The Husband Tree

[image: ]


					By
		
Mary Connealy



[image: ]



OTHER BOOKS BY MARY CONNEALY

Montana Marriages series:

Montana Rose

Lassoed in Texas series:

Petticoat Ranch

Calico Canyon

Gingham Mountain

Alaska Brides (a romance collection)

Cowboy Christmas



DEDICATION
My sister-in-law Patricia Crouch Connealy was as much fun to talk books with as anyone I’ve known. And she was such an encouragement to me when I’d talk writing with her.
We lost her very suddenly last year and I’m still shocked that she’s gone. A funny, sweet, kind, brilliant, knitting, reading friend. Our whole family is less because she’s gone. I miss you, Pat.




			TABLE OF CONTENTS
		
	4	DEDICATION
	5
	CHAPTER 1

	6
	CHAPTER 2

	7
	CHAPTER 3

	8
	CHAPTER 4

	9
	CHAPTER 5

	10
	CHAPTER 6

	11
	CHAPTER 7

	12
	CHAPTER 8

	13
	CHAPTER 9

	14
	CHAPTER 10

	15
	CHAPTER 11

	16
	CHAPTER 12

	17
	CHAPTER 13

	18
	CHAPTER 14

	19
	CHAPTER 15

	20
	CHAPTER 16

	21
	CHAPTER 17

	22
	CHAPTER 18

	23
	CHAPTER 19

	24
	CHAPTER 20

	25
	CHAPTER 21

	26
	CHAPTER 22

	27
	CHAPTER 23

	28
	CHAPTER 24

	29
	CHAPTER 25

	30
	CHAPTER 26

	31
	CHAPTER 27

	32
	CHAPTER 28

	33	EPILOGUE
	34	ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	35	WILDFLOWER BRIDE
	36	BACK COVER MATERIAL


CHAPTER 1
Montana Territory, 1876

Belle Tanner pitched dirt right on Anthony’s handsome, worthless face.
It was spitefulness that made her enjoy doing that. But she was sorely afraid Anthony Santoni’s square jaw and curly, dark hair had tricked her into agreeing to marry him.
Which made her as big an idiot as Anthony.
Now he was dead and she was left to dig the grave. Why, oh why didn’t she just skip marrying him and save herself all this shoveling?
She probably should have wrapped him in a blanket, but blankets were hard to come by in Montana ... unlike husbands.
She labored on with her filling, not bothering to look down again at the man who had shared her cabin and her bed for the last two years. She only hoped when she finished she didn’t forget where she’d buried Anthony’s no-account hide. She regretted not marking William’s and Gerald’s graves now for fear she’d dig in the same spot and uncover their bones. As she recalled, she’d planted William on the side nearest the house, thinking it had a nice view down the hill over their property. She wasn’t so sure about Gerald, but she’d most likely picked right, for she’d dug the hole and hadn’t hit bones. Unless critters had dug Gerald up and dragged him away.
Belle had to admit she didn’t dig one inch deeper than was absolutely necessary. Maybe a little less than was necessary. This was rocky ground. It was quite a chore. Her husbands had made too many chores for her over the years. Digging their graves was the least of it.
She’d risked her own life to drag her first husband, William, out of the cattle pen. The pen any fool would know was too dangerous to go into—which Belle always did, not being a fool. Rudolph, their longhorn bull, was a mite cantankerous and given to using his eight-foot spread of horns to prove himself in charge of any situation.
Then Gerald had gotten himself thrown from his horse. His boot had slipped through the stirrup, and judging by his condition, Belle figured he’d been dragged for the better part of the three-hour ride home from the Golden Butte Saloon in Divide by a horse whose instincts told him to head for the barn.
Anthony’s only good quality was he’d managed to get himself killed quick. They’d been married less than two years. For a while there, Belle feared he’d last through pure luck. But stupid outweighed luck. Stupid’ll kill a man in the West. It wasn’t a forgiving place. And Anthony was purely stupid, so he didn’t last all that long.
Between William and Gerald—that is between being married to ’em—Belle had changed the brand to the T Bar. Known as the Tanner Ranch from then on, it never changed, regardless of whatever Belle’s last name happened to be at the time. She’d also had a real smart lawyer in Helena draw up papers for Anthony to sign so the ranch would always belong to Belle, and if something happened to her instead of a worthless husband, Belle’s wishes would be carried out. 
She tamped the dirt down good and solid. About the fifth tamp, she admitted she was using more energy than was strictly necessary. She’d whacked it down especially tight over Anthony’s pretty-boy face.
Three sides of the Husband Tree used up. She wasn’t up to puttin’ up with a live one or buryin’ another dead one. The tree roots wouldn’t appreciate it.
And neither would the children.
She said a quick prayer for Anthony, reflecting silently as she spoke, that knowing Anthony as she did, it was doubtful there were enough prayers in the world to save his warped soul. Never had it been necessary for God to perform a greater miracle, and Belle asked for just that, though she didn’t hold out much hope.
She finished the service in one minute flat, not counting the digging and filling, which had taken considerably longer. It had been early in the day when she’d found Anthony dead beside the house. Planting him had interrupted chores, but there was no help for it. She couldn’t leave him lying there. He was blocking the front door.
She nodded to the children, four of ’em, one from each husband, and a spare thanks to William. “We got chores.”
“Why’d you marry him anyway, Ma?” Lindsay bounced the baby on her hip. They were a study, those two. Lindsay so blond, the baby so dark.
“Not a lick of sense, that’s all.” Belle had no desire to fancy this up. She’d been pure stupid to get married, and her girls needed to know that.
“Well, have you learnt your lesson?” Sarah plunked her little fists on her hips and arched her bright red eyebrows at Belle.
“It’s a humbling thing just how well I’ve learned it, Sarah. There will never be another husband on this ranch. You have my word.”
“The folks in town’ll be out here tryin’ to push themselves off onto you.” Lindsay probably had a few faint memories of how Belle had ended up hitched to Gerald. The girl had made it clear long before Anthony died that when this one croaked, there’d better not be any more of ’em.
“I’ll take the shovel, Ma. I need it to clear out the dam. Dirt’s backed up on the canal you built to water the garden.” Twelve-year-old Emma pulled her Stetson low over her eyes. She’d removed it for the funeral prayer, though Belle hadn’t thought to require it.
Handing over the shovel, Emma grabbed it and headed downhill. The other girls turned from the grave and headed for the house. Fifteen-year-old Lindsay carried the baby, Elizabeth, born this spring not long after branding and not old enough yet to walk.
Thank You, dear Lord God, for letting Betsy be a girl. Thank You for all my girls. What would I have done with a boy child? 
Eight-year-old Sarah fell in line next.
Belle watched them walk ahead of her. Each of them the image of her pa.
Lindsay and Emma had wispy, white blond hair, bright blue eyes, and skin that burned to a reddish tan from their long hours in the sun. Lindsay’d grown taller than Belle these days, and Emma now looked Belle straight in the eye. William had been a tall one, and as blond as most Swedes.
Sarah had a shock of unruly red curls, eyes as green as grass, and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose from her Irish pa, Gerald O’Rourke.
The baby, Elizabeth, whom they called Betsy, was a beautiful little girl. Belle almost had a moment of affection for Anthony Santoni. Betsy’s cap of midnight black hair fell into soft, natural ringlet curls. The dark brown eyes were rimmed with abundant lashes, and her skin had seemed tanned from birth. The little girl was the image of Anthony. 
Belle lifted her own straight brown hair, “the color of chocolate” her pa used to say, and thought of her odd light brown eyes—like it would have killed one of the little tykes to take after her just a smidgen. And she had no nationality to speak of either. Her family had been in the country a hundred years before the Revolution, and they’d all been busy for generations being Americans. Who had the time to study ancestors?
“We’ve been over this now, Ma!” Lindsay hollered to make sure Belle heard. “No more husbands, never.”
“Don’t waste time fussing at me, Linds. Those men have caused me a sight more trouble than they’ve caused you. I’m not gonna tell anyone in town Anthony is dead.” They’d notice when he didn’t show up at the Golden Butte to visit one of the girls. But missing him didn’t mean they knew anything. Maybe they’d think he’d quit being a lying, cheating, lazy, no-account man and he was busy. Running the ranch.
It took all she had not to snort out loud at the very idea.
Belle didn’t mention the Golden Butte to the girls. She never took them to town, and she didn’t think they knew exactly what Betsy’s low-down pa did while he was away from the ranch. Probably figured him for a drinker like Gerald.
The four girls were strung out before her, heading downhill. What a pretty bunch they were. Belle dreaded the trouble that could come to a pretty girl.
Pretty didn’t matter anyway. Heaven knew that with her weathered skin and calloused hands and straight-as-a-string hair, she was nothing great to look at. The men who came a-runnin’ every time she was widowed said pretty words about her appearance. But women were scarce in Montana. And a fertile mountain valley like the Tanner spread was even scarcer. The two-legged varmints would have been out here trying to turn her head with flattery if she looked like the north end of a southbound mule.
Growing up pretty—and who could judge a thing like that as there wasn’t a mirror for a thousand miles—was only a nuisance in her way of thinking. With all the water rights sewed up for over twenty thousand acres, Belle didn’t kid herself that her looks brought the men sniffin’ around.
Lindsay reached the bottom of the hill.
Sarah sped up to catch her and snagged Betsy out of Lindsay’s arms, then angled toward the house. “I’ll watch the baby and get the noon meal on, Ma.” Just as she went in the door, Sarah glanced back at Belle and said matter-of-factly, “Now that Anthony fell off the roof, can I toss a couple less taters into the pot?”
Belle nodded. “He ate about three.”
“We gonna save money on food now that he’s dead.” Emma tucked the shovel under one arm while she walked, snagged her buckskin gloves from where she’d tucked them behind her belt buckle, and began tugging them on.
Sarah went into the house.
Without comment, Lindsay and Emma headed for the barn.
Belle smiled with pride at her girls. They did take after her in one important way. The girls knew how to work. Belle hadn’t been able to marry any help, but she’d sure as shootin’ given birth to it.
By the time Belle quit standing around feeling proud over her girls and relieved over Anthony, Emma already had her horse caught. She rode out to work the dam, the shovel they’d used to plant Anthony strapped onto her saddle. Lindsay had disappeared into the chicken coop to fetch eggs.
Belle went into the barn, snagged her flat-topped black Stetson from a peg, and settled it onto her head. She shrugged into the fringed buckskin jacket she’d made from a mule-deer hide. Then she strapped on a six-gun in case she met any varmints on the trail, or worse yet, men come a-courtin’—those two being equal in her mind.
Rounding up one of her green-broke horses, Belle thought with pride of the well-trained cow ponies she’d been selling for good money the last few years. She let the young horse crow hop the kinks out with its usual good spirits, snagged her shotgun leaning on the fence, and shoved it into the sling on her saddle. Then she set out on the long ride to check her cattle. She had herds scattered near and far in her rugged mountain valley.
Lindsay headed into the barn to do the milking, carrying a bucket of eggs, just as Belle rode out of the corral. “I’m not forgettin’ this time, Ma. And neither are you. You promised—no more husbands.”
“A promise I intend to keep, daughter. Now quit with your scolding and get to work.” Belle had known for some time now that both of her older daughters talked to her almost as if they were equals. She could still make them mind if it came right down to it. But mostly, she valued their opinions and listened when they talked, just as they listened to her. They made a good team, and it was possible her older girls already knew as much about ranching as Belle.
Lindsay held Belle’s eyes for a long second. “I reckon you learned your lesson, all right. Anthony Santoni, worthless excuse for a man. What were you thinking to marry him?”
Belle shook her head. “He wasn’t a worthless excuse for a man, Lindsay.”
Lindsay’s white blond brows arched. “He wasn’t?”
“Nope, he was just a man. Same as any other man, leastways any I’ve known.” Not strictly true. Seth worked hard at the general store. Red Dawson was a decent sort, what little she knew of him. Her pa hadn’t been so bad; he was a hard worker, no denying it. But he’d done Belle wrong, and she lumped him in with the other men. “I thought I had to. It was never shall I get married. It was who shall I marry. Not anymore though. We all know well and good that a man just slows a woman down.”
Lindsay gave Belle a firm nod and went on into the barn.
Smiling, enjoying being free of a husband—this time forever— Belle spurred her horse and smiled as the wind blew the pesky wisps that always escaped from her tightly braided hair.
Thank You, Lord, for making me a widow. 
Belle hesitated briefly, pretty sure that God wouldn’t exactly welcome such a prayer. But the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. And he’d takethed Anthony, praise be. Who was she to complain?
It was great to be a widow.
Now if she could just stay one!
***

New Mexico Territory 

 “Silas!” Lulamae Tool came to the door of the livery stable, caterwaulin’ and waving her arms like she was being stung to death by bees. “Help me!” Her fearful eyes met his. “Help me please, Silas.”
Silas Harden dropped his hand from the saddle horn of the buckskin he was about to mount and turned to the pretty girl with the scared eyes. “What’s the matter?” He strode toward her. He’d talked with her a few times, and she was a dim critter. Who knew what little thing had made her kick up this ruckus?
She whirled and nearly ran back toward the livery. “My horse!” She glanced over her shoulder, oozing with gratitude. “Something’s wrong with him, and Dutch isn’t here.”
With Dutch the hostler gone, it was up to Silas to save the day. He felt big and strong and in charge as he picked up his pace. He caught up with Lulamae as she dashed inside.
She grabbed his arm as if she were so upset she needed him to lean on, sweet little thing.
They rounded the row of stalls, and Lulamae skidded to a stop and jumped in front of him. She launched herself into his arms and kissed him. 
Silas wasn’t thinking straight, or he was caught up in his notion of a damsel in distress maybe, but all he did was enjoy the moment. The woman could kiss like a house afire. In fact, he threw in with the idea and kissed her back with plenty of enthusiasm.
A shotgun blasted.
“You’ve ruined my daughter!”
Silas turned toward the noise. Lulamae clung like a burr, and he dragged her with him as he whirled to face the gunfire.
Hank Tool charged inside. Lulamae’s father’d been yelling before he’d even seen them. Behind him came the banker along with Dutch, who owned this livery.
Hank snapped more shells into his shotgun and aimed straight at Silas’s heart.
Shrieking and crying, Lulamae said, “But you promised to marry me, Silas!” Lulamae dropped to the ground, crying and clinging to his ankles.
It didn’t escape Silas’s notice that now Hank had a clear shot right at his heart. Silas raised his hands skyward; his head was spinning too hard for any clear thought, with the crying and primed gun and Hank’s steady, deadly threats.
Things came clear when he heard Hank Tool say, “March yourself right on over to the preacher. You’re doing right by my girl.”
Silas figured it out then. “Hank, I just walked in here to help Lulamae with her horse. She grabbed me. We’ve been in here less than a minute. Nothing happened.”
“You’re not gonna shame Lulamae and my family and live.”
Then Silas figured out two more things: Hank knew exactly what Lulamae had done, and the look on Hank’s face was determined and killing mean.
Well, Silas knew he was stupid, and no mistake. He’d gotten himself good and trapped, and now he could marry Lulamae or die, because whatever kind of lying, sneaking polecat Hank Tool was, his hand was steady on that trigger and his eyes meant business.
Silas shook his head.
Hank leveled his shotgun. Dutch and the banker bought into the game with their sidearms.
“Looks like we’re having ourselves a wedding.” Silas marched forward.
Lulamae sprang to her feet and latched onto Silas’s arm and gave him such a smug, satisfied smile, it was all Silas could do not to shake her off. Not such a sweet little thing after all. And Silas would be switched if he’d marry the little sneak. But right now he didn’t have a notion of a way out as they headed for the church.
“Put your hands down, you coyote. You’re only adding to the shame you’ve caused my daughter by walking through town, letting all and sundry know you aren’t marrying her willingly.”
“I think the shotgun is enough of a clue, Hank.” But Silas lowered his hands even as he knew that was the last order he planned to obey from Hank Tool.
Dutch ran for the preacher, and by the time they got to the church, both men were standing out front, frowning at Silas. The version of the story Dutch had told had put the holy man firmly on the Tools’ side.
The gun nearly jabbed through Silas’s buckskin coat as they went inside and up to the front of the church. He expected to look later and find a hole worn into the leather and on past his shirt from the prodding of Hank Tool’s fire iron.
“Dearly beloved...”
Silas ignored the preacher and looked sideways at Lulamae and knew, even if he ended up with his backside full of buckshot, he’d be glad for the scars to remind him of what a fool a man can be over a pretty gal. Outwardly, Lulamae was everything a man could want—pretty as a rising sun on a cool spring morning, sweet-talking as a meadowlark perched in a willow tree, fair-smelling as the first rose of summer. 
“We’re gonna be so happy, Silas.” Lulamae smiled. “Aren’t we?”
Silas’s skin crawled. He didn’t answer.
Hank jabbed Silas with the gun and answered for him. “Sure you will be, honey.”
The preacher arched an eyebrow at the interruption and looked back at his prayer book.
Silas was glad the preacher glared them into silence, because “Yes sirree, we sure are gonna be happy” weren’t words that were capable of escaping from Silas’s lips.
Because, besides being a pretty little thing, the woman was also a sneak and a liar. Add to that, Silas had talked to her once or twice on a rare trip to town, and he’d been struck by the woman’s pure stupidity. She was dumb as a post, no offense to posts, which at least did what they were put on this earth to do without any surprises.
Silas thought it over a second and reconsidered the dumb part. After all, who was standing here in front of the preacher with posies in her hand, smiling and eager to say, “I do,” to one of the area’s up-and-coming ranchers, and who was standing here with an angry pa poking him with his shotgun muzzle until he said, “I do,” or died saying, “I don’t”?
“We are gathered here today...”
Silas decided to pick dying over marrying Lulamae. He was going to die before he married any woman, no matter how fetching her sweet little hide was. He’d learned that from his ma and all her man troubles well enough. Then, when he’d decided there was a woman who would suit him and he’d proposed, she hadn’t stuck when times got tough.
But he was hoping to come up with a third choice. Some middle ground between “get married or die.” Which, as far as Silas was concerned, were the same thing.
“To join this man and woman in holy matrimony.” The preacher closed his prayer book, and Silas’s stomach took a dive. They hadn’t been married while he’d been daydreaming, had they? He was more than sure he’d never said the words, “I do,” but the way this day was going, maybe Hank had said them for him.
To Silas’s relief, the parson droned on. An unlikely time for a sermon, but it appeared that the man dearly loved the sound of his own voice.
Lulamae smiled and batted her eyes and clung to her posies and Silas’s arm. And her pa jabbed him with the long gun from time to time so Silas wouldn’t forget he’d been found in a compromising position with a decent girl.
Silas much preferred the attitudes of dance-hall girls, who’d pull guns after they’d collected their money to make men go away.
Not that Silas had any kind of woman he was particularly fond of, and he avoided dance-hall girls out of respect for his faith. But any kind of woman was pure trouble when getting right down to it and best to be avoided. But they smelled good, and a man lost his head from time to time, as Silas had in the livery.
Silas thought of the way Lulamae had smiled and made him feel like she needed rescuing. Now Silas wasn’t a man to dodge the truth when he’d made a mistake, and when Lulamae had gotten so generous with her affections, Silas hadn’t gone running, screaming for the hills like he’d oughta. So everything that was happening to him right now was his own fault.
“Do you Lulamae Tool, take this man...”
The preacher quit with his preachifying and started asking for promises, and Silas knew the time had come to root hog or die. Honestly, he deserved this. He knew better than to let some calf-eyed woman near him. Silas had a normal man’s weakness when sweet-talking women were involved.
Hank jabbed him again, and this time Silas wondered if his coat had been torn away and Hank had broken Silas’s hide.
“Will you quit stabbing me? You might as well have a bayonet on that fire iron.” 
“Shut up and pay attention, Harden.”
The preacher cleared his throat, glared at them both as if threatening them with eternal fire, turned aside from his vows, and did a bit more scolding, all aimed at Silas, which stung. But Silas wasn’t in any position to clear things up.
“I do.” Lulamae fluttered her lashes, and Silas’s stomach fluttered even faster.
“Do you, Silas Harden, take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife...”
Letting her kiss him like that was such a stupid thing to do, he almost deserved to end up hitched to the empty-headed little sneak.
“In sickness and in health...”
But no amount of guilt or prodding was going to shake “I do” loose from Silas. If he belted Hank and jilted Lulamae, he’d have to quit the country, and that rankled something fierce, because he’d just started up a nice little herd on some rugged desert grazing land that he bought for next to nothing because no one could grow a cow on that wasteland.
“For richer or poorer...”
He was going to be a sight poorer all right, because what Silas knew that no one else did was that back up-country, just a couple long, rugged miles on the higher slopes of the San Juan Mountains, was a beautiful valley, lush with belly-high grass and year-round water. This would be the second ranch he’d lost, and leaving it burned him bad.
“As long as you both shall live?”
He might not live all that long, considering his plans for the next few seconds.
Hank jabbed him, which Silas figured was a hint that it was time for him to say his vows.
“If so, say, ‘I do.’”
The honorable thing to do would be to marry Lulamae. He’d had the first few steps of his hoedown, and now the fiddler wanted to be paid. Except Silas’d been set up. His jaw got all tight like it did when someone pushed him hard—like Hank and Lulamae were doing.
Silas looked at the nice glass window straight ahead of him and knew he was going through with it. Or, if he wasn’t as quick as he hoped, he might be leaving feet first out the main door. But before either of those things happened, he’d feed that shotgun to Hank Tool.
Silas turned to face Lulamae. He got nudged right sharp as he moved, but Hank thought he’d bagged himself a son-in-law, so he didn’t pull the trigger when he should’ve.
Silas grabbed the shotgun and shoved the muzzle up. It went off, proving Hank was serious. Silas jerked it out of Hank’s hand and dropped him with a butt stroke to his skull. Silas took two long running steps and dived through that window, knowing Hank had friends in that church and he had none.
Lulamae screamed, a sound so high-pitched it might have broken the window for him if he hadn’t gotten a head start. It liked to have made his ears bleed, but mostly it just made him proud to have done the right thing.
He ran straight for the livery where his horse stood saddled and bridled outside—he’d been on his way home when Lulamae struck.
He tore the reins loose of the hitching post, grabbed the mane of his horse, vaulted onboard, and lit out, ignoring the shouts and whizzing bullets from behind, because his horse was the fastest critter in the area.
Shaking shards of glass off his shirt and trying to stop some stubborn bleeding—all at a full gallop—he hit the high country north of town and decided he’d had enough of New Mexico anyway. He left like he’d come into this miserable state fifteen years ago—with nothing. 
Except he did have something. He had the sense to never get near a woman again.
He kicked his buckskin, and he got the feeling that the horse felt the same way about Lulamae that Silas did, because that horse settled into a ground-eating gallop and didn’t stop until they were swallowed up into the sky-high belly of the San Juans. 


CHAPTER 2
Anthony being dead changed his body temperature, but otherwise, as far as how it affected Belle, he hadn’t changed much. Her summer had been the same as usual.
Until now.
She swung down off her horse, just back from a brutal two-day ride into a valley at the far end of her property that had led her to a disaster.
Betsy pulled on Belle’s hair and kicked her legs, obviously happy to be home.
Striding to the house, knowing supper would be about ready to hit the table, Belle studied her tally book. Looking at it again didn’t change those numbers one bit.
She had to thin the herd. And she had to do it now.
Snapping the book shut with as much violence as a woman could inflict on a pad of paper, she slid it into the breast pocket of her gingham blouse that was only slightly still tucked into her riding skirt. She’d pushed hard all day to get home.
The news she had couldn’t wait. She fretted as she went to talk to the girls. 
The weather was still nice, though the nights were getting sharp. Winter came early up here, but they still had time. Barely.
That part didn’t worry her so much. The disaster wasn’t about running out of time.
Pushing open her sagging door, she didn’t waste time prettying up the bad news. “I’ve got trouble.”
Emma and Lindsay were inside setting the table. Sarah usually kept Betsy in the house and cared for her and did all the cooking while the older girls did chores. But this time Belle had taken Betsy with her. The baby was still nursing, and Belle knew she’d be gone two full days. So Sarah’d planned to work outside more, and she must have, because her big sisters were helping inside.
All three girls turned, giving her their full attention. From their grim expressions, she knew they recognized her tone. Something bad.
“I found a whole herd of cattle I didn’t know I had in that high valley.”
“You knew there were some up there, Ma,” Emma said.
“I thought maybe a hundred head, two hundred, three even. But I must have had cattle sneaking up there all last year. You know I didn’t get up there to check in the spring or the fall before that.”
“Because you were fat with Betsy last fall and feeling poorly. Then she was so little this spring you decided to skip that long trip.” Lindsay’s hands fisted. “I should have made the trip. I should never have let you talk me out of it.”
“A young girl’s got no business out on a long trail like that alone.”
“Emma and I could have gone together. The two of us together are as tough as you, Ma.”
Probably tougher, but Belle hadn’t wanted them in danger. That valley was too close to the low pass toward Divide. If intruders came, they’d come from that direction. 
“I’d say now that I should have let you go. I’d have had the whole summer to get this drive arranged. It’s gonna be hard to find hands this late in the year.”
“How many are up there?” Emma lived and breathed cattle and horses even more than Belle. The girl was already figuring.
“There were over six hundred head.”
Lindsay’s blond brows arched.
A hard breath escaped from Emma. “Our grass is stretched thin with the herd we’ve got. We were pushing our luck to make do until spring ... and we were hoping we could use that high range.”
“Well, there’s no grass up there. They’ve eaten it to the nub and started heading down closer to the ranch. There’s a healthy crop of calves that I’ve never branded—good, sturdy, fat stock that are over a year old, plus a nice bunch of spring calves. But they won’t be fat for long.”
“We don’t have enough hay to fill in.” Lindsay frowned. “We can’t begin to sell that many head in Divide.”
“We’re going to have to take ’em to Helena.” Belle jerked off her buckskin gloves and gripped them to keep from strangling herself. They’d lose the whole herd by spring if they didn’t thin it. She’d been lazy, and now her daughters were in danger because they could lose everything. She’d let having a baby slow her down. She deserved all of this mess. But her girls didn’t deserve it.
“Helena’s the closest place with cattle buyers looking for a whole herd.” Belle still hadn’t told them the really awful part.
Sarah’s green eyes formed perfect circles. “I’ve been with you up and down that trail, Ma. Can we punch five hundred head of cattle over those narrow passes?”
Up and down was right. And side to side and over rock slides and alongside cliffs. A more treacherous trail hardly existed in the whole country.
“More like a thousand, Sarah. We’ve got to thin this herd down here, too, because we don’t have the grass we thought we had. I’ve got three thousand head of cattle, and we need to run a third of them to market.”
Lindsay squared her shoulders. “We can manage that, Ma.”
“We’ve got a hard week of work to do to cut out the cattle we want to drive and brand them. Some of those year-old animals in the highlands are thousand-pound longhorn bulls,” Belle warned. “We’ll take as many as possible from down here, just to skip as much branding as we can.”
Emma gave a shrug. “We’ve had hard weeks before.”
Belle liked the calm way her girls were reacting. She’d have done the same, except for the worst of it. That was making her edgy. “We need to get the cattle we want to sell penned into that canyon with the low pass toward Helena.”
Slapping her gloves in one hand, Belle thought of that long stretch that needed fencing. Hours of backbreaking work, and Belle was no carpenter. She’d be lucky to build a fence that would hold cows. But the grass was still good in that canyon and the water plentiful. She’d kept the cattle out of there so she could move them in come winter. The cattle wouldn’t take much persuading to stay put in there.
Sarah turned back to her stew. “We cleared the rocks off the pass a few years back. That’s not so hard to drive the cattle that way.”
It was a razor-sharp climb and twisted as a Rocky Mountain rattlesnake. But yes, they could do that.
“It’s a big job, Ma.” Lindsay started setting the tin plates around the table. “And the drive will be tough, but there’s nothing you’ve told us to get worked up about. You seem pretty upset.”
“I’ve waited till last to give you the worst of it.”
All three girls turned back to face her. Even Betsy, still strapped on Belle’s back, seemed to tense.
“We can’t handle this drive alone, girls.”
“We can do anything, Ma,” Emma said defensively. 
Belle shook her head. “Not this time.”
“So we just give up? We let our cattle starve?”
“Nope. Worse that that.”
“Worse than starving our herd, Ma? What could be worse than that? Unless ... you think we’re gonna starve?” Sarah’s lip trembled.
“No, we’ll live. But there is something worse than all of that.” 
“What is it, Ma?” Lindsay asked, her eyes frightened.
Well, good. She should be afraid. Very afraid. “I’m going to have to bring home...” Belle shuddered, but she forced herself to go on. “Men.”
The rest of the dinner was sadder than the day they’d buried Anthony.
By a Rocky Mountain mile.
“Before I fetch them, I want to tell you one more time what low-down, worthless skunks men are. You can’t trust nothin’ a man makes you feel, especially if the men are good-lookin’ and too ready with a smile.”
Her girls listened closely while they ate.
Belle had said it all before. But she’d never say it enough.
She wished she knew a way to thin the herd of men.
***

Silas was so hungry for a meal not fixed by his own hand that he couldn’t think of much else.
When he saw Libby’s Diner scrawled on the side of a clapboard building in Divide, Montana, he practically ran in, following his nose. He sank down on a bench at one of only two long, roughly built tables.
A bustling woman with a pleasant smile brought him coffee and a plate of stew without asking him what he wanted.
That was exactly what he wanted. Besides, it was most likely all Libby had. So a lot of time was spared. 
Libby laid down the food, and Silas waved at the bench across from him. “I haven’t heard another voice in an age. I’d be right pleased if you’d set a spell and talk to me while I eat.”
Libby was agreeable and fetched her own cup of coffee and settled in on the bench across from Silas. They’d only covered half the town when a woman walked in, ringing the bell that hung over the door.
Now, Silas knew two kinds of women. In fact, to his knowledge until this moment, he’d’ve told anyone that there were only two kinds.
There were the dance-hall girls, all frilled up and doused with cheap perfume, with come-hither smiles that didn’t cover the hardness behind their eyes. Their conversations were heated and direct, and their hands were always reaching for men’s wallets.
And there were good girls, sorta like Libby here, though Libby was old enough to be Silas’s mother, so she hardly qualified as a girl. Good girls wore calico and bonnets. They kept their eyes down—only glancing up once in a blue moon with their own version of come-hither—versions that were just as potent if a man wasn’t careful. Their dresses were carefully loose to conceal their curves, although that didn’t work well, a man’s imagination being a powerful thing. Their conversations were discreet and shy. The funny thing about good girls was, just like the dance-hall girls, the good girls were also reaching for men’s wallets. It was a longer reach, though, because a good girl got to a man’s wallet with a side trip past a preacher.
The woman who strode into Libby’s Diner was neither kind.
Her skin was tanned until she almost looked part Indian, but her light brown eyes made Silas believe she wasn’t. She wore a fringed buckskin jacket with some of the fringe missing, the way a working-man’s jacket was, because one of the points of having the fringe was to have a piggin’ string available at all times. She had on a split riding skirt made of softly tanned doeskin that hugged her hips and flared loose around her ankles, and chaps over the skirt. None of it concealed her curves, even though every inch of her was covered.
She had on worn-out boots with spurs that jingled when she walked. A faded blue calico blouse showed under her jacket, with several buttons open that kept it from covering her throat as a decent dress ought. It looked like it was done for comfort, not for come-hither. A kerchief was tied at her neck the way a cowboy wore one, so it could be jerked up to filter dirt on a cattle drive. She wore leather gloves and a wide-brimmed, flat-topped black hat, and a six-gun in a holster on her neat little hip.
More unusual than that, she walked with a strong stride and looked Libby directly in the eye, even as she sat herself down next to Silas on the bench. She glanced at him with eyes that were neither hard nor demure, and no come-hither to be seen anywhere.
Even more interesting, Libby looked at her and spoke as she had to Silas, no giggles and hugs, none of the frilly manners one woman had with another. “Howdy, Belle. Eatin’ today?”
“Anything you got is fine. I’ve had a hard ride in and got another one ahead of me to get home.”
Libby got up and gave Belle the same service she’d given Silas.
Belle looked Silas straight in the eye but didn’t linger over looking. Still, he had the sense that she’d taken in everything there was to see about him. There was nothing flirtatious in her glance, and it occurred to Silas that a woman often looked twice at him. He’d gotten used to women being interested.
Belle wasn’t.
She turned back to Libby and took the coffee. “Obliged, Lib.” She drank it two-fisted, like a man did who had gotten used to savoring the heat on cold nights on the range.
After she’d gotten some of the boiling hot, ink black coffee into her, she turned to Libby. “I’m huntin’ hands. Anybody in town need work?” Her voice was deep for a woman. Businesslike. Somber. It tugged on something deep inside of Silas like sometimes beautiful music did.
Libby shook her head. “Cain’t think of no one right off hand, Belle, but I can ask around. Most everyone huntin’ work signed on with a herd heading for Oregon a month ago. My boys are off hauling freight, or they might help you out. It’s late in the season.”
“I hadn’t heard about the other drive. I haven’t been to town in a long time.”
Although she kept her voice steady, Silas heard her underlying frustration and knew she needed help.
Libby said uncertainly, “I reckon there’s a couple of loafers in the Golden Butte Saloon who might need the money bad enough to work for it.”
Belle set her tin cup down with a hard clink and pulled her plate of stew closer, plunking her elbows on the table and surrounding the food as if afraid someone would take it from her. “I’ll go check, but I don’t want anyone who needs babysittin’. I’d rather do it alone.”
“How many you need?”
“I want six. A month’s work driving a thousand head to Helena.” 
“You’re finally culling your herd that deep? Never thought I’d see the day.” Libby poured another cup of coffee for Silas and topped off her own cup.
Nodding, Belle chewed thoughtfully. “I haven’t sold more’n ten or twenty head in my life. Always trying to build. But I’m using up my range too fast this year. Had a calf crop I can’t believe and didn’t count close enough until about a week ago.”
Libby refilled Belle’s cup. “Uh ... is your husband in charge then?”
Belle sat quiet for so long that Silas couldn’t figure what about that question had stumped her so badly.
He sipped his coffee, watching this new kind of woman closely.
Finally, with a quick glance at Silas and an unreadable look, she said, “Anthony won’t be makin’ the drive. I’ll be in charge.”
Silas spit coffee across the table and started choking. Lucky Belle was beside him and Libby straight across from Belle.
Libby jumped up and grabbed a cloth.
Belle gave him a couple of thumps on the back, apparently thinking he’d swallowed his coffee wrong.
Mopping the table, Libby glanced at Silas and didn’t quite conceal a smile.
Silas wiped his mouth and shirtfront. A woman in charge of a cattle drive? It sounded like Silas’s very own worst nightmare!
Libby’s reaction shocked him again. “You’ll have more luck getting hands if ’n they know Anthony’s out, Belle.”
Silas decided then not to drink any more coffee until Belle left, because he had no idea what she or Libby would say to surprise him next.
Belle quit beating on him and took her hand back to her coffee, nodding silently.
“Name’s Silas Harden. I’ve punched my share of cows, and I could use a month’s work.” Silas heard the words come out of his mouth, and he had his third shock in the space of a single minute. He couldn’t think of a worse fate than taking orders from a female, a particularly male kind of female at that. What had made his tongue slip loose with that offer?
“I’m Belle Tanner. Thanks for the offer.” She angled her body a bit to face him then reached her hand out to shake, like a man would have.
Silas took her hand and felt the tough calluses. It made Silas want to punch somebody that this pretty little woman was running a cattle drive and had been doing hard physical labor for years, judging by her leather-tough hand.
Anthony seemed like a good place to start.
She pulled loose from his grip quickly, but not too quickly. Just right. Again like a man. 
That irritated Silas for some reason.
“I’ve never heard of you, Silas. You from around here?”
“No, I just drifted into town today. I’m from New Mexico mainly.”
“No offense, but I’ll be using folks I know or who can be recommended by folks I know.” Belle went to scooping up stew with her fork, brushing aside his offer as if he were crumbs she’d found on her shirt.
Silas should have breathed a sigh of relief at his lucky escape. Instead, her rejection bit a fair-sized chunk out of his pride. “It figures a crew run by a woman would be afraid of strangers.” Again Silas should have just kept his mouth shut. And challenging her ... what kind of stupid way was that to talk to a woman? “I’ve hired on to a dozen outfits in my day with nothing but my word and an understanding that if I couldn’t pull my weight I’d be sent down the road. A man’s used to proving himself in the West. When you’re dealing with women, I suppose it’s all about whatever fancy notion she takes in her pretty little head.”
Belle looked up from her stew and stared directly into his eyes. No quick, dismissive glance this time.
Silas thought, if he checked later, there’d be singe marks on his skin where her eyes burned a hole through him.
Finally, without taking her eyes off of him, she asked, “Libby, whatta ya think? Has he got the stuff to go with that mouth?”
Silas’s eyes shifted to Libby, and she studied him, too. He sat still, being judged by two women, and not for what a woman usually judged him for. He fought the urge to squirm like a schoolboy caught hiding a garter snake in the teacher’s desk.
“I think he’d do to ride the river with, Belle.” Libby sipped at her coffee. “He’s right. You can always show him the trail.”
Silas looked back at Belle to tell her he wouldn’t work for her even if she decided he measured up.
Before he could cut her down to size, she was talking again. 
“Well, I reckon I should take your word for it, Lib. Whatever else I am, I am the worst judge of men who ever walked the earth.”
Libby started laughing. For a few seconds Silas wondered if the woman would topple off her chair, she was so caught in her laughing fit. Finally, Libby got herself under control. “No one can say that ain’t true, Belle. Not knowing Anthony the way we do.” Libby started in laughing again.
Belle quit trying to stare Silas to death and looked at the laughing woman and grinned.
Something twisted hard and sweet inside of Silas when he saw that serious face light up with a smile. She was younger than he’d first thought. And although he’d known from the first moment he saw her she was uncommonly beautiful, when she smiled like that, she seemed innocent and approachable. He wondered what kind of fool Anthony was to let his wife go off on a cattle drive with a half dozen men while he stayed home.
He was struck again by the idea that this was a kind of woman he never knew existed. He had no use for women, and he shuddered at the idea of working for one. When he opened his mouth to say he’d rather spend the next month being danced on by a herd of longhorns than work for her, he said instead, “So, am I hired, boss lady?”
Silas gave up any hope of controlling his mouth. It seemed to have struck out on its own for good. He shook his head and wondered at his willingness—no, his eagerness—to do this.
Belle tilted her head to study him. “You’re too good-looking and you’re too blasted smart—I can see that already. I’ll probably have to shoot you down like a foam-at-the-mouth, rabid skunk before we’re two days down the trail.”
Silas froze. He had no idea how to react to that.
He’d shoot a man for less than calling him a “rabid skunk.’”
He’d kiss a woman for less than saying he was smart and good-looking. 
Their eyes met and the moment stretched. Her shining brown eyes widened, and he felt his own narrow. They were locked together until something almost visible vibrated between them.
Into the dead silence, Libby spoke. “That means you’re hired.” 


CHAPTER 3
“Are you in town for long?” Silas stood from the table, pushing his chair back with a scrape.
“A couple of hours, more’n likely.” Belle wished she’d never shaken his hand. The feel of it more than anything else had made her refuse his offer to work. Libby had spoken up in time to keep Belle from foolishly turning down a willing drover. “I’m laying in supplies for the drive, and the general store will be awhile filling the order and packing my horse string.”
He nodded and offered her his hand again to seal the deal. “I’ll be sleeping at the Golden Butte. Wake me up, and I’ll ride out with you.”
At mention of the Golden Butte, Belle frowned. She looked at that hand and was tempted to slap it aside. But some people might really sleep at the Golden Butte, and it didn’t matter to her what he did. Swatting her new cowhand would have too much to do with Anthony and nothing to do with him. Good manners overcame her reluctance, and she gave him another quick handshake.
He tossed some coins on the table and left her sitting by Libby. 
She rubbed her hand on her chaps to get the feeling of him off. She watched him walk away before she turned back to her coffee. “What do you know about him, Lib?”
“He came in huntin’ a meal about an hour ago.” Libby shrugged. “He’s been ridin’ the mountain country for a while. He didn’t say much. But he saw to his horse before he ate. His outfit looked good and his gun was clean and loaded.”
“It ain’t much to go on.” Belle studied her coffee.
“I liked the look of him. He’ll do to ride the river with.”
Somehow, Belle was sorely afraid he wouldn’t do at all, but not for lack of practice at cowboying. “Keep kickin’ over rocks to see if any hands crawl out. We’re lightin’ out at sunup, but they could catch us if you find anyone who’s of a mind to.”
“I’ll do that.” Libby fetched the pot and poured.
While she listened to Libby talk, Belle considered her options. Six hands. She needed that many cowpunchers to make this crossing. Seth had told her the same as Libby, a cattle drive had taken all the men available. But Seth had thought Libby’s sons might be in town and they might set aside their mule skinning for a month to make solid cash money.
Belle knew how much help Lindsay and Emma were. And Sarah, though she wasn’t big enough yet to bulldog or rope, could haze cattle and stick a saddle like a little burr. But Belle hadn’t really counted the girls as hands. She’d more considered them as extra and just thought to bring them along because she couldn’t leave them home alone. Now she was going to have to count them. So, she had those three and Silas. That was four hands. She wanted six men besides herself. With a sigh, Belle knew they could make the trip, but it would be as tough as anything any of them would ever endure.
It made her twitchy to sit drinking coffee, but listening to Libby talk was nice. A few more minutes wouldn’t hurt, because it wasn’t time to head back for a while. She’d left a list with Seth and Muriel at the general store, and it was a long one. She’d pulled a string of packhorses to town rather than bring her buckboard. After nearly giving birth to Betsy on the trail while driving her slow-moving buckboard home, she’d come to prefer the faster pace of the packhorses.
Libby went for the coffeepot again.
While she was gone into the kitchen, the bell tinkled over the door. Belle looked up expecting to see Silas Harden coming—wanting to shake her hand again. Instead, in traipsed a mystery.
Cassie Dawson. A woman forced into marriage who was happy. 
Impossible.
And yet the woman glowed. She had one hand resting on her stomach, obviously expecting a baby. Her husband swung the door inward then stepped back to let Cassie go first as if she were made out of the most fragile china. Red then followed his wife in.
Then bringing up the rear—of all people—Wade Sawyer. Belle decided she was improving as a judge of men, because she knew Wade Sawyer was bad news. Except he was carrying a little girl with a head full of short black curls, and dark brown eyes, who looked about a year old. Wade smiled down at the child with more pleasure and pride in his eyes than Belle had ever seen from her husbands toward their own children.
The last time she’d seen Wade, he’d had bloodshot eyes and a bad attitude and smelled like a mangy coyote. Now his eyes were clear, and a smile wiped all the cruelty from his face.
“Belle?” Cassie hurried over to the table, her eyes lit up, an excited smile on her face. This young woman had awakened a mother’s instinct in Belle from the first. Cassie would have benefited from some of Belle’s teachings. But Red got her first, and he’d done right by the little woman.
Belle also noticed that the baby looked the image of Cassie. Belle frowned, wondering how a woman managed such a thing.
Libby came out of the kitchen with her pot. 
“I’m just dropping Cass and Susannah off.” Red took the baby from Wade and hugged her till she giggled and grabbed at his nose.
“Papa.” Susannah squealed and squirmed, and Belle couldn’t take her eyes off the little girl surrounded by love. She’d done her best by her girls, but she’d never been able to provide them with a father’s love.
“Bye-bye, Suzie.” Red settled the baby on Cassie’s lap. “I’ve got work to do. Libby, we’ll haul your supplies over as soon as we can. Wade’s going to help.”
“Thanks, Red. I’ll leave the door open. I planned on abandoning the place and having coffee with Cassie and Muriel and Leota over at Muriel’s.”
“Seth told us Muriel’s out doctoring one of Leota’s young’uns.” Cassie ran her hand over her baby’s curls.
Libby gasped. “Is it serious?”
“I think the little boy is running a fever from a cold. Leota hadn’t slept all night, so Muriel went to give her a chance to rest.” Cassie bounced her little girl on her knee. “They’re going to try and get over here before Red comes back from his chores.”
Belle looked to be on the verge of getting pulled into a hen party. She hadn’t done such a thing in her adult life. Of course, with four daughters, her whole life was something of a hen party. But they were a hardworking flock.
Just as she was ready to stand up and walk out, Libby poured coffee and slipped a piece of cake in front of Belle. She knew this dessert wasn’t for anyone but Libby’s women friends—it was too pretty, with crumbled brown sugar and speckles of sweet-smelling cinnamon.
“That’s perfect then.” Libby nodded, clearly glad her party was going to grow.
Ruefully, Belle wondered what it would feel like to be welcomed like that. Libby was polite to her, but no friendlier than she’d been with Silas. 
Red looked at Belle a long time, a serious expression on his face. “You had your baby, then? Everyone’s okay?”
Belle nodded. “We named her Elizabeth. We call her Betsy.” Anthony had insisted they name the baby Caterina, of all outlandish names. To keep him happy, they’d tried to call the tyke Caterina, or more often The Baby, when Anthony was within earshot. She and the girls privately called the child Betsy, and since Anthony had been gone more than home, that was pretty much all the time.
Figuring Anthony wasn’t long for the world, considering the foolish way he conducted his life, they bided their time and watched their tongues, and now that the man had faced his inevitable death, they were free to call Betsy by her real name all the time.
“Glad to hear it. You were too far out to send to town for Muriel. Cassie, Wade, and I worried some.”
Belle’s eyes shifted to Wade’s. “You’re ... living at Red’s place?” 
Wade nodded. “When I’m around. I’ve been doing some scouting for the army, some trapping. Hired on to a couple of cattle drives. I quit working on my dad’s ranch. Got sick of living under his thumb.” Wade’s calm, clear eyes brightened. “Red and Cassie have helped me learn more about God. I’m a believer now.”
Libby patted Wade on the arm. “It’s been a pleasure having you attend our church. Your pa was in here kicking up a fuss about you living out at the Dawsons’.”
Wade shrugged and smiled. “My pa’s good at that.”
He seemed to be completely at ease with his father’s wrath, neither afraid nor angry. Belle had spent most of her married life being one or the other or both.
Belle lived far enough from everyone not to have come up against Mort Sawyer and his legendary temper, but she’d met the man a time or two. He expected everyone to stand aside or be crushed under his boot. Now she realized she had a skilled hand standing right in front of her.
“You’re not hunting work, are you?” Belle felt foolish to hire on the son of the area’s more powerful ranchers and offer him a dollar a day and campfire meals.
Wade seemed to focus on her for the first time. “Doing what?”
“I’m taking my cattle to market. I could use more hands.”
Wade rubbed his thumb over his chin as if considering. “I’ve got a run to make first, promised to deliver some supplies to a line shack for Linscott. When are you heading out?”
“First light.”
“Tomorrow?” Wade asked.
Belle nodded.
“I’ll be a few days, but tell me your trail. I can catch up.”
Belle would have told anyone who asked that she’d rather do this drive alone than let Wade Sawyer with his coyote eyes help her. But he’d said he was a Christian. More than that—because a man’s word didn’t mean much to Belle—he looked calm and settled. Much like Silas Harden.
She sighed. She didn’t have the luxury of being picky. At least Wade, with his vast holdings, even if he’d walked away from them for now, wouldn’t want to marry her to gain Tanner Ranch.
“Fine, we’re taking the high trail out of the north side of my ranch.”
Wade flinched. “Tough passage. You won’t be hard to find. There’s not a way off that trail once you start it.”
Belle nodded. “I’d welcome the help.”
Wade and Red left, jangling the bell behind them.
Belle found herself pulled into talk of babies and husbands and making a home. Three things Belle knew a lot about. And she’d tried to avoid all three with no success.
“So how old is your baby, Belle? I haven’t seen...” Cassie faltered. “Did you have a boy or a girl?”
“A girl, thank goodness.”
Cassie’s eyes sharpened, and she held her squirming daughter. “Didn’t you want a son?” 
Obviously itching to get her hands on the tyke, Libby relieved Cassie of the little girl.
Belle snorted. “I haven’t had much luck with men. I’d probably raise ’em up to be as worthless as their pas.”
“Pas?” Libby asked. “More than one?”
“Yep, Anthony was my third husband. Uh ... is my third husband.”
“Was?” Libby plunked down on the bench next to Cassie. “What happened? Did Anthony die, too?”
Belle felt her neck start to heat. She had no talent for lying. She could skip a subject well enough and not feel the need to blurt out her every thought. But pure, straight-from-the-shoulder lies just didn’t sit on her tongue nor her conscience. “I don’t want to talk about Anthony.”
Libby leaned closer and whispered, “You can tell us, Belle. I knew Anthony. It was only a matter of time until he turned up his toes.”
Belle rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t want anyone knowing he’s dead, okay?”
“Of course you’re not ready.” Cassie’s eyes shone with compassion. “If he just died, you’re still grieving.”
“Grieving?” Belle snorted in a way that reminded her of her horse and shook her head. “Not hardly. I just don’t want the no-accounts around here to know I’m widowed. They’ll be out there pestering me to marry up with them. I’d probably finally just marry one to keep the others away.” Belle glared at both women. “And I don’t want another husband. If you breathe a word, it’ll all be ruined.”
Libby nodded.
“Why don’t you want a husband, Belle?” Cassie’s huge eyes were as warm and brown as her coffee.
“I just have a knack for picking a poor lot. It’s something wrong with me. I know that. But I can’t seem to get it right.” Belle didn’t like admitting that, but it was her only hope for keeping her secret. “So, I’m quitting.” 
“Quitting the ranch?” Cassie asked, pure innocence.
Belle should have taken her home and toughened her up, no matter that she was already married. “No!” Instead, Belle had stepped aside and let Red have her, and now look at the little woman, wide-eyed, innocent, sweet, cheerful. Not a brain in her head.
“Quitting men.” Belle hadn’t meant to shout, but the idea of giving up her ranch startled a yell out of her. “Three times a widow is enough. Now promise me you won’t say a word.”
Cassie nodded solemnly.
“I’ll keep your secret, Belle. But word will get out soon enough,” Libby predicted.
“If I can get through this cattle drive then get snowed in for the winter, I’ll have a long stretch of peace and quiet. I’ll spend my time whipping up a backbone to turn men away.” Belle stood, sorry she’d stayed this long. Hoping these women could keep a secret. “I don’t have time for jawing. I’ve got to buy supplies, pick up the hand I hired, and get back to my young’uns. Thanks for the coffee, Lib.” Belle tossed a coin onto the table and left before they could ask any more personal questions.
She stalked out of the diner, spurs clinking, the bell over the door tinkling, and her ears ringing from the gossiping she knew the women would do about her. It served her right. She should have brought hardtack and biscuits instead of being so weak as to eat her meal in the diner.
She headed for the general store, determined to hurry Seth up and get out of Divide even if it meant packing her horses herself.
***

“Sawyer, why haven’t you hit the trail yet?” Tom Linscott was already snarling as he rode up to the general store on his thoroughbred black stallion and dismounted.
There’d been plenty in and around Divide who believed Wade had changed, but some still had their doubts. The difference was Linscott took the time to do it right.
“I’ve just come from Bates’.” Wade jerked his thumb at the general store he’d just exited. “Belle Tanner rode in with a long order, and Seth’s gotta finish that up first.”
“Well, I want you on the trail today.” Linscott wrapped his reins around the hitching post in front of the general store. His black stallion snorted and fought with the rope and tried to take a bite out of Tom’s shoulder, but Linscott dodged; he’d reinforced all the hitching posts in Divide long ago, for this very reason. The stallion was as cranky as his owner.
Wade looked straight into Linscott’s cold blue eyes and went on as always, being the best he could be and not worrying about anyone else. Linscott had let him do some work here lately. But even that was the tall Swede rubbing in his contempt. It was a big improvement over the days Wade hadn’t been able to keep from goading Linscott until Wade ended up bleeding, sprawled on his backside in the dirt. What Tom felt or believed wasn’t Wade’s problem. He had enough of his own. “I’ll be moving as soon as Seth gets time.”
“Then I want you back here. I’ve got some more work, if you’re willing.” Linscott said it like he was sure Wade wouldn’t be willing.
Smiling, enjoying the moment, Wade said, “Belle’s driving a herd to Helena, and I signed on with her. Once I’m back from the drive, I’ll stop out to the ranch. But it’ll be a month or more.”
“She’s taking a herd to Helena this late in the year?”
“So she said.”
Linscott settled his gloved hand on top of his Stetson and adjusted it so it rode low over his eyes. “Who’s she finding to work for her? If she’s askin’ you, she must be scraping the bottom of the barrel.”
Wade knew better than to even clench a fist. He was a believer now. A man of faith. Getting into a fistfight on Main Street wasn’t part of the way he conducted himself. “Lucky for me she is. I need the work.”
With a snort that probably charmed the black stallion, Linscott showed clearly that by not defending himself, Wade had just proved he was a weakling.
That didn’t upset Wade much either. Much. He had so many weaknesses he couldn’t count ’em all. That’s why he needed God. Trouble was everyone needed God. Linscott included. And since the man didn’t believe himself one bit weak, he’d be hard pressed to ever figure it out. That reminded Wade of his father—a man who thought he didn’t need anything and had never admitted to a weakness in his life.
“Just get the supplies out to that line shack.” Linscott stripped his gloves off his hands and tucked them in the pocket of his fringed buckskin coat. “My men’re running out of food by now.” Linscott brushed past Wade and stomped into the store.
The horse snorted, speaking Linscott’s language.
Wade stared at the beautiful beast for a few long seconds. “What do you think, boy? You like takin’ orders from that grouch?”
The thoroughbred’s midnight black eyes flashed, almost like an answer, and Wade knew the horse didn’t take orders from anyone. He lived on his own terms, and he’d judged Tom Linscott to be worthy, or the horse would have stomped the man to death by now.
It occurred to Wade that the horse had the same temperament as Wade’s father. Then Wade mentally apologized to the stallion. 
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If you enjoyed

Tue HusBaND TREE,
then read the
LassoeD 1 TEXAS SERIES:

Petticoat Ranch

Calico Canyon

Gingham Mountain

Available wherever books are sold.
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Gilowing Sun, born into the white
manis world as Abby Lind, is one of
few survivors after her Shoshone
village is massacred. Forced to sever
all ties to her adopted tribe, Abby
wonders where she now belongs.
Tenderhearted Wade Sawyer is bent
on keeping Abby safe. When he
receives word that his cattle baron
father may be dying, he convinces
her to go home with him. Has
Wade's rescue reflex overridden his
common sense? Land-hungry killers
are lurking around the Sawyer ranch. Can this mild-

mannered cowboy and fiercely independent woman save
‘Wades land—and each other?

Available soon wherever books are sold.
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