were joking with each other. That didn’t happen often.


      His father turned then and gazed up at the mountains. “I like it here. How would you feel if I moved closer?”


      *


      GIRLS’ NIGHT OUT.


      Bex needed one. And after all, she had two designated drivers. The three of them agreed on appetizers and salads they could split, and she ordered a fruity rum drink with pineapple and cherries on a long toothpick before she broke the news.


      “I believe the pact worked for all of us. Tate and I are engaged,” she announced.


      Hadleigh and Melody looked at each other, and Hadleigh extended her hand across the table, palm up. “Pay up, Melody Hogan.”


      “You got the date wrong,” Mel argued. “You said they’d make the big decision before Columbus Day.”


      “I was off by a week. Sue me.”


      “Still...”


      “Let’s face it. I won.”


      “Not until we have the wedding date and the color of our dresses.”


      Bex said, “Hello! Sitting right here. Have you two been betting on my personal life?”


      “Duh.” Hadleigh didn’t look repentant, and neither did Mel. “You’re our only current link to the not-pregnant world. Just please, please, don’t pick purple for the dresses.”


      Mel interjected, “That’s cheating. You can’t influence her.”


      “I was unaware that there were rules, and I hate purple.”


      “I’ll admit it doesn’t flatter you, but that’s her choice, now, isn’t it?”


      “Well, then I hope she picks brown. Just sayin’. That doesn’t flatter you.”


      A low blow, since Melody was wearing a rich brown sweater. In Bex’s opinion, it looked very nice on her, and Hadleigh no doubt thought the same. They were both laughing. Bex put a stop to it. “Hey, congratulations might be in order.”


      Hadleigh did a graceful swirl of dismissal with her hand. “You already know that’s how we feel, Bex. Come on.”


      She did know.


      There were some things in this world you could count on and in her world, that was one of them. She turned to Mel, “Can you make me an engagement ring?”


      “Of course. Diamonds? Ruby? What?”


      “It’s for him. Something simple. Just a band.”


      Hadleigh rubbed her temple. “You’re going to make the man wear an engagement ring?”


      “I asked him. So it follows, right?”


      If anyone understood, it was Hadleigh. They both had loved Will so much, and Hadleigh would know that doing things the wrong way around—at least, according to most people—was a gesture of defiance. And, equally, one of confidence. “I suppose I can follow that convoluted logic,” she murmured.


      Mel interjected softly, “I’ll design one. Of course. Don’t make me cry. Anything sets me off these days—a sappy commercial, a cute cat video, this...”


      Naturally, the rest of dinner involved wedding plans. They both voted that both the ceremony and the reception be held at the new house. They decided she should go with a strapless gown, maybe mermaid-style—they were divided on that—and Bex was fairly sure they’d chosen her lingerie but was afraid to ask.


      “I want one of those invitations you make, too. With the ribbons and sculpted edges. I’ll look online to find an Old Maid card.”


      For about the fourth time, Mel and Hadleigh looked at each other in question.


      “Inside joke.”


      Driving home, Bex had to smile.


      Tate was on the big couch when she arrived. He switched off the television. “How was dinner?”


      “We had healthy salads, along with mozzarella sticks and artichoke dip. So it was a balanced meal—in some ways. And how was yours?”


      “The boys wanted pizza. I made pork chops and corn on the cob instead. Maybe I didn’t win the Dad of the Year award, but they cannot exist on pizza alone. How are Hadleigh and Melody? Oh, by the way, I think my dad has a thing for Mrs. A.”


      Bex accidentally dropped her purse on the floor at that casual addition to his question. “What?”


      Tate had a noncommittal expression on his face. “I’m not pretending to be a great romantic, but I’d make book on it.”


      “I’ve had enough of betting on the love lives of other people.”


      He seemed mystified.


      “Never mind. Back to this interesting theory about your dad. You do remember how they can’t even exchange a civil word, right?”


      “Let’s call it an educated guess. They already gave us a wedding present, by the way.”


      She shed her coat. “If it is three giraffes, I won’t be able to feed them, since I don’t know what they eat.”


      “Even if it was, we’d have space for them now. Dad and Mrs. A. made an executive decision. They went over my head and redesigned the stables. I’m torn between irritation that people are making high-handed decisions for me, and gratitude. It is going to be exactly what Nate Cameron and I wanted. My dad’s presumptuous, but he knows what he’s doing.”


      Bex went over and dropped down next to him—which was possible on the giant couch. “Yeah, well, I feel your pain. I get the impression that I’m not going to be picking out my own wedding dress. Hadleigh and Mel have definite ideas. I’m hoping for the shoes.” She sighed dramatically. “Should we just elope?”


      “No can do. I’m informed June is what my mother would’ve wanted.” His arms went around her.


      Bex laid her head on his chest. “I’m fine with June. It’s a long way off, but...” Those extra months together would simply prove they’d made the right decision, she thought.


      “Maybe we can plan the honeymoon, but I’m an optimist. Mrs. A. may have other ideas.”


      “I know what I want.”


      “You do? What? How about St. Kitts? I’ve flown in there many times.”


      “No.”


      “What about Italy?”


      “Not this trip.”


      “You’re hard to please. No to the Caribbean and Italy? What do you have in mind?”


      “What about the cabin where I fell in love with you when we were crammed into that tiny bunk? You know, the one with an outhouse and an outdoor shower?”


      “The outhouse cabin? That’s where you want to go?”


      It was.


      “Please, Tate, think about it. That lake is one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been, and it’s completely private. We can take the boys fishing. Oh, and we can buy a mouse-free mattress for our room.”


      “I believe you just took private out of the equation. You want the kids to go with us?”


      “I do. They had a lot of fun.”


      “I want a lot of fun.” Tate laughed and kissed her temple. “I think that’s great. Where else could we leave them? My father’s good in some ways, but he always looks at the kids like he never knows what to do with them. Reminds me of growing up. We could leave them with Hadleigh and Mel, but they’ll have their hands full. I vote for your idea. Let’s take them—and Josh, depending on circumstances. June is perfect. No ice out on the lake, so we can put in the boat and you can lure in the fish. They’ll love it.”


      “Sounds like we’ve settled on a place.”


      “And a time. The marriage season. My dad and I never talk about stuff like this, but I think that’s going to make him happy.”


      “Does it make you happy?”


      “It does.”


      “This way, Mel and Hadleigh will have time to arrange everything the way they want for our wedding.”


      He pulled her on top of him. “The details can wait. Kiss me now.”


      She did—and then kissed him again.


      

    

  


  
    
      


      THE SEASON


      THE SHEER NUMBER of guests was staggering.


      There were probably paw prints on the train of her dress, but it was impossible to rein in Ace, Joker and King, so Bex let it go. Wearing it was a one-time deal, anyway. The dogs were excited with all the extra people around and they went a little wild.


      And when it came to the wedding preparation, so had Mrs. A. and Tate’s father. Flowers everywhere. Bouquets overflowing the tents they’d rented and set up next to the house. The horses, more than curious, watched the festivities over the pasture fence.


      Babies, children, dogs. Hadleigh, Mel and Tara beaming. Tripp and Spence holding their son and daughter respectively, Tara and the rest of her fitness-center staff. Her parents. And of course, Tate waiting for her by the preacher, with Ben, Adam and Josh at his side.


      The afternoon was a blur, but she suspected every wedding was like that for the bride. Her dress, selected with the able assistance of Hadleigh and Mel, wasn’t strapless, after all. It was sleeveless, and full skirted—and it managed to be both elegant and summery.


      Champagne toasts, which Tate only participated in once since he’d be driving to the cabin. Mel and Hadleigh were still breastfeeding, so they didn’t take more than a sip, either. In solidarity with her friends and fellow members of the marriage pact, Bex did the same. Then she tossed the bouquet—caught by Junie McFarlane, of all people—and they were out of there.


      In her opinion, the reception was more for Tate’s father and Mrs. A. anyhow. Three months ago, they’d taken off for someplace tropical and gotten married and then invited practically the entire state of Wyoming to the reception. This reception.


      Now, she, Tate and the boys were on their way north, to the cabin on the lake. And the dogs. Tara had offered to watch them for the week, but the boys had voted that down.


      Bex wished she’d changed clothes before they took off, but on the other hand, she wanted to get to the cabin as quickly as possible. Tate did, too. But he’d somehow found an opportunity to change into casual clothes.


      “For once, my shoes are the only comfortable thing I’m wearing.” She slipped one off, anyway. “There’s a pair of jeans and sweatshirt in my very near future.”


      “If it is any consolation at all, you look beautiful.” Tate had that half smile hovering on his face.


      “I notice you managed to sneak into the house and change.” Her tone was accusing. He was wearing jeans, boots and a denim shirt, and she resented how comfortable he looked.


      “I wasn’t the glowing bride. No one missed me.”


      She took off the other shoe and considered removing her hose. “Well, this is my one and only rodeo. I’m not doing that again.”


      “I sure hope so, Mrs. Calder.”


      She was Mrs. Tate Calder. She really was. Becca Stuart Calder. Her throat tightened at that realization. She swallowed and then said, “So now both Mrs. A. and I are Mrs. Calder. That’s awkward. What am I supposed to call her?”


      “Lettie?”


      “Oh, no way.” The boys weren’t paying any attention from the backseat, so she figured that with her long skirt, the hose could go. Why she’d ever worn panty hose in the first place was a mystery to her. “Are you going to call her that? She’s technically your stepmother.”


      “And your mother-in-law.”


      He had a point there.


      It was difficult to grasp. Mrs. A. was her mother-in-law. Hadleigh and Mel thought it was hilarious.


      Wriggling discreetly out of her panty hose, she said hopefully, “Why don’t we play a game of Old Maid and the loser gets to decide how to handle it?”


      Her husband made a comical face. “In other words, you’d be leaving it up to me? Bex, you’re so cute when you’re trying to be funny. If you want my suggestion, we ask her what she wants to be called, and that’ll settle it. Problem solved.”


      The sign for the cabin must have been a casualty of the winter, and at first she assumed Tate had missed the drive, but when he pulled in, she recognized the same quaint little place nestled by the lake. The boys started cheering from the backseat, which launched an excited chorus from the dogs. How they’d crammed themselves in the back, everyone belted in, dogs beneath and between them, was beyond her. But the very idea of Tara keeping those critters had been met with a firm refusal—from Tate, as well.


      Boys wanted dogs, dogs wanted boys, argument over.


      Josh was thrilled at the prospect of a week with his dog—Joker—who lived at Tate’s ranch. Tara had made it clear that although she couldn’t cope with a dog herself, she appreciated everything Bex and Tate did for her son. Greg was out of the picture finally, having left the state, so their household was calm. Josh had Tate as an honorary father, a responsibility Tate took very seriously.


      All three boys were chattering about the fish they expected to catch. How they were going to fish with five people and three large dogs in a boat was another interesting question. It would be a miracle if they didn’t all end up in the lake, but she didn’t trust the dogs alone in someone else’s house yet, so they certainly couldn’t be left outside on their own and the boys didn’t want to stray two steps away from them.


      Once Tate had parked, doors opened, dogs and boys tumbled out and scattered, and Bex, in her wedding dress, practically fell out of the truck, no shoes...


      But Tate caught her, easily lifting her up. “I’ve got a small surprise.”


      “I’m still nervous about surprises,” she warned him, looping an arm around his neck.


      “You love the hot tub.”


      She did. “So you scored once. Don’t get too confident.”


      He carried her to the front door. “You’ll love this one, too, if I can manage this romantic moment first. Here are the keys, mind unlocking?”


      She did it, although they were both laughing by the end. The boys had bounded in, pushing her unwieldy long skirt aside, and were arguing about their bunks already, the dogs hopping around.


      But when he set her down, she saw her surprise in the tiny kitchen. “Oh, I can’t believe it! Mel made a clock for this place?”


      It was designed with the usual artistic genius—a silhouette of the cabin surrounded by trees, the lake represented by tinted glass, the rustic framing... Bex went over to look at it more closely and found herself choking up. “The owners must love it.”


      “I’m hoping your expression means the owners do love it.”


      She swung around. “What?”


      “My friend Russ was interested in selling for the right price. He doesn’t use it often. I thought I’d buy you an outhouse for a wedding present,” he joked, “but he wouldn’t sell just the outhouse, so I had to buy the whole thing. Thanks to the insane competition between Mrs. A. and my father over the stable, I had the money leftover to do it.”


      “You bought this cabin?”


      “The fish in this lake staged an uprising at the idea of you owning this place, but I went ahead with it, anyway. Anything with fins moved to a different county. And to be precise, I did buy you the outhouse. The cabin happens to come with it.”


      “Tate.” She was back in his arms. He really couldn’t have given her a more perfect gift...


      A moment later she heard Ben in the background, “Yuck. They’re kissing again.”


      “They do that a lot.” Josh also sounded disgusted.


      Adam said, “I never want to kiss a girl.”


      Tate broke it off, but his hands lingered at Bex’s waist. “You three settle your argument about where you’re going to sleep or do I have to make the decision for you?”


      Ben was, as ever, the spokesman. “We got it figured out. Now we want to go down to the lake with the dogs. Can we?”


      “With vests, okay? It’s getting dark, though, so make it fast. We’ll go fishing in the morning.”


      The congestion at the front door didn’t bode well for the outcome of this excursion as they all tried to exit at once, shoving and elbowing each other. Bex predicted, “I’m going to say two dogs and one boy, minimum, will end up in the lake.”


      “I’ll call and raise you another boy.”


      “This isn’t a poker game. At least it’s warm out.”


      “There’s no question someone’s going to fall.” He was watching her intently. “I sure did.”


      She didn’t think they were talking about the boys anymore...


      “I love this place.” She was definitely the barefoot bride of Bliss County—although she loved those shoes—and couldn’t wait to shed her bra.


      “So do I.”


      “I love you.”


      “And I love you right back.”


      “Help me out of this dress?”


      Tate didn’t move a muscle. “We don’t have much time before they come streaming back in, asking for popcorn—I blame you for that—and who knows what else. Plus, I’ll have to feed the mutts so they can grow even bigger, although they rival small calves already. So I don’t have the self-control to help you off with your dress right now.”


      “I’m going to be stuck in this forever?”


      He consulted the cabin clock. “Stop worrying about that. I might be willing as soon as the boys are settled and the puppies are asleep. You have another hour or so.”


      “Might be willing?”


      “Let me amend that. You can count on it.” He traced the curve of her breast with a fingertip, his eyes holding a sexy promise for the night ahead. “You were the one who wanted to bring the kids on our honeymoon. Live with the consequences.”


      “Like you wouldn’t worry about them if they weren’t right here!”


      Tate didn’t deny it. “I have a hard time leaving them.”


      “I know.”


      “Plus, they love it here. This isn’t just a present to you, but to our family.”


      Bex knew that, too. Josh included. “My wedding present to you,” she teased, “is that I accept your gift of the outhouse. I’ve actually always wanted one.”


      “Any woman who does that is a keeper.” He displayed that sexy smile.


      “I have another gift for you, as well. A surprise. Maybe even better than yours.”


      “You hate surprises.”


      “I love this one.” She gestured at the cabin, deliberately revealing her wrist. “And I’m sure you will, too.”


      The extra charm Melody had made for her bracelet sparkled in the light. He hadn’t noticed it earlier—but it had been an eventful day. Tate grabbed her hand and touched the motherhood charm—a baby’s shoe. “Does this mean what I think it means?”


      She nodded. “I know that once we got engaged, we agreed to wait until after the wedding...but I might’ve decided to stop using birth control once I was sure I could still fit into my dress if it happened. And...it happened.”


      The joy on his face was worth the trouble she’d had keeping the secret for the past month. Just as he started to speak, there was some sort of commotion down by the water. Tate gave her a swift kiss and hurried to the window that looked out on the lake.


      “Whoops, kid overboard. We called that one.”


      She’d already guessed. “How many wet dogs will come charging through the door?” she asked, laughing.


      “I see at least two in the water. This isn’t going to be the most restful honeymoon on record. Let me go address the situation. The dogs can swim and the kid’s head is above water, but I should probably fish them out.”


      “Have fun. I’d help, but remember, I’m wearing a wedding dress.”


      There was a sensual promise in her husband’s eyes when he whispered, “Not for long.”


      *
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      CHAPTER ONE


      After the wedding...


      MOST OF HIS duties as his buddy Tripp’s best man complete, Spencer “Spence” Hogan ducked out of the reception, held in the library’s community room, as soon as the bride and groom left the scene, both of them beaming with just-married joy and understandably eager to get the honeymoon underway.


      It was a five-minute drive to the police station. Once there, Spence strode through the small lobby without sparing more than a nod of greeting for Junie McFarlane, the second-shift dispatcher, or either of the two duty officers chatting her up.


      Inside his modest office, he wasted no time swapping out the rented tux and shiny lace-up shoes for the well-worn jeans, blue cotton shirt and everyday boots he’d stashed there earlier in the day. He took his hat from the hook next to the door, put it on and then, feeling like his normal self instead of somebody’s pet monkey, Spence allowed himself a sigh of pure relief.


      Out front again, he surveyed the goings-on.


      The deputies, Nick Estes and Moe Radner, were back at their desks, focusing intently on pretty much nothing in particular and fairly radiating the Protestant work ethic. Both were rookies, their hair buzz-cut, their uniforms so starched that the fold lines still showed, their badges buffed to a high shine.


      Junie caught Spence’s gaze and smiled slightly. She was just this side of forty and beautiful, in a country-music diva way. Mercifully, though, she went easy on the makeup, at least when she was on the job, saving the big hair, false eyelashes, sprayed-on jeans and rhinestones for her nights off. “How’d the wedding go, Chief?” she asked, with a twinkle in her green eyes. “Did Hadleigh Stevens manage to get herself married for real this time around, or did some yahoo show up and derail the whole shindig?”


      Like Spence, Junie had attended the other ceremony, by now a local legend, right up there with the bank robbery back in 1894 and the time Elvis and his entourage breezed through town in a convoy of limos, somewhere in the mid-1950s, reportedly on their way to Yellowstone.


      Spence chuckled. “Yep,” he confirmed, recalling the almost-wedding, just over a decade before. Tripp Galloway had been the yahoo-of-record, and Hadleigh had been the bride, eighteen, storybook-beautiful, naive as hell and in dire need of rescue, although she’d raised some spirited objections that sunny September afternoon. The ousted groom, well, he’d been the personification of Mr. Wrong. Otherwise known as Oakley Smyth.


      Tripp, a man on a mission, had blown into that little redbrick church like a dust devil working itself up into a full-scale tornado, moments before the I dos would’ve been exchanged, calmly announced that he could give the proverbial just cause why these two could not be joined in holy matrimony and proceeded to do so.


      Understandably, Hadleigh hadn’t taken Tripp’s interference at all well; in fact, she’d pitched a memorable fit and whacked him hard with her bridal bouquet, not once, but repeatedly, scattering flower petals every time she made contact.


      There was no reasoning with her.


      Finally, Tripp had lifted Hadleigh off her feet, slung her over one shoulder like a feed sack and carried her out of the sanctuary.


      At that point, Hadleigh’s protests had escalated considerably, of course, and she’d kicked and squirmed and yelled all the way back down the aisle, through the main doors and outside, into a world of much wider possibilities. Most likely, she hadn’t been aware of that last part, being in a royal tizzy and everything.


      For all Hadleigh’s outrage, no one had interceded—not the preacher, not Alice Stevens, Hadleigh’s grandmother and last living relative, not the stunned guests jamming the pews. Nobody moved a muscle, and nobody spoke up, either.


      And that was a peculiar thing in itself, given the nature of small towns in general and Mustang Creek in particular. There, folks didn’t hesitate to get involved when there was a ruckus, the way they might in a big city. No, sir. These were country people; the men were cowboys and farmers, carpenters and electricians, truck drivers and garage mechanics, sure to wade in and fight if the need arose—and the women, when sufficiently riled, could be fierce, with or without their men to back them up, alone or running in a pack.


      This time, though, they’d all stood by and watched, the whole bunch of them, male and female, while Hadleigh was being, as she’d put it, “abducted, damn it!”


      After all, the collective reasoning went, it wasn’t as if Tripp was some stranger with dubious intentions. Like the indignant bride slung over his shoulder, he was one of their own, a hard worker, decent to the core—even if he had been a little wild in his youth and not much of a churchgoer.


      He’d served his country, honorably and in a time of war, too, when the stakes were high. In places like Mustang Creek, things like that mattered.


      Oakley, on the other hand, hometown boy though he was and from a prominent family into the bargain, barely registered a blip on the public-opinion meter, one way or the other. Still more kid than man, he’d never exhibited signs of even modest ambition, partied all through college and, most damning of all, forged himself a reputation for always taking the easy route.


      He wasn’t hated, but he wasn’t liked, either.


      When the locals thought about Oakley at all, it was usually to wonder what in creation the Stevens girl, an otherwise intelligent and exceptionally pretty one at that, saw in the guy. She was nice, in addition to her other favorable qualities and, in the town’s opinion, could’ve had just about any eligible man she took a liking to.


      At that point in his mental wanderings, Junie snapped Spence back to the here and now with a soft, wistful “Isn’t it romantic? How Tripp and Hadleigh finally ended up together, even after everything that happened way back when?”


      Spence adjusted his hat, frowning. “Romantic?” Just hearing the word, let alone saying it aloud, made him a little nervous, although he wouldn’t have admitted as much. Sure, okay, he was glad for the newlyweds—Tripp and Hadleigh wanted to spend the rest of their lives together, and they were obviously meant for each other. They’d traveled separate trails, long and lonely ones mostly, before their paths finally crossed again and, after some fuss and fury, decided to buckle down and forge the kind of relationship that can ride out practically anything.


      And if anybody, anywhere, deserved happily-ever-after, it was those two.


      Still, as far as Spence was concerned, Tripp and Hadleigh were the exception, not the rule. He felt what he always did when a buddy got married—a certain bittersweet relief that he hadn’t been the groom, standing up in front of God and everybody, vowing to hang in there, for better or for worse and all the rest of it.


      In the event that things wound up on the “for better” side of the equation, great. Bring on the house with the picket fence, the regular sex and the crop of kids that usually followed.


      But what if “for worse” was the name of the game? And let’s face it, the statistics definitely indicated that the odds of success were somewhere around 50/50. For Spence’s money, a man might as well make advance reservations at the Heartbreak Hotel—at least that way, he’d have someplace to go when the glow wore off and the crap hit the fan.


      Room for one, please, and no definite checkout date.


      He liked women and made no bones about it, but his reputation had gotten out of control because he didn’t typically stick around after a date or two. There were reasons—one reason, actually, and she had a name—but whose business was that, anyway?


      Clearly no optimist when it came to matters of the heart, Spence didn’t make commitments if he could avoid it. He was considered a ladies’ man, even a womanizer, and if that perception wasn’t entirely accurate, so be it. Nobody needed to know about the side of himself he went to great lengths to hide—or that he was essentially incapable of breaking a promise, no matter how stupid that promise might be farther down the road. Come hell or high water, he wouldn’t—couldn’t—be the one to call it quits.


      His own father had bailed on the family early on, when things got rocky, and the last thing Spence wanted was to follow in the old man’s footsteps. He couldn’t help sharing Judd Hogan’s DNA, obviously, but the rest of it was a matter of choice.


      If the woman he’d married ever wanted a divorce, he wouldn’t try to stop her, wouldn’t harass her or anything like that. But he knew this much about himself: he’d be half again as stubborn to make the first move. Not only that, but he’d know, deep down, that forcing somebody’s hand was bound to leave him feeling like a coward.


      He was almost grateful when Junie brought him up short again. She touched his arm, and there was an impish sparkle in her eyes and a got-your-number slant to her mouth.


      “What?” Spence asked, looking and sounding more irritated than he really felt and taking care to keep his voice down. On the other side of the room, Estes and Radner sat with their thick noggins bent over their keyboards, fingers tapping industriously away. Spence figured they were probably playing shoot-’em-up video games or updating their profiles on some social-media website rather than checking law-enforcement sites for all-points bulletins and other information of interest to dedicated cops everywhere, as they no doubt wanted him to believe.


      Neither scenario, of course, meant their ears weren’t pitched in his and Junie’s direction, in case a tidbit of gossip drifted their way, something they could take home to their young and talkative wives. Although there was no truth to the rumor that he and Junie had been having an on-again, off-again love affair for years, it was out there and circulating, just the same.


      Junie’s smile turned downright mischievous. They’d been friends, the two of them, long before they’d become coworkers, and she could read him like a road sign. She liked to remind him of this often.


      They’d buddied up, he and Junie, way back when Spence’s mother had dumped him on her sister-in-law’s doorstep when he was nine, loudly declaring that enough was enough, by God, and she was through being a parent, through being the responsible one, through making all the decisions and all the sacrifices. Done, kaput, over it, fed up, finished.


      Kathy Hogan was never the same after Spence’s dad ditched her for another woman—younger and thinner, of course—though the truth was, she hadn’t exactly been the nurturing type even before the divorce. To her credit, Kathy had made a few half-hearted attempts at parenting after that initial drop-off at his aunt Libby’s place, reappearing periodically to gather up her young son and haul him, over Libby’s protests and his own, “home” to Virginia. But she’d never really gotten the hang of mothering, for all her fretful efforts, and sooner rather than later, Spence always ended up back in Mustang Creek.


      When Judd and the new wife were killed in a boating accident three years after they got married, something in Spence’s mom had evidently died right along with them. At Libby’s insistence, she’d stopped hauling him from one place to another, the only bright spot in an otherwise dark time.


      With a sigh, he pushed away the memories of that initial parting, although he knew they’d be back, soon and with a vengeance. Just when he thought he had it handled, squared it all away in his mind, the whole sad scenario would ambush him again.


      If it hadn’t been for Libby, his father’s oldest sister, and for Junie, who’d lived down the block and appointed herself Spence’s new best friend, he might have run off in his teens. It wasn’t like it hadn’t crossed his mind.


      End result: he didn’t have a whole lot of faith in marriage. He liked women, no question, but maybe his trust in them was more than a little compromised.


      Ya think, Einstein?


      He set his jaw briefly before meeting Junie’s silent challenge with a glare. “I’m out of here,” he told her gruffly. “If you need me—do your best not to—I’ll be over at the Moose Jaw. After that I plan to go straight home, do the chores, rustle up some grub and then sleep until I damn well feel like waking up.” He turned, adjusting his hat again as he moved, and stopped long enough to fling a narrow-eyed glance at the pair of deputies. “There’s a town out there,” he reminded them, indicating its presence with a motion of one hand. “If you two can work a little patrol time into your busy schedules, I would appreciate the effort and so would the taxpayers. We’ve had those robberies lately. I think some visibility would not hurt this department.”


      Instantly flustered, Radner and Estes clattered and jingled into action, grabbing keys and gear and beating feet for the exit. Chorusing a hurried “yes, sir,” they nearly collided with each other in the rush to get out there and protect truth, justice and the American way.


      Presto, they were invisible, which was how Spence preferred them to be, at least most of the time.


      “You enjoy watching those poor guys scramble like a pair of idiots,” Junie observed, amused, from her post behind the desk.


      Spence smiled, looked back at his friend. “Yeah,” he agreed affably. “I do. Guess all this power goes to my head.” A pause. “See you around.”


      Junie’s stock response was not if I see you first, but the phone rang just then, so her reply was a distracted, “See you,” instead, followed by a business-like, “Mustang Creek Police Department. How can I help you?”


      Spence didn’t wait for a rundown, since anything he really needed to know could be relayed to him in nanoseconds via his cell phone or the state-of-the-art communications system wired into his truck. Anyhow, genuine emergencies were blessedly rare in this neck of the woods; most incoming calls had to do with stranded cats, scary noises coming from an attic or a basement, routine fender benders, inconsiderate neighbors blocking somebody else’s driveway or playing their music too loudly, sometimes parents fretting about teenagers who should’ve been home hours before and weren’t. The duty officers ought to be up to handling any of the normal problems.


      But the robberies had him mightily bothered. They were definitely not business as usual in this quiet town. It disturbed him that the thieves seemed to know exactly where to go. When he reached the police station parking lot, said deputies were already pulling out in their spiffy city-owned SUVs, one headed east, one west.


      Spence grinned. He’d handpicked both Radner and Estes from a whole passel of fresh-from-the-academy applicants, six months before, when the mayor and the town council increased his budget. They were good cops, he reflected, arriving at his blue extended-cab pickup, and they’d be even better ones in time, when they’d logged in more hours on the job. They certainly had potential.


      He got into his truck, flipped on the headlights, started the engine, glanced ruefully at the glowing blue screen of the computer affixed to the dashboard and then rolled toward the Moose Jaw Tavern, out on the edge of town. Yep, he would have preferred to go straight home, do what needed doing, and crash for the night. After all, he was officially off duty for the rest of the weekend, and he’d earned some downtime.


      Still, as best man, he’d be expected to put in an appearance, however brief, at the after-wedding party. Spence knew Tripp wouldn’t have cared if he skipped the festivities—by now, the brand-new husband would be making red-hot love to his red-hot wife, the lucky SOB. Mustang Creek’s long-standing post-nuptial traditions had to be the furthest thing from the man’s mind right now, and who could blame him?


      Spence felt a nebulous pang of—whatever—in the pit of his stomach, but he didn’t explore it.


      Passing the Moose Jaw without stopping wasn’t an option, he decided glumly. If he didn’t show up, some of the gossips might invent a few fanciful reasons to explain his absence. That he, Spence, had been in love with Hadleigh, for instance, his friendship with Tripp notwithstanding. That he’d kept it together during the ceremony, and put up a good front at the reception afterward, too, but now that the deed was done, he’d made himself scarce. Gone home to lick his wounds.


      All bullshit, of course. He liked Hadleigh, liked her a lot. And she was certainly easy on the eyes, no denying that.


      There’d never been any kind of spark between them, though. Not on either side. When that rumor had emerged, he’d been extremely annoyed. It was even more ridiculous than the one about Junie. At one time, he’d played fast and loose with the ladies, but if anyone looked closely, maybe they’d realize that the reason there’d been so many was that he hadn’t really been involved with any of them. Even his friendship with Trudy Reinholt was exactly that, a friendship. Until she’d begun to expect more than he was willing to offer. More than he could offer...


      So yes, he’d show his face at the Moose Jaw, make it clear that he wasn’t pining for a lost love.


      Besides, he was the chief of police, off duty or not. It was his job to keep the peace, and to do that, he needed to get a read on the crowd. The wedding guests, well, they were sensible people for the most part, all of them friends of the bride or groom or both. But this was Saturday night, so the regulars were sure to be around, along with a few tourists. In Spence’s experience, emotions ran higher on sentimental occasions like weddings or holidays or funerals—any event with a lot of symbolism attached. Throw in a little alcohol and just about anything could happen.


      Soon enough, the Moose Jaw was in sight, and it was definitely jumping. Cars, pickups, motorcycles, ten-speed bikes, any rig with wheels, short of little red wagons and skateboards, crowded the gravel lot. There was no evident method to the madness, either—the vehicles were parked at odd angles, as though drivers and passengers alike had abandoned them in a sudden panic. The overall effect was chaotic, like a mess of dominoes dumped out of the box.


      If the patrons inside had been in that much of a rush to start swilling beer, Spence speculated wearily, what kind of shape would they be in by closing time?


      He sighed as he got out of the truck, locking it behind him. By now, he’d been up just shy of twenty-four hours, having put in a double shift on Friday, before attending Tripp’s bachelor party. He was bone-weary and ravenous, too, since he’d had nothing but wedding food since last night’s pizza—a slice of cake, a handful of those dainty pastel mints, and a smoked salmon “sandwich” about the size of a silver dollar.


      He needed protein, preferably in the form of a thick steak, medium rare, and after feeding a couple of critters—one horse, one dog—a long, hot shower. After that, God willing, he could fall facedown on his bed and sleep.


      Even with a plan in place, such as it was, Spence felt faintly anxious.


      His black-and-white mutt, Harley, in whom a number of mysterious breeds converged, would be watching the road for him, perched vulture-style on the back of the living room couch, peering through the picture window and fogging up the glass with dog breath while he kept his vigil.


      The stone-gray gelding, called Reb in deference to Spence’s Southern heritage, was content enough, he figured, grazing in the pasture beside the barn, enjoying the pleasures of summer. Still, horses were social creatures by nature, whether they were wild or tame, and all of them needed company.


      With these things occupying his mind, Spence was tempted to breeze right out of town, back to his ranch, pretending he’d never planned to stop in at the Moose Jaw in the first place.


      Instead, and with considerable resignation, he walked across the parking lot. The bar had been in business since frontier days, when it was a bona fide Old West saloon, and the building listed slightly to one side, like a drunk trying to look sober. The roof sloped, streaks of rust marked the presence of every nail, and the never-painted wall boards had weathered to a grungy gray.


      He’d stay for ten minutes, max, Spence told himself, resolute. He’d see and be seen, say howdy where a verbal exchange was required, size things up and, finally, hit the road.


      Dutifully, he opened the door.


      I’ll stay for ten minutes, he promised himself again. No more.


      *


      THE MUSIC ROARING out of the jukebox was too loud, and the Moose Jaw was too crowded.


      In Melody Nolan’s opinion, that is. Everyone else seemed to be having a grand old time, whooping it up, laughing and dancing and consuming plenty of cold beer.


      Oh, there was reason to celebrate, all right. Hadleigh and Tripp were finally married, and that was practically a miracle, given how stubborn those two were. And Melody could comfort herself with the knowledge that the marriage pact, a secret plan that she and Hadleigh and Bex had agreed upon and set in motion a few months before was actually working—one wedding down, two to go.


      Melody fingered the tiny gold horsehead on her bracelet, a symbol of triumph, not just for Hadleigh, the first bride, but for herself and Bex, as well. She’d personally designed and crafted the sparkling talismans, one for each of the three friends, and this initial charm represented Hadleigh’s relationship with Tripp, a rancher and born cowboy.


      So far, so good.


      Melody was wildly happy for Hadleigh, BFF extraordinaire. It was probably just fatigue—along with her very sore feet—that made her feel forlorn at the moment, unusually fractious and on the verge of tears.


      Physical discomfort exacerbated this sorry state of affairs, but Melody didn’t dare kick off the spiked heels she’d been wearing for six-plus hours as one of Hadleigh’s two bridesmaids.


      If she did, regret would soon overshadow relief, because her poor tootsies would puff up to three times their normal size, in which case it would be impossible to get those wretched shoes on again. Furthermore, Melody had no intention of going barefoot for the rest of the evening, since the Moose Jaw’s sawdust floor was filthy and, besides, some overenthusiastic dancer might step on her toes.


      So she suffered, though not in silence.


      When her other best friend forever, Bex, short for Becca, Stuart came back to their sticky-topped table, laughing and breathless after yet another Texas two-step with yet another cowboy, Melody glowered at her.


      Bex, clad in an elegant yellow dress, identical to the one Melody wore, registered the look and made a face in response.


      “Why aren’t you dancing?” Bex half shouted in order to be heard over the blare of the music and the general hoot and holler of the crowd packing the seediest watering hole in Mustang Creek, Wyoming.


      “Why aren’t you limping?” Melody countered. Bex’s shoes, like her dress, were duplicates of her own. Yellow, pointed at the toes and stilt-like. They were definitely out of place in their surroundings. Cowboy boots were the footwear du jour.


      Bex’s sigh was visible rather than audible, because of the din, and the horsehead charm on her bracelet winked in the light when she lifted one hand to push a lock of artfully streaked hair from her forehead. “Honestly, Mel,” she said. Melody was reading her lips. “Do you have to be such a party pooper?”


      Mildly chagrined, Melody once again touched the charm on her own bracelet. “I’m happy,” she retorted unhappily. “Okay?”


      Bex merely shook her head. The woman was a fitness guru, for heaven’s sake, and she lived in athletic shoes, not three-inch heels. So why wasn’t she in pain? Those toned calves, no doubt, gained from giving classes at one of her fitness centers. “That’s not exactly convincing.”


      Just let me welter in my self-pity. In the midst of that unbecoming thought, Melody felt an odd, heated charge tingle between the tips of her fingers and shoot up her arm, as if from the charm itself. Startled, she released it quickly, forgetting all about the exchange with Bex, sitting up a little straighter and glancing instinctively toward the bar’s entrance.


      And there he was. Spence Hogan, the only man who had ever broken her heart.


      Not just hers, of course. Pretty much any attractive female he came into contact with fell into that category. He should have a sign around his neck—Ol’ Love ʼem and Leave ʼem. Apparently you weren’t breathing if you were female and lived in this town and didn’t want to snag a date with him. By all accounts, many had. But she tried hard to plug her gossip ears when it came to him.


      Spence was crossing the threshold, hat in one hand, standing so tall he almost had to duck to keep from bumping his head on the door frame.


      It shouldn’t have been possible, but he looked even better in regular clothes than he had in the elegantly fitted tux he’d worn to the wedding. The guy gave a new meaning to the term “best man,” Melody thought peevishly. Her rising irritation was due to being constantly thrown into his company for the past two days. Hell, she’d had to sit next to him at the rehearsal dinner! If Tripp’s father, Jim, and his new wife hadn’t arranged that particular event, she might’ve been really annoyed at that seating snafu, but Jim was a sweetheart, and his wife probably didn’t realize she and Spence had a past. Besides, it was logical, since she was a bridesmaid and he was the best man.


      Best man.


      Best at what? Looking good? Making love? Shattering dreams?


      Melody was thrown by the mere sight of Spence, which was weird because not only had they been forced into close proximity by the wedding ceremony, they’d also lived in the same small community for most of their lives. Inevitably, they ran into each other fairly often, despite her efforts to steer clear.


      Nonetheless, her nerves shorted out, like an electrical circuit on overload.


      Why, she wondered, silently frantic, couldn’t she just look away, render Spencer Hogan invisible, pretend he didn’t exist, as she usually managed to do?


      No answer came to mind—and this development alone was maddening, since Melody always had a ready supply of answers. Except when it concerned Spence. Spence, with that easy, confident cowboy’s stride of his, and the vivid, new-denim blue of his eyes; if she hadn’t known better, she would’ve sworn he wore tinted contacts. The color was striking even from the far side of a crowded bar. So were his dark hair and his broad shoulders, the way his jeans fit his lean hips and long legs... Somehow, these familiar elements never failed to take her by surprise.


      Spence had been about thirteen years old that memorable summer, when he first appeared on Melody’s personal radar, although he’d been around for a while. She’d been just six at the time, already thick as thieves with Bex and Hadleigh, all of them due to enter first grade in the fall.


      Friends with Hadleigh’s big brother, Will, and Tripp Galloway, Spence hung around the Stevenses’ house a lot in those days, shooting hoops in the driveway with other boys from the neighborhood, playing rhythm guitar in Will and Tripp’s garage band.


      One day that summer, though, he’d definitely caught her attention, which started a serious case of hero worship.


      It wasn’t anything more complicated than the chain coming off her bicycle, causing her to wipe out in the street. He happened to be arriving at Will’s just then and jumped off his own battered bike. He dashed over, helping her up and examining her scraped knee and elbow, not one teasing word about the tears rolling down her face. Instead, he used the edge of his T-shirt to wipe them away. Then he brought her inside and delivered her into the caring hands of Hadleigh’s grandmother. When Melody came back out, the damage duly cleaned and bandaged, her bike was fixed and sitting by the garage.


      “Hey, you okay?” he’d asked, as if he actually cared about the answer.


      When she nodded, Tripp said, “I adjusted your chain. It was really loose.”


      Will added, “The last time I wrecked like that, I’m pretty sure I cried, too. Don’t feel like a baby or anything.”


      Then they went back to their basketball game.


      That was it.


      But both Hadleigh and Bex were impressed. Normally, in their experience, the boys didn’t even notice their existence.


      Outwardly, nothing had changed after that day. Will and Tripp tolerated Hadleigh and her two sidekicks with benign indifference, and Spence followed their lead.


      Hadleigh, Bex and Melody, on the other hand, shared a secret new awareness that nothing would ever be quite the same. They giggled and whispered among themselves, trying to unravel the mystery of this new fascination, but years passed before they finally succeeded.


      Now, after all these years, Hadleigh and Tripp were deeply in love, the forever kind, and as of that very afternoon, joined in holy wedlock.


      Coincidence? Probably not, Melody mused with a sense of philosophical awareness—undoubtedly brought on by the events of the day—as she took a sip of the beer some cowboy had bought her. She really believed this wedding was the culmination of something that had started when they were just kids.


      The fairy-tale aspects of their shared history might have fostered legends if Bex and Will had grown up and fallen for each other, like Hadleigh and Tripp, but Will had been killed in Afghanistan and, while Bex had dated a lot, especially in college, she’d never met The One.


      As for Melody and Spence, they’d had a summer fling once upon a time before she realized he wasn’t interested in permanence, and she’d been starry-eyed with dreams of a future together—a cozy house, children and all the rest. In the end, though, she’d made a complete fool of herself by blurting out a marriage proposal, one perfect night in July, with the last of the Independence Day fireworks still dribbling from the sky. And she would never forget—God knew, she’d tried—the expression on Spence’s face as he prepared his answer.


      Instead of flashing that patented grin of his, instead of saying “yes, let’s do it,” the way Melody had expected him to, Spence had given her a figurative pat on the head and then, very gently, explained that he wasn’t ready to make that kind of commitment, and neither was she. She wasn’t even through college yet, Spence had reminded her, wounding her with kindness.


      It had taken her years to recover. She took another sip of tepid beer as she grimly remembered that night.


      Yes, he’d claimed, when she’d tearfully demanded whether he loved her, he did care for her, very much as a matter of fact. And that was one more reason he wasn’t going to be the one to derail her career, maybe even her whole life, before she’d had a chance to go places, figure things out, decide what she really wanted.


      Before Melody’s personal universe disappeared into a black hole, she and Spence had spent virtually every spare moment together. Gradually, they’d grown closer and then closer still, until they’d finally made love, sweet and slow, under a star-spangled sky the first time, and in every private place they could find after that.


      Oh, yes. Melody had loved Spencer Hogan with all that she had and all that she was.


      Silly girl. She’d actually believed he loved her right back.


      Until the breakup, of course. Spence had immediately consoled himself with Junie McFarlane, and Melody had moped around the house until it was time to go back to college in late August. There she was like a sleepwalker, distracted and depressed. Aware that things had to change, she’d switched her major from pre-law to fine arts, since she’d always loved shape and texture and color, and when that didn’t help, she hid out in the dorm, skipping classes and meals, rarely sleeping through the night.


      Melody’s mother was beside herself with worry. After years of widowhood, she’d just remarried and was planning a move to Casper. Realizing she was causing distress to someone she loved—even knowing that she was keeping her mother from enjoying her newfound happiness—couldn’t cure the blues, apparently.


      Left to her own devices, she would surely have crashed and burned.


      Fortunately for her, however, Bex and Hadleigh had refused to let her self-destruct. They’d improvised an amateur intervention, the two of them, confronting Melody in the cramped little room the three of them shared all through college. Melody had balked at first, demanding that they leave her alone, but they were as stubborn as she was and simply wouldn’t give up.


      They’d badgered her all one Saturday, until she would’ve agreed to practically anything just to get five minutes of peace and quiet. Knowing they’d finally cracked her armor, they’d pestered her to get out of the pajamas she’d been wearing for days on end, take a hot shower and put on her favorite outfit.


      After that, Hadleigh and Bex had dragged Melody out of the dorm and off campus, winding up at the nearest mall, in one of those snip-and-dash salons, where a very gay guy with a pink Mohawk and a disturbing number of body piercings ordered her into a chair and proceeded to trim and fluff and spray her unkempt hair until she looked almost like her old self again.


      Miraculous as it seemed, that was only the beginning of the Save Melody from Herself campaign.


      Next, Hadleigh and Bex had declared that they were starving, and all three of them trooped over to the food court, with its plethora of unhealthy dining choices, and agreed, after some discussion, to share orders of yakisoba, chicken teriyaki and egg rolls.


      Then, since the multiscreen theater was right there, and they’d all been fortified by a hot meal, they decided to take in a movie or two.


      In the end, the total was three—two chick flicks and an apocalyptic action film.


      The next day, she’d gone back to class, and for weeks afterward, Bex and Hadleigh had helped her catch up on the work she’d let slide.


      Remembering all that in mere moments, Melody smiled to herself, there at the grubby table in the Moose Jaw Tavern, despite her aching feet and admittedly bad attitude.


      The whole experience was ancient history now, she reflected, still watching Spence, still unable to stop watching him, as he made his way across the sawdust floor, pausing here and there to exchange a friendly word or a handshake with somebody or to laugh at some joke.


      He approached the bar, spoke to the man behind it, but came away without a drink. Spence rarely indulged in alcohol; he’d told her once that it smoothed away the rough edges a little too well, whatever that meant.


      At last, and with enormous effort, Melody finally managed to tear her eyes away from him, her face burning at the difficulty, and when she shifted her gaze in the opposite direction, it was to catch Bex grinning in that knowing way best friends have.


      Melody grimaced at her.


      Bex, unruffled as usual, laughed and shook her head, rising when yet another cowboy asked her to dance.


      “Don’t be surprised if I’m not here when you get back,” Melody yelled over the music.


      “Suit yourself,” Bex yelled back, good-natured to the end.


      Melody was beginning to feel like a real wallflower, which was a stretch, considering how often she’d been invited to dance since she and Bex had arrived an hour or so before. After a few polite refusals, the invitations had stopped coming, and that had been okay with her and with her screaming feet.


      She’d had, as her grandfather liked to say, all the fun she could stand.


      Time to vamoose.


      The waitress had been running a tab, and Melody wanted to pay her share, so she elbowed her way through to the cash register at the far end of the bar, searching her little yellow purse—part of the bridesmaids’ outfit—for her credit card.


      She settled up and then limped toward the door, propped open to admit the summer breezes, and scanned the demolition derby in the parking lot for her car.


      It was blocked in on all sides.


      “Oh, hell,” she muttered, faced with two equally unappealing choices—go back inside the Moose Jaw, hunt down the bar owner and convince him to find the patrons responsible for the dilemma and get them to move their vehicles—or she could walk home.


      “Is there a problem?” The voice, all too familiar, took her off guard.


      She turned her head and, sure enough, Spence was standing there, watching her, his face in shadow and his expression, therefore, unreadable. Well, not completely. Was that a grin just barely tugging at one corner of his mouth?


      “Yes,” Melody said stiffly. “There is a problem.” She sucked in a breath and continued in a rush of words. “In fact, there are several problems. First of all, I want to go home, and I can’t because my car is literally surrounded. Furthermore, my feet are killing me—”


      Melody put on the brakes, stopped talking.


      Spence, frowning as he listened, surveyed the lot full of rigs that might have been parked by half-trained baboons, and sighed. She was unprepared for the impact of his blue eyes when he looked back at her face then slid a leisurely glance down the length of her body to her shoes, which weren’t suitable for walking through gravel, let alone making the long hike home. The grin he’d probably been trying to suppress broke loose at last.


      “I don’t know how you can walk in those things,” he remarked. “And, no offense, but that dress makes you look like an inverted daffodil. A wilted one. I’ll bet it’s stylish or something, but I’m not positive yellow is your color. The only good point is that it shows off one leg. I like that. You have nice legs.”


      Melody rolled her eyes then snapped, “Well, thanks a whole heap for nothing.”


      “Just my opinion,” Spence said. “I wasn’t kidding about the leg part.”


      “I don’t remember asking for your opinion of my dress or my shoes or my legs,” she said, more than cranky now. When would this damnable night be over?


      Spence’s response was a low chuckle, and the sound was so thoroughly masculine it made her heart pound. “Come to think of it,” he drawled, “you didn’t.” He paused, and in an instant, his expression changed. He seemed tired, no longer amused. “I’m headed for home myself, and I’d be glad to drop you off at your place.” A beat of silence. “Your car will be all right here till morning, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


      By then, Melody’s heart had shinnied up into the back of her throat, but she managed to croak out a reply, anyway. “I don’t think—I wouldn’t—I mean—”


      Spence’s mouth twitched again, and his eyes twinkled as he watched her.


      Melody wanted to punch him.


      She also wanted, perversely, to kiss him.


      She wanted to...


      Damn it all to hell, she didn’t know what she wanted.


      Typically, Spence didn’t ask. Instead, without any warning at all, he swept Melody up into his arms and proceeded to carry her across the parking lot, his strides purposeful.


      “What,” Melody gasped, after a considerable delay and with significant effort, “are you doing?”


      “That ought to be obvious,” Spence replied reasonably. “I’m hauling you to my truck so I can drive you home. It’s not as if you could cover much ground under your own power—not in those ridiculous shoes, anyhow.”


      “Hauling me?”


      He nodded matter-of-factly. “You look thin enough, but I’d say you’re on the hefty side. I’ve lugged around calves that weighed less.”


      Melody seethed, stung, even as something primitive and hungry unfurled inside her. “That was a terrible thing to say!” she protested. “Hefty?”


      They’d reached Spence’s truck, and he set her on the passenger-side running board, holding her in place with one hand while he extracted his keys from the pocket of his jeans. After easing her to one side, he opened the door and gestured for her to get in.


      “Sorry,” he finally said, without conviction. When she didn’t move, he just put her in the truck’s cab.


      Melody’s backside landed hard on the seat, and she was too stunned by his audacity to say another word. Or to climb right out of the truck.


      Spence paused to consider some passing thought, rubbing his chin as he apparently pondered. His beard was already coming in, Melody noticed, oddly distracted.


      “I guess I can be fairly tactless,” he conceded. “Hefty might have been the wrong word. But I did apologize, didn’t I?”


      Melody found some remnant of her voice, enough to call him a name.


      Spence shook his head in apparent amazement, but Melody knew that lethal grin of his was lurking just out of sight and might reappear at any moment, a dazzling flash that would leave her temporarily blinded.


      “I should’ve known better than to try and do you a favor,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. Before Melody could react, he added a brusque, “Fasten your seat belt.” With that, he slammed the door, came around to the driver’s side and got behind the wheel.


      If she hadn’t been fresh out of steam and in no mood to cripple herself for life by trying to walk home in the heels from hell, she would’ve told Spence Hogan what he could do with his favor. After that, she would have pushed the door open again and left him sitting there in his gas-guzzling phallic symbol of a truck to think what he liked.


      It was a nice fantasy.


      Melody folded her arms and fumed until they were out of the parking lot and on the highway. Then—she just couldn’t help it—she muttered, “You started it.”


      Spence threw back his head and gave a shout of laughter.


      “Well, you did,” Melody insisted. Why couldn’t she shut up, leave well enough alone? After all, her house was less than five minutes away. Surely she could have held her tongue that long.


      But no.


      Grinning, Spence turned to look at her. “What’s so funny?” Melody asked.


      “You,” he answered succinctly. “It’s really true what they say.”


      “Which is?”


      “Some things never change. Neither do some people.”
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