






They were within easy reaching distance



Greg proved it by wrapping an arm around her waist and hauling her against his very hard, exceedingly fine chest. No mistaking signals this time. She didn’t resist his embrace.

Her lips parted the moment they made contact with his. Before she quite realized what was happening, he’d backed her up and pinned her to the wall. But this wasn’t a combat drill, and Greg wasn’t her opponent. She welcomed his long, lean body into her arms and returned his hot, hungry kisses with equal fervor.

Seconds stretched into minutes. Corrine was in no hurry to come to her senses. For all her tough exterior, she was pure woman on the inside. Responding to Greg’s male advances felt not only natural, it felt right. Groaning, he lowered his hands to cup her hips and fit her more snugly between him and the wall. She shifted, improving their alignment to bone-melting perfection.

Returning to civilian life had suddenly taken on a whole new meaning.









Dear Reader,

About two years ago I was meeting with my editor, and she said to me, “Why don’t you write a book with twins?” Seeing as I’m the mother of twins, this struck me as a really good suggestion.


With so many servicemen and servicewomen returning home in recent months, I liked the idea of bringing Corrine, one of the four Sweetwater sisters, back to the ranch after an eight-year stint in the army. She’d been in charge of feeding thousands of soldiers. Feeding a couple hundred guests should be easy, right? I then considered what kind of man would be a good match for this type A, by-the-book former warrant officer. Why, a type B man, of course. And who’s more laid-back than a professional fisherman? One with troublesome twin five-year-olds and a mischievous dog to boot. Greg Pfitser has just the right amount of chaos in his life to shake up Corrine’s.


I hope you enjoy reading about the ensuing results. I certainly had a good time writing them and walking down memory lane as I recalled the many antics my own twins pulled on me over the years.


Warmest regards,


Cathy McDavid

P.S. I always enjoy hearing from readers. You can contact me at www.cathymcdavid.com.
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To my brother John.
 The most avid fisherman I know. Remember those long summer days spent at Sabonis’s pond?
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Chapter One



“You can’t quit, Pr—” Corrine Sweetwater started to say “Private” but caught herself an instant before the word slipped out.

She wasn’t a warrant officer anymore, and the young man with tattoos covering his arms, neck and forehead wasn’t her subordinate. Too bad. A few days on garbage detail might improve his attitude.

“The hell I can’t.” Danny or Donny or Johnny or whatever his name was stormed out of the kitchen.

Her assistant cook, Gerrie, removed a steaming pan of lasagna from the top rack of an oversize convection oven. Closing the door with her hip, she hummed “Another One Bites the Dust” by Queen.

Corrine had just lost her second dishwasher in as many weeks. Her third since arriving at Bear Creek Ranch, the guest resort owned by her family.

But who was counting?

Apparently Pat, the cook’s helper and relief busgirl, was. “What’s that make now? Three?”

In Corrine’s opinion, Pat needed to get a hobby. “Have you cut up the salad greens?”

“Yes.”

Corrine stood, waiting out of a habit she couldn’t seem to break for a “ma’am” to follow that answer. It didn’t come.


How long until she stopped expecting her subordinates—make that staff—to snap to attention when she entered the kitchen? Stopped thinking of her cousin, Jake Tucker, the manager of Bear Creek Ranch, as her commanding officer? Stopped demanding complete and unquestioning obedience from her dishwashers?

Seven weeks obviously wasn’t long enough for her to adjust to civilian life.

“What are you going to do?” Gerrie asked, the barest hint of snideness in her voice.

Like the six, down from seven, coworkers busy at their various stations, Corrine’s assistant cook had been employed here for a number of years. Their long-standing service to the Tucker family was probably the reason they hadn’t followed Danny or Donny out the door. It certainly wasn’t because they liked Corrine or, as Gerrie had put it when she didn’t think Corrine was listening, her “anal retentive micromanaging.”

“I’ll figure something out.” She finished wrapping the last of forty loaves of garlic bread in aluminum foil, and stacked it on a tray alongside the others. “Any of you interested in a little overtime?”

“Nope.”

“Can’t.”

“Not tonight.”

The excuses chimed one after another, sounding a lot like grade-schoolers’ responses to attendance call.

“Fine.”

“Figuring something out” would probably entail her working until midnight again—alone, unless she roped one of her sisters, parents or extended family into helping. They were getting tired of her asking—she could see it in their faces—and they no doubt wondered how Corrine had managed to feed thousands of soldiers, often under extreme conditions, but couldn’t run a small kitchen with a staff of ten.


She wondered the same thing herself.

“Employees aren’t soldiers,” Jake had gently reminded her more than once. “And what motivates them to do a good job is different than what you’re used to. If you want to win them over, you’re going to have to modify your techniques.”

And therein lay the problem. Corrine might have been honorably discharged after eight years of exemplary service, preceded by four years in the ROTC, but in her heart, she was still a member of the U.S. Army Corps and probably always would be. She’d lived a large part of her life in a world where orders were obeyed without question, and certainly without attitude. Respect was automatically given to anyone of higher rank. Duty and responsibility were placed above all else.

It was a world she liked and missed.

Jake was right when he said employees weren’t soldiers. But Corrine didn’t think expecting them to do the job and do it well was out of line.

A buzzing timer, signaling that the cherry cobbler was done, snapped her back to the moment. “Luke, go get the vanilla ice cream.”

The lanky eighteen-year-old shuffled toward the walk-in freezer.

Gerrie mouthed to Pat, “She could ask nice,” then blushed and averted her head when she realized Corrine had been watching.

Luke emerged a moment later toting a twenty-gallon tub of ice cream. He dumped it on the closest counter. “This is only a third full, and it’s all we got.”

“What do you mean? I ordered a new shipment last week. It was supposed to be here yesterday!”

“Guess it didn’t come.” Luke shrugged.

“Gerrie.” Corrine whirled on her assistant cook. “Didn’t you follow up like I told you?”


“Yeah.” The other woman’s defenses visibly shot up. “They said there was a snag and to expect delivery today.”

“Well, it’s today. Five in the afternoon to be exact, and there’s no ice cream.” Corrine pressed both hands to her head. “We have two hundred guests expecting cherry cobbler à la mode, and enough ice cream for maybe fifty of them.” Her gaze landed on Gerrie. Hard. “What happened?”

“I…forgot. I’m sorry,” she answered in a voice that shook. With chagrin? Embarrassment?

More likely anger, thought Corrine.

“Don’t let it happen again,” she said with a calm she didn’t feel. The slip was inexcusable and deserved a reprimand. She didn’t give it, however. She couldn’t afford to have another employee walk out. Not today. “How much whipping cream do we have?”

“Enough for the cobbler.” Gerrie had regained her composure.

“Snap to it.”

A second employee jumped in to help.

Corrine opened the oven, squeezing her eyes shut against a blast of hot air, and put in a dozen loaves of the garlic bread. She chided herself for the tiny twinge of remorse she felt over her treatment of Gerrie. Her assistant cook had failed at her task. Not only had she forgotten to follow up with the late delivery, she hadn’t told Corrine about it.

Two strikes. In the army…

Employees aren’t soldiers.

Corrine swallowed the painful lump that had formed unexpectedly in the back of her throat. She refused to cry. Not here. Not now. Not in front of the employees. Forget her pride; this dinner was too important.

The Tuckers were welcoming a special guest tonight, someone who would be staying with them for six weeks over the summer: Greg Pfitser, professional fisherman, bestselling author and star of the hit cable TV show Fishing with Pfitser.

Bear Creek, which ran through the three hundred acre ranch, offered some of the best trout fishing in Arizona, if not the entire southwestern United States. It was stocked from nearby hatcheries and fed by mountain springs, and record-breaking rainbows and Apaches were pulled from its waters on a regular basis, making the ranch a favorite recreation spot for amateur and professional fishermen alike.

Personally, Corrine wasn’t all that impressed with their celebrity guest, but the trout-fishing tournament he was hosting in early August would give the ranch a much-needed boost. Twelve years away hadn’t diminished her love for her family, and Corrine would do almost anything for them, including biting her tongue.

“Hey, there’s a dog in here!” Luke appeared in the pantry doorway, a fifty pound sack of sugar in his arms.

“A dog?” several people echoed.

“It’s in the garbage.”

Corrine flew across the kitchen, following the same winding path she’d taken earlier. “How the heck did it get in here?”

“Dimitri must have left the door open.”

“Who?”

“The guy who just quit.”

“Yeah, right.” Dimitri? Where had she gotten the name Donny?

Corrine reached the pantry and came to a halt. She stared at the floor, horrified. There was a dog in her kitchen. At least, she thought it was a dog. A stubby tail attached to a pair of short black-and-white legs stuck out from a spilled bag of trash. A bag that should not have been left by the back door to be tripped over or ransacked by small scavengers.

“Where’d it come from?” one of the helpers asked.


“I don’t know.” Because of the danger from wild animals that occasionally wandered into the ranch, or the possibility of being kicked or trampled by one of the horses, guests weren’t allowed to have pets in their cabins. “It must be a stray.”

“A hungry stray.” Luke dumped the sack of sugar on the nearest counter.

“Hey,” Corrine said sternly to the dog’s backside. “Get out of there.”

The stubby tail wagged in response.

“Luke, grab him.”

“Seriously?”

“We can’t have a dog in the kitchen. The health department will shut us down.”

“I ain’t grabbing no strange dog. What if it bites me?”

Corrine was about to rephrase her order with more authority when Jake’s gently delivered advice came back to her. If the dog did indeed bite Luke, there would be more than a workmen’s compensation claim to pay. He could sue the ranch, the Tuckers and Corrine.

Definitely not the army anymore.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

She reached down, clasped the dog by its middle and pulled. The animal’s toenails scraped across the linoleum floor as she did, raising the hairs on the back of her neck. Fortunately, it didn’t seem inclined to bite. How could it with a plastic bread bag halfway down its throat?

“Don’t eat that.” With one hand on the dog’s collar—it definitely wasn’t a stray—Corrine ripped the bag from its mouth. “You’ll choke and die.”

In a flash, the dog twisted around and went for her hand—to lick, not bite. She couldn’t resist and gave its head a good scratching. Until she’d left for college, she and her three sisters had always owned a dog or two and a couple of cats.

“That’s one ugly dog,” Luke said, with more emotion than Corrine had heard him display in all the time they’d worked together.

She had to agree. Rounded mouse ears sat atop a wide, squished-in face with loose, floppy lips and bulging eyes. The dog opened its mouth to pant, and a huge pink tongue fell out the side.

“I think it’s kind of cute,” another helper said.

“All right, people, back to work. We have a dinner to serve in fifteen minutes.”

The staff returned to their tasks, and Corrine bent to lift the dog, intending to shut it in the employee restroom and then phone maintenance. One problem. It didn’t want to go, not when there was more trash to investigate. While she attempted to get a solid hold around its middle, the animal nosed through broken eggshells and an empty half-gallon can of cherry pie filling.

“Don’t your owners ever feed you?”

She had its back legs suspended in midair when the door to the kitchen banged opened. Corrine wasn’t sure which of them, her or the dog, jumped higher.

“I see her,” called a high-pitched voice. “She’s in here.”

“Hurry,” said a second voice.

From the sound of the pounding footsteps, Corrine guessed that young children were about to converge on the kitchen. Great. What else could go wrong today?

She grunted and stood, the squirming, licking dog locked firmly in her grip. With a sense of triumph, she spun, ready to deliver a tirade to the careless juvenile owners about dogs on the ranch. The words died on her lips.

The children, two bright-eyed, grinning cherubs, weren’t alone. A man was with them. A very tall man. Corrine had to tip her head back to get a good look at him.

“I see you found Belle,” he said with the laziest, sexiest drawl she’d ever heard.


Not since her sophomore year in high school had a member of the opposite sex disarmed Corrine. Handsome faces and broad shoulders didn’t impress her. She’d seen plenty of them in the army and knew what was inside a man counted for a whole lot more, especially if lives were in the balance.

She handed the wiggling dog to its young owners. “Belle?” she asked.

“It’s French for beautiful.” Matching dimples cut into the man’s ruggedly chiseled cheeks. A lock of dark, wavy hair refused to lie flat and fell charmingly over twinkling brown eyes.

“Which confuses me. Don’t take this wrong, but your dog is ugly.”

“Not to everyone.”

Corrine’s gaze went to the children, who were obviously overjoyed at being reunited with their pet and just as obviously indifferent to its Peter Lorre-like features.

“And, since she’s a French bulldog,” the man added, “the name fit.”

Did he ever stop smiling?

Corrine’s shield, the one she’d honed long before joining the army, dropped into place. “I’m sorry to inform you, but guests aren’t allowed to have dogs on the ranch. You’re going to have to keep it—her—in your cabin until you can make other arrangements.”

“I do apologize for the mess she made, but here’s the thing,” he said smoothly. “The owners gave me permission.”

“Really?” Corrine drew back. She didn’t remember any such exception to ranch rules being raised at the last family business meeting. “And who was that?”

His smile widened rather than diminished, proving that, unlike most people, whether soldier or civilian, he wasn’t the least bit intimidated by her. “Jake Tucker and Millie Sweetwater.”


Hmm. Corrine’s cousin and mother. She’d have to speak to them and find out what was going on.

“Well, I’m one of the owners, too. And I don’t remember giving my permission.”

“You are?” He took in her disheveled appearance with the same aggravating laziness. “I’m Greg Pfitser,” he said, and extended his hand.

The professional fisherman. Their guest of honor at tonight’s dinner. The pieces fell suddenly into place. No wonder her family had bent the rules in order to accommodate him.

To her great annoyance, she’d have to bend them, too. Except where her kitchen was concerned.

“Corrine Sweetwater.” She accepted his outstretched hand and liked that he returned her grip with equal strength. Weak handshakes, in her opinion, were a sign of weak character. “Welcome to Bear Creek Ranch.”

“Thank you.” He released her hand only when she gave a slight tug. “Any relation to Millie?”

Corrine didn’t like that she needed a moment to collect herself before answering. “Guilty as charged. I’m her daughter. The ranch is family owned and operated.”

“These are my kids, Annie and Benjamin.”

“Ben,” the boy corrected, while craning his neck to avoid slobbery dog kisses.

Corrine looked down at the children. She remembered someone telling her they were twins and…what? Five years old?

“Permission aside, you are going to have to keep the dog on a leash at all times when outside your cabin, and away from public areas. Which includes the kitchen.” When they didn’t immediately get the message, she clarified, her tone authoritative, “Take the dog outside now.”

When they still didn’t respond, their father said calmly, “Go on, now.”


The twins all but ignored him, apparently more interested in fighting over which of them got to carry the dog outside.

“Hurry,” he reiterated, in a tone only marginally firmer.

Through sheer willpower, Corrine kept her mouth shut. Her family wouldn’t be happy if she offended their all-important guest by criticizing his parenting skills. Finally, the children left, each carrying one end of the dog.

“Please excuse me,” she said, backing away. “We have a dinner to serve.” A quick glance told her her staff was nowhere close to being ready. Everyone was too busy gawking at Greg.

Dinner would be late again.

“Will I see you in the dining hall?” His brows lifted inquisitively.

“Yes, you will.” Corrine was required to make an appearance at most meals and mingle with the guests—a part of her job she didn’t particularly like.

“I look forward to it.” He waved to the staff on his way to the back door. His gait, like everything else about him, was unhurried. “Nice meeting all of you.”

“Same here,” Gerrie called. She wasn’t alone in falling over herself to bid him goodbye.

Corrine returned to her station. “Make sure there are plenty of appetizers on the tables.” Maybe the guests would grumble less about waiting if they had coconut shrimp and chicken wings to munch on.

Next week, she promised herself, no late dinners. Whatever it took, she would get her staff back on track. They might not like her or her management techniques, but they would just have to get used to both.

“Wow,” Gerrie exclaimed to her friend Pat. “Was he hot or what?”

“Majorly.” Pat poured the rest of the freshly whipped cream into a huge tub. “And so nice. I’m setting my TV remote to the Outdoor Channel the minute I get home. Anyone know what time his show airs?”

For the first time since Corrine took over as kitchen manager, the workers pulled together like a real team. Dinner was late, but only by a few minutes, and went out the door without a hitch. Luke even changed his mind and offered to stay late and help with the dishes.

Corrine should have been glad. Instead, her irritation with Mr. Fishing with Pfitser—and herself—increased. He’d accomplished in a matter of minutes what she’d failed to do in weeks—bring harmony to her kitchen.

Removing her apron and hat, she readied herself for her appearance in the dining hall, intent on avoiding him if possible. Unfortunately, the instant she stepped into the dining room, her cousin Jake hailed her to join him, their special guest and his two children.

She couldn’t refuse. Not when her family had so much riding on the success of the fishing tournament and Mr. Pfitser’s stay.

 

UPTIGHT WOMEN FASCINATED Greg. Oh, they were wrong for him, he knew. Boy, did he know it. But there was something about Corrine Sweetwater that was hard to resist.

“This is delicious,” he said, taking a bite of lasagna.

“Thank you.”

“Jake tells me you recently left the army.”

“Yes.”

“Ever serve in the Middle East?”

“Twice during the last four years.”

“Always in food service?”

“No. Also as a mechanical engineer.”

Whatever questions he asked, Corrine kept her answers short and to the point. And her attention, he noticed, continually wandered. Not in a distracted manner. Rather, she checked the waitstaff, the guests, the many rows of picnic-style tables, the level of beverages in the self-serve dispensers, the food coming out the door and the dirty dishes going in. Uptight and a workaholic—which made her that much more fascinating and that much more off-limits.

“What made you enlist, can I ask?”

“I was ROTC in college.” It hadn’t been Corrine’s first choice, but after losing her athletic scholarship to Arizona State University because of something entirely her own fault, she’d taken one of the few remaining options available. In the end, it had worked out for the best, but only because she was lucky.

“What she’s not telling you,” her mother interjected, “is that she put herself through school. Her father and I are very proud of her.” Millie patted the arm of the middle-aged man sitting next to her.

“We’re proud of all our girls,” he said.

“You have sisters?” Greg asked Corrine.

“Three,” her mother answered. “Carolina lives here on the ranch. Rachel in town. Violet’s out of state, but she visits often and brings our granddaughter with her.”

“I can’t wait to meet the rest of the family,” Greg stated.

“Dad, can we go now?” Ben asked.

“What about dessert?”

“I don’t like cherries.” Annie pouted. She’d hardly touched her meal, whereas her brother had demolished his.

“Do you like ice cream?” Greg inquired.

“Yes,” she said sulkily.

“Maybe Ms. Sweetwater will give you a dish of ice cream without the cherry cobbler.” He flashed his most winning smile.

“Of course.” Corrine started to rise from her seat beside her cousin.


“Not yet.” Greg wrapped an arm around his daughter. “She has to finish more of her dinner first.”

Annie scowled at her plate, apparently deciding which food item would be the easiest to choke down, and finally selected the garlic bread. Greg knew from experience the most she’d do was nibble on a corner, and after insisting on one more bite, he’d let it go. As far as parenting went, he sucked. But he’d only been doing it for less than six months, and intermittently at that.

“We’re so glad you agreed to accept our invitation,” Millie said. “Speaking as someone who grew up on this ranch, I’m sure you couldn’t find a better place to spend the summer. Your children will love it here. There’s so much to do. Hiking, mountain biking, horseback riding, boating, ATVs, games and—” she smiled at them “—fishing, of course.”

“Sounds great, doesn’t it, kids?”

“I don’t like to fish,” Ben announced.

“They’re slimly and gross,” his sister concurred.

“Really?” Millie appeared surprised.

“Ben and Annie aren’t exactly chips off the old block.” Greg attempted to make light of what was, to him, a sore subject. “We’re going to work on it this summer. Which is one of the reasons I accepted your invitation.”

“And we’re glad you did. Aren’t we, Corrine?”

“Yes, we are.”

Millie obviously had as much luck coaxing enthusiasm from her reluctant offspring as Greg did from his.

“Ben and Annie haven’t been able to spend a lot of time with me until recently.”

Greg didn’t bother to explain that their mother had purposely kept their existence a secret. If not for an unexpected coincidence, he might never have found out he was a father. The moment he did, he’d hired the best attorney he could find, and won shared custody, much to their mom’s anger and dismay.

He, Ben and Annie were still getting acquainted. The twins were as unaccustomed to having a dad as he was to having children. Hopefully, the six weeks they spent at the ranch would facilitate the process. His children were the reason Greg had jumped at the opportunity when his agent presented it to him, though the tournament at the end of summer wouldn’t hurt his book sales or TV ratings.

Greg often wondered when he’d stopped being a fisherman and started being a businessman.

“What was it like growing up here?” he asked.

“It was great,” Corrine exclaimed.

There! He saw it. Real emotion shining in her eyes. She obviously loved the ranch and the people on it.

“Would you like me to arrange a tour tomorrow?” Jake asked Greg. “You can check out our best fishing spots and get the lay of the land.”

“That’d be nice.”

“Can we ride a horse?” Annie asked, still picking at her garlic bread.

“Sure thing.” Jake winked at her.

Annie beamed.

Greg wished that his daughter would look at him like that just once. “Thanks.”

“I’ll have Gary Forrester, our manager of guest amenities, take you and your children around.” Jake turned to his cousin. “Or Corrine could. Isn’t it your day off?”

She couldn’t have looked more startled if he’d stuck her with a red-hot poker. “Yes…well, no. I’m working tomorrow.”

“On your day off?” Greg grinned at her, mostly because it would annoy her, and he liked annoying her.

Her susceptibility to teasing wasn’t the only thing about Corrine Sweetwater that appealed to him. Her short brown hair, with its sweetly curling ends, might be military regulation, but Greg found it far sexier than any waist-length locks. Probably because the cut made her hazel eyes appear enormous, even without makeup, and enhanced her flawless complexion. Had she not chosen the military as a career, she could have easily succeeded in television.

“The work’s piled up.” She stood, and this time no one stopped her. “I had an employee quit today.”

“Oh, my. Not another one?” Millie tsked. “How many are you going to go through?”

“As many as it takes to find the right ones,” Corrine said tersely. “I’ll get that dish of ice cream for your daughter,” she told Greg.

He watched her walk across the crowded, noisy dining hall to the kitchen, her gait precise, her shoulders squared. She might have been leading her platoon, if not for the slight and very feminine sway of her hips. Did it occur to her that she had the attention of every male in the room, with the possible exception of her father, her cousin and Ben?

Probably not. Greg doubted Corrine had any idea of her profound effect on men. If she did, she’d realize just how attractive Greg found her.

A shame the feeling wasn’t mutual.

Then again, maybe not.

Greg needed to focus on his children during the coming weeks, getting to know them and learning how to be a family. At the moment, their relationship was awkward at best. He also had a tournament to prepare for, and two TV shows to film.

The last thing he needed was to become romantically involved with a woman so completely wrong for him.








Chapter Two



The hinge squeaked in protest as Greg shut the cabin door behind him and Belle. He winced and paused on the stoop, relieved that neither of the kids hollered to him.

They were still asleep and probably would be for several more hours. A love of fishing wasn’t the only trait the three of them didn’t share. While he was up before the crack of dawn most days, Ben and Annie dragged themselves out of bed only when they had to.

Discovering he was a father had come as quite a shock. Greg could have pretended Ben and Annie didn’t exist. It certainly was what their mother, Leah, had wanted, what she’d fought tooth and nail for. But he couldn’t bring himself to walk away.

Responsibility had less to do with it than a need to right past wrongs. His dad hadn’t been much of a father and Greg had been even less of a son. He wanted more for his children, and an opportunity to make amends. “Sit, Belle.”

For once, the dog listened, and Greg bent down to snap a leash to her collar. He’d gotten the little bulldog from a canine rescue organization. The idea had been his mother’s. She thought a pet might help Ben and Annie accept their new father and new living arrangement.


They liked the dog all right. Greg, not so much. He intended to change that.

All of a sudden Belle yipped and, tearing the leash from his hand, darted off after a squirrel. It scampered up a tree trunk, easily winning the race. Not taking defeat well, Belle stood at the base of the tree, barking. Greg descended the porch steps with one leap and collected the dog before she woke up the kids and the neighbors.

He and Belle then followed an uneven stone walkway to the narrow dirt road that fronted this particular row of cabins. On the other side lay Bear Creek, not much more than a stone’s throw away. Greg figured he had a few minutes to explore and let Belle do her business before returning to check on the kids.

A tour of the ranch probably wasn’t necessary, though he would heartily agree if Corrine consented to be his guide. The layout was easy. All roads and trails eventually led to either the main lodge or dining hall or the riding stables. At least, all the marked roads and trails.

It was those unmarked and less traveled stretches that interested Greg. The more remote the spot, the better the fishing.

Standing on the bank of Bear Creek, he studied the first gray streaks of dawn breaking through the tall pine and oak trees. The size of the creek surprised him, and he guessed there were places up and down the mountainside where it was considerably wider. Deep holes where the fish hid out.

He bent and unsnapped Belle’s leash. They were far enough away from guests and buildings that the dog could run loose for a few minutes without getting into trouble. Nose to the ground, she explored the dense underbrush, her stubby tail wagging a mile a minute.

Apparently, the appearance of one person and his out-of-shape dog wasn’t enough to silence the many birds, which became increasingly active as the sun grew brighter and warmer. This was Greg’s favorite time of day. Tomorrow, he’d have his pole and tackle box with him, a nice secluded bank picked out, and for once would get to fish without a camera operator and director three feet away.

Maybe just this once the kids wouldn’t mind getting up early and coming with him.

Yeah, and maybe they’d stop missing their mother and wanting to go home.

Neither possibility was likely to happen anytime soon.

Belle suddenly stopped her exploring and began barking. Up ahead, the bushes rustled and twigs snapped. Greg froze in his tracks, recalling the last time he’d inadvertently surprised a wild animal. Doing so was one of the hazards of being a professional outdoorsman. Mostly, he’d gotten away unscathed. Mostly.

The dog’s barking changed to excited whining.

All at once, a creature burst onto the trail in front of them and came to an abrupt halt. She wore camo shorts, a tan muscle shirt and a backward ball cap. A silver medallion with a military emblem hung from a chain around her neck. Her breathing, which had been rapid, stilled when she caught sight of him.

So did his. Despite her masculine attire, she was the loveliest woman he’d seen in a long time.

“Good morning.” He smiled.

She didn’t, which was unfortunate. If Corrine Sweetwater ever let down her guard, she’d be dazzling. For a moment, he imagined what it would be like to be the lucky guy who succeeded in helping her do so.

“Morning,” she answered briskly, looking a little put out at their chance encounter. “Are you settling in?”

“Not quite unpacked, but we’re getting there.”

“Good. If you need anything, just call Jake’s assistant, Alice. She’ll see you’re taken care of.” Corrine wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

The gesture was entirely innocent and completely casual, yet Greg was mesmerized. He issued himself another silent warning. Corrine wasn’t his type, wasn’t for him. He could look and appreciate what he saw. Nothing more.

“Out for a jog?”

“A run,” she corrected, and braced her hands on her hips. “What about you?”

He noticed the heart rate monitoring devise attached to her left wrist. She obviously took her exercise seriously. He could relate, as he felt equally serious about his sport. Perhaps they weren’t so different, after all.

“I took your cousin’s suggestion and am getting the lay of the land. Know of any good fishing spots?”

“Sorry.”

“You don’t fish?”

“Not since I was nine.”

“Too bad.” So much for mutual interests.

She looked past him. “Where are Ben and Annie?”

“Still sleeping. They’re not exactly morning people.”

“Should you leave them alone?”

“I’ve only been gone a couple minutes and was just about to head back.”

“Okay.”

He sensed her disapproval and glanced over his shoulder, reassuring himself that he could see the cabin clearly through the trees. “Isn’t it safe here?”

“Generally, yes.”

“But what?”

“They’re pretty young to be left unsupervised.”

“I locked the door.” Had he made another mistake? Greg didn’t want to admit his ignorance to Corrine. Until a few weeks ago, he’d had only daytime outings with Ben and Annie, and no more than a dozen at that. Everything he knew about raising five-year-olds could fit on a the head of a pin.

“I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

He began to have doubts and checked the cabin again. It looked quiet and peaceful. Still, he said, “I should get back.”

“Your dog’s not on a leash.” Corrine frowned.

Irresponsible father, irresponsible pet owner. One more strike and he’d be out.

“Sorry.” He removed the leash from his back pocket.

Before he could attach it to Belle’s collar, the dog shot between Corrine’s legs in hot pursuit of another squirrel. This one also won the race. Greg chased after Belle and caught her a good twenty feet up the trail. When he looked back, Corrine was leaving.

“See you at dinner,” he called, again enjoying the view.

“It’s my day off.” She pressed a button on her wrist monitor and set off at a fast walk. “Don’t forget to keep your dog on a leash,” she warned, before disappearing into a thick stand of trees.

Greg tried not to dwell on his disappointment. Turning around, he went back to the cabin. After Corrine’s not-so-subtle reprimand, he half expected to find Ben and Annie missing, abducted by a crazed kidnapper. He could already hear Leah’s screech of alarm when he phoned her.

What he discovered when he opened the cabin door wasn’t reason enough to call the authorities, but it wasn’t good, either.

His sleep-in-till-ten children had risen early. The cabin’s small living room resembled a war zone. Every article of clothing they’d packed, every shoe, every toy, every toiletry, was strewn about, hanging off furniture, dropped in corners and dangling from lamp shades. Streams of toilet paper crisscrossed the floors. Sheets of paper—his latest script?—had been crumpled into balls.

Greg grumbled to himself. Corrine had been right; he shouldn’t have left Ben and Annie alone.

Belle rushed inside to investigate a toppled over trash can.

“Hey, guys,” he said into the empty room. “Where are you?”

Two small faces peaked out from behind the tiny kitchenette counter.

Greg swallowed the anger surging inside him. “Let’s get this cleaned up or you won’t go horseback riding today.”

“You’re not going to yell at us?” Ben asked, his expression wary.

“No.”

“Really?” He and Annie crept slowly out from behind the counter.

“Really.” Greg hadn’t lashed out at anyone since he was seventeen, nor would he. Especially his children.

He’d grown up with a father who hadn’t known how to speak to his family in a normal tone of voice. His hair-trigger temper had ruined any possibility for a loving and healthy relationship with those around him, and had ultimately ended his life at the much too early age of forty-nine.

All these years later, Greg had yet to forgive himself for being the one to cause his father’s death.

 

CORRINE DIDN’T LIKE using the phone in the kitchen. As a warrant officer, she’d had her own office, small though it was, and grown accustomed to conducting business in private. Since there were no empty offices in the main lodge, she made her calls from Jake’s. Alice would buzz Corrine in the kitchen and let her know when Jake was at lunch or out on appointments. While not perfect, the system worked.


She left the kitchen and cut across a narrow patch of grass separating the dining hall from the main lodge. The air, a temperate seventy-four degrees according to the thermometer, felt refreshing after the sweltering kitchen. On the main road, a long string of horses walked, wranglers leading the guests on a trail ride. A rowdy game of shuffleboard was under way in the court next to the pool. The activity was good to see after the decrease of guests in recent months. While reservations were steady, according to Alice’s latest report, they were still short of the family’s goal. Greg Pfitser’s presence and the tournament would, they all hoped, change that.

Corrine sighed as she hurried along. Her so-called day off had thus far consisted of helping with the breakfast cleanup and making yet another switch in the day’s menu. Seems no one had bothered with the egg count the last two days. Not only would tuna sandwiches be substituted for egg salad at lunch. Corrine would also need to decide what to substitute for omelets at tomorrow’s breakfast.

She mentally ticked off her list of calls to make. First, the ice cream vender, to find out what had happened to their shipment. Next, a rush order for an extra hundred dozen eggs. Last, contacting the nearby community college and posting an ad with student resources for a dishwasher.

The problems she experienced at her family’s ranch were nothing like those she’d had in the army. Resolving them wasn’t the same, either. She kept telling herself it shouldn’t be so hard. But it was and that frustrated her. If only civilian life were more like the service.

If only she could change to fit her new—make that old—surroundings.

When she pushed open the door to the main lobby, a bell overhead tinkled. For as long back as Corrine could remember, a bell heralded the arrival of visitors to the historic guest ranch nestled at the base of the Matazal Mountains.


“Hi, how’s it going?” Natalie, their manager of guest services, greeted Corrine from behind the front desk. “All right.”

“Jake’s still in his office if that’s where you’re heading.”

“Oh.” Corrine paused just inside the long pine counter with its beveled edges and beautifully engraved scrollwork. “Alice called me and said he was leaving.”

“That was before one of the maintenance guys reported a broken pipe in cabin eleven. The bathroom’s apparently flooded.”

“What about the guests?”

“Luckily, the water had only reached the hall before we stopped it. None of their stuff was touched.”

“Good.” Corrine studied the charmingly appointed lobby with its green checkered curtains, polished hardwood floors and braided area rugs. Most people would relish sitting and relaxing for a few minutes in one of the overstuffed couches. She wasn’t most people. “I think I’ll head back to the kitchen. Can you give me a holler when he leaves?”

She no sooner spoke than Jake came out of his office, briefcase in hand, cowboy hat on his head. “Hey,” he said upon spotting her. “What’s up?”

“Just came by to borrow your office. I need to make some calls.”

“Isn’t this your day off?”

“It was.” She rounded the counter and headed toward him. “But like you, I can’t seem to break away.”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t get any days off in the army.” He held his office door open and waited for her to enter ahead of him.

“Of course I did. But I also had competent and dependable help to cover for me.” Too late, she realized her slip. A backward glance over her shoulder confirmed that Natalie had heard the unkind remark. Corrine groaned inwardly.


She and Natalie were friends, or had been. Natalie’s parents were hired by Corrine’s grandfather over thirty years ago. She and Natalie had grown up on the ranch together and were classmates all through school until Corrine left for college. When Natalie’s mother retired a few years ago, about the same time Corrine began her second tour in the Middle East, Natalie took over the position as manager of guest amenities.

Last year, she had met and fallen in love with Aaron Reyes when he came to the ranch. The former National Rodeo champion was left widowed when his wife, Jake’s sister, had died accidentally. Aaron had recently adopted Natalie’s young daughter from a previous relationship.

Like many employees, Natalie’s loyalty to the Tuckers ran deep, and not just because of her job. But despite her outward friendliness, Corrine had noticed a change in their former relationship. Disparaging remarks probably didn’t help.

Work, she thought glumly, wasn’t the only place she needed to modify her techniques. Her social skills were pretty rusty, too.

“You want some coffee?” Jake asked.

“Thanks, but I already had a cup.”

He motioned to the couch along the far wall.

“What about the broken pipe?”

“It’s handled. I delegated. You should, too.”

Corrine pulled her legs under her and wedged her back in the corner cushion, not liking the vulnerable feeling coming over her. Maintaining control was easy around anyone except family. They brought out the worst and—she couldn’t deny it—the best in her.

“What’s wrong now?” Jake asked, not unsympathetically, as he settled in his chair. “It’s Gerrie.”

“She’s a good assistant cook.”

“In your opinion.”


“She’s been with us a long time. She knows her job. Don’t take this as criticism, but maybe you should start trusting her to do it instead of always peering over her shoulder.”

How was Corrine supposed to take what he said other than as criticism?

“I’d stop peering so much if she was on the ball. Two-thirds of the calls I’m making this morning are to fix her screwups.”

Jake leaned back, clasped his hands behind his head and rested his boots on the coffee table. “The kitchen is yours to run, and I’m not going to tell you how to do it. But as operations manager, I am going to make periodic suggestions that I hope you’ll consider.”

This was the strictest approach he’d taken with her since her return, and it showed Corrine just how poorly she was doing.

Her shoulders involuntarily slumped. It shouldn’t be this way. She was competent and capable, and had a list of commendations three pages long. She oftentimes set the bar others aspired to reach, one of her superiors had commented during a performance evaluation.

Fat lot of good all those kudos did her now.

“Gerrie has a problem with follow-up,” Corrine stated, coming to her own defense. “And with authority. All the employees do.”

“No, they just have a problem with your style of authority.”

“Olivia was tough,” Corrine said, referring to her predecessor and one-time role model.

After more than two decades as kitchen manager, Olivia Hernandez had retired. Her announcement came about the same time Corrine was considering not reenlisting, and felt a little like destiny.


“Olivia was tough,” Jake concurred. “But only when people weren’t doing their jobs.”

“Well, I have people not doing their jobs.”

“You have a staff adapting to change. A rocky transition is sometimes part of the process.” He cleared his throat. “Losing dishwashers right and left isn’t helping. It’s not good for morale and not good for you. You need a day off now and then.”

Corrine frowned. Of all the adjustments to civilian life she’d anticipated, difficulty performing her job wasn’t one of them.

“I don’t want Gerrie to quit,” Jake said. “You hear me? You need to make this work.”

For a second, he’d sounded so much like her former commanding officer that Corrine was tempted to answer, “Yes, sir.”

“Fine.”

“And I don’t want you to quit, either,” he added. “You’re not just the new kitchen manager, you’re family.”

If he thought she was about to let a minor personnel problem run her off the ranch, then he really didn’t know her well. He certainly didn’t realize the level of her commitment and determination. Corrine hadn’t risen in rank because she was afraid to meet challenges. She’d risen in rank because she met and overcame them.

She would meet and overcome this challenge, too.

“Promise me when you’re done with your phone calls, you’ll take a break from the kitchen.”

She shrugged in reply.

“I want you to give Greg Pfitser and his children a tour of the ranch.”

Corrine sat bolt upright. “I thought Natalie was going to do that.”

“She was. But when I contacted Greg, he asked if we could reschedule for after lunch. Something apparently came up with the kids. He wasn’t specific.”

It was on the tip of Corrine’s tongue to ask why Natalie couldn’t also reschedule, but she refrained.

Jake evidently picked up on her unspoken question, for he said, “We have a number of check-ins arriving this afternoon and no one to cover the front desk.”

Corrine silently fumed. She really didn’t want to give Greg Pfitser and his children a tour of the ranch, and considered making up something about a previous commitment. But she knew Jake would see through her ruse.

She hadn’t had a “commitment” outside work since returning to the ranch. Hadn’t looked up old school pals and gotten together. Hadn’t rented her own place in town. Hadn’t even purchased a car. And she certainly hadn’t dated.

No wonder Greg Pfitser made her uncomfortable. Her social skills weren’t so rusty that she didn’t recognize attraction when it followed her across a crowded dining room or up a wooded trail, as his eyes did. She tried to remember the last time a man had stared at her with undisguised interest.

Hector.

The answer came to her immediately, but she pushed it out of her mind. Memories of him were too painful to dwell on.

“He may not need a tour of the ranch,” she said referring to Greg. “I ran into him this morning during my run, and he seemed to be finding his way around with no problem.”

“I want him and his kids to feel welcomed.” Jake sat up, plopping his boots on the floor.

“He was walking his dog without a leash.”

“You say that like he was caught breaking into a guest’s cabin.”

“The dog got into the kitchen yesterday.”


“I heard. He told us about it at dinner last night and apologized.”

Her cousin’s nonchalance bothered Corrine. “Do you know what’ll happen if someone reports us to the health department? The dog needs to be kept on a leash.”

“You’re making a mountain out of a molehill.”

“And you’re making light of my concerns, which I think are valid.” Corrine pushed herself to her feet, irritation vanquishing her earlier feeling of vulnerability. “The kitchen, this entire ranch, is important to me. I appreciate everything Greg Pfitser can do for us, the increased business his TV show and the fishing tournament will bring. But we can’t give him the run of the place, allow him to break rules that were established for the safety and well-being of our guests, just because he’s a minor celebrity.”

“Wow.” Jake gawked at her.

Corrine realized with a touch of embarrassment that she’d come close to having an outburst. She lowered her gaze. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to rant.”

“I like that you’re loyal to the family and looking out for us.” He also stood and adjusted his hat. “It makes insisting you take the Pfitsers on that tour easier.”

“Jake.” She wouldn’t refuse him. It wasn’t in her nature to disobey. But for once, she wished someone would understand her reservations without her having to explain.

“Do it for the family.” He hooked an arm around her neck and tugged her against his chest, much as he’d done when she was a kid and he the older, wiser, annoying-big-brother-ish cousin. “Please.”

“You’re choking me,” she complained.

“Come on,” Jake cajoled. “You’re the only family member free today. And besides, it’ll do you some good to get out with people besides us.”


“Okay.” Corrine relented, not because she’d changed her mind but because it was her duty.

And duty was something she related to, something she used to hold the pieces of her life together when it was falling apart, like it had eighteen months ago.

Everyone thought her decision not to re-up, not to put in her twenty, was so she could return home to Arizona and help with the family business, filling a vital position left void by the departing kitchen manager. It was the reason she gave and one that people didn’t question.

It was also a bald-faced lie.
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