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Chapter One
As Zeke Coulter parked his red Dodge Ram in front of his new ranch-style home that August afternoon, he was eagerly anticipating the weekend. One of the drawbacks of owning a ranch-supply store was that he had to work most Saturdays, but he’d rearranged the employee shift schedule that morning to give himself a mini-vacation, two entire days to do exactly as he pleased. Although a half rack of cold longnecks sat beside him on the seat, there would be no beer on tap for him tonight. He planned to work outside in the garden until dark and then spend the remainder of the evening putting up vegetables for winter.
Just as he reached to turn off the truck ignition, his cell phone rang. He expected it to be someone at the store. Randall, the night manager, couldn’t wipe his own ass without Zeke telling him how.
“Zeke here,” he answered, his voice edged with frustration.
“You got a hot date tonight?”
Zeke grinned. He hadn’t heard from his younger brother Hank in over a week. “Hey, little brother. I thought your dialing finger was broken.” Hank was newly married, and Zeke couldn’t resist teasing him. “That pretty little bride must be keeping you mighty busy.”
“We come up for air occasionally,” Hank replied good-naturedly. “Carly and I were hoping you might come out for dinner. Southern-fried chicken with all the trimmings.”
“I thought the smell of fried food made her sick.”
“Not anymore. She’s over that and having sudden cravings again. Tonight it’s fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy.”
“Which one of you is pregnant? Sounds highly suspicious to me. That’s your favorite meal.”
Hank chuckled. “We’ve got similar tastes. What can I say? You comin’ out or not?”
With genuine regret, Zeke explained that he had other plans for the evening.
“Picking vegetables and canning?” Hank echoed with unveiled disgust. “You’ve got the Coulter reputation to uphold, remember. It comes as part of the genetic package, right along with the nose.”
Zeke couldn’t help but laugh. It was true; he and all his brothers had their father’s looks—sable hair, dark skin, blue eyes, and sharply chiseled features, the most prominent of which was a large nose that their mother often likened to the blade of a bowie knife.
“If I don’t get my tomatoes put up this weekend, they’ll ruin. I worked too damned hard growing that garden to let the produce go to waste.”
“What’s the matter with you, bro? Thirty-three and single on a Friday night, and you’re going to can tomatoes? You’re supposed to be having fun.”
“Almost thirty-four, and I enjoy canning.”
“Don’t tell anyone.”
Zeke laughed again. “You had enough fun for both of us, and look how you ended up. Canning tomatoes is safer.”
“I like the way I ended up,” Hank retorted, his tone mellow with contentment.
Hank did seem to be truly happy, and Zeke was glad for him. But getting married and raising a family weren’t for everyone. “I’m sorry I can’t make it for dinner, bro. Tell Carly thanks for the invite.”
Zeke had just ended the call when he saw a boy who looked to be about twelve racing from behind the house. Just the way the kid ran, shoulders hunched and body low to the ground, told Zeke that trouble was afoot. Cursing under his breath, he swung out of the vehicle.
“Hey!” he yelled.
His T-shirt flapping and sneakers flying, the kid never broke stride. Zeke watched him cut across the field that lay between his forty acres and the neighboring farm. Fantastic. He could well remember being that age. Summers in the country could be long and boring for a boy who wasn’t kept busy, and boredom often led to mischief.
The late-afternoon sunlight burned through Zeke’s blue shirt as he strode along the west end of the house to see what the kid had been up to. When he reached the side porch, he saw a splash of red on the cream-colored siding just below the kitchen window. He snapped to a halt and circled the flagstone steps to get a better look. The pulp of a ripe tomato had been splattered on the new paint.
“Damn it!” Swearing to turn the air blue, Zeke rounded the corner of the house to find countless more splotches of red on the siding. And that wasn’t all. The family room slider and bathroom window were shattered, and the door of the storage shed hung from one hinge, the cross bucks broken clean in two.
When Zeke turned to survey his garden, a wave of regret washed over him. His tomato plants and corn looked as if a tornado had flattened them. Fury, sudden and searing, fired his blood. This wasn’t mere mischief, but malicious vandalism. The tomato stains would never wash off his house. He’d have to repaint. And that wasn’t to mention the cost of replacing the windows and the storage shed door.
Spurred by rage, Zeke set off across the field, following the boy’s footprints. What the hell is the world coming to? he asked himself as he marked off the distance with angry strides. Just as he suspected, the kid’s tracks led directly to the old farmhouse, a white, two-story monstrosity with a wraparound veranda, peeling paint, and a green shingle roof sorely in need of repair. As Zeke entered the patchy side yard, which was peppered with shady elms and oaks, he saw movement on the front lawn. His steps long and purposeful, he circled the house, hoping to collar the child before he escaped inside.
Instead of finding the boy, Zeke came upon a woman. No question about her gender. She was bent over a long plank table, struggling to cover an assortment of odds and ends with a blue plastic tarp that kept catching in the breeze. Her skimpy black dress rode high on her bare thighs, revealing long, shapely legs the color of coffee generously laced with cream. When she stretched farther forward to catch the tarp, her hemline inched higher. Sweet Lord. If he had known someone like this lived next door, he’d have come over to borrow a cup of sugar.
“Excuse me,” he said to her attractive backside.
“Oh!” Startled by his voice, she jerked erect and spun around.
The front of her was just as delightful to look at as the back. Normally Zeke preferred fashionably slender women, but he quickly decided there was something to be said for females who were generously round in all the right places, especially when the roundness was showcased in clingy black stuff that revealed every dip and swell.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you drive up.” She tugged her skirt down and fluttered a hand at the collection of stuff on the table. “I was just closing up shop until morning, but if you’d like to take a quick look, feel free. This is the third day, and I just marked everything down.”
Zeke decided she was having a yard sale. Unfortunately, the only item of interest didn’t sport a price tag. Despite the heavy layer of makeup, she was beautiful. A mane of curly black hair cascaded past her slender shoulders, which were bare except for thin black straps. Her mouth was lush, soft, and defined with deep burgundy gloss, the lower lip pouted and glistening in the sunlight, the upper shaped in a tempting bow. Above the bodice of the dress, full, creamy breasts plumped up, displaying a dusky cleavage that invited him to look. Raised to be a gentleman, Zeke resisted the urge, dropped his gaze, and found himself staring at her legs instead. Not good.
He caught the scent of vanilla, which rattled him even more. His most pleasurable moments were spent in the kitchen. “I, um—I’m not interested in buying anything,” he finally found the presence of mind to say.
Smoothing her short skirt again, she gave him a questioning look, her sherry-brown eyes warming as she smiled. “Are you here to see my father then?”
For an awful moment, Zeke couldn’t recall why the hell he was there. Then he glanced at his feet, saw a chunk of tomato clinging to the toe of his Western-style boot, and remembered in a rush. Before he could launch into an explanation, she dimpled a cheek at him and said, “Are you sure I can’t sell you something? I have a set of Ping golf clubs that are like brand-new.”
You could sell me almost anything. Zeke shook his head. “I’m not into golf.”
“How about some perfectly good warm-up pants?” She gave him a measuring look. “Probably not. Robert is quite a bit shorter than you.” Her eyes fairly danced with mischief. “I’ve got a great shotgun, though, that I’m willing to sell cheap, along with a reloading kit that has never been used. I’ve also got every issue of Playboy, dating back to March 1970. You can have the entire lot for a dollar.”
“That’s quite a collection.”
“Yes, well, Robert is—” She broke off and shrugged. Something dark flashed in her eyes, momentarily veiling the shimmers of brightness. “He’s an enthusiast, I guess you might say.”
Zeke wondered how any man in his right mind could ogle other women when he had this one at home. With a soft sigh, she regained her composure, and the shadows left her eyes. Her mischievous smile was infectious, and Zeke found himself grinning.
“You aren’t, by any chance, getting a divorce?” he asked.
“Done deal. Now I’m just trying to recoup some of my losses and exact a little revenge while I’m at it.”
She could make any man cry with one swing of her hips. Zeke kept his gaze fixed on her face and did his damnedest to look like a choirboy.
“If you’re interested in a tried-and-true lucky shirt or a prized letterman’s sweater, you’ve come to the right place.” She wore sexy black stilettos with snappy straps that showcased her slender ankles and shapely calves. As she circled the table to retrieve the tarp, she balanced her weight on her toes to prevent the thin heels from sinking into the grass. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m running late for work. If you’re here for eggs or milk, you’ll find my dad in the house.”
Zeke wondered what kind of work she did, to be dressed like that. Don’t even go there, son. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties, which, if she had married young, put her at about the right age to be the tomato thrower’s mother. Zeke looked into her pretty eyes and regretted his reason for being there. He doubted she’d be happy to hear that her son had just inflicted costly damages to her neighbor’s house and garden.
“I’m Zeke Coulter. I live next door.”
“Ah, Pop’s new neighbor.” She finished drawing the tarp over the table and stepped forward to offer him her hand. “It’s good to finally meet you. Right after you moved in, I baked you a cake, but it met with disaster before I got it out of the oven. My daughter, Rosie, jumped rope in the kitchen.”
“Uh-oh. Rope jumpers and rising cakes don’t mix.” Taking care not to squeeze too hard, Zeke shook hands with her. Her fingers felt slim and soft against his calloused palm. “That’s a shame. I love a good cake.”
“I didn’t say it was a good cake.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not much of a cook, I’m afraid. It probably would have fallen, regardless. Rosie just gave me a good excuse.”
With those looks, who needed culinary skills? Zeke hated to let go of her hand. “And your name is?”
“Oh!” She laughed again and rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry. Natalie Patterson.” She tugged her fingers free and glanced at her watch. “I’m sure you’d like to meet my father. If you’ll step into the house, I’ll introduce you before I grab my purse and run.”
Again Zeke wondered what kind of work she did. A barmaid, possibly, only how could she survive an eight-hour shift in those impractical shoes?
“Actually, meeting your father isn’t what brought me over.” Zeke wished he knew a gentle way to say this, but straight and to the point was more his style. “When I got home from work a few minutes ago, I saw a boy running from my backyard. I followed him here.”
Her smile slowly faded. “That would be my son, Chad. Is there some sort of problem?”
“You could say so, yes.” Zeke told her about the vandalism to his property. “At a quick guess, if I do the repairs myself, I’d say about a thousand dollars’ worth of damage has been done. That isn’t to mention all my hard work on the garden down the drain. I’ve been babying those tomato plants since early June, and the fruit was just getting ripe enough to pick.”
Her finely arched brows drew together in a frown. “Oh, Mr. Coulter, I’m so sorry.”
Zeke had expected her to jump to the defense of her son, not immediately conclude that the boy was guilty. “No sorrier than I am.”
She rubbed her bare arms as though to ward off a chill as she turned toward the house. “Chad!” she called. “Can I see you out here for a moment, please?”
Zeke saw that the old-fashioned, double-hung windows of the house had been raised to let in a breeze. Through a living-room screen discolored with age, an elderly man with unkempt white hair peered out at them. “What’s happenin’, Nattie? You need me out there?”
“Nothing’s happening, Gramps. I just want to talk to Chad.”
“Chad!” the old man yelled. “Yer mama’s hollerin’ fer ya!”
The wind picked up, bringing with it the refreshing evening coolness that made summers in Central Oregon so enjoyable. Nattie. Zeke liked the ring of that. It suited her, somehow—sweet yet sassy. The breeze trailed black strands of curly hair across her face. As she brushed at her cheek, he took the opportunity to study her features, which seemed only more perfect upon closer inspection. Sculpted cheekbones, a dainty little nose, a mouth that begged to be kissed, and a flawless, sun-kissed complexion.
The front screen door slapped open, and the boy emerged onto the veranda. He cast Zeke a look that burned with resentment. Then he hung his head and tromped down the rickety porch steps. When he reached his mother, he shoved his hands in his jeans pockets, slouched his shoulders, and toed a clump of overgrown grass.
“Chad,” Natalie began, “this gentleman says that you ruined his garden, threw tomatoes at his house, broke two windows, and wrecked his shed door.”
The boy finally raised his head. A shock of honey-brown hair fell into his eyes, which were a mirror image of his mom’s. “So?”
It wasn’t what Zeke expected. No denials? Not that lying would have been a smart move. The boy’s Portland Trailblazer T-shirt and Nike running shoes were smeared with tomato pulp and seeds.
“So?” Natalie grasped the child’s arm and gave him a light shake. “Is that all you have to say? Mr. Coulter claims you’ve inflicted at least a thousand dollars in damages. I don’t have that kind of money right now. You know that.”
The kid’s eyes flashed with anger. “Call Dad. He’s got plenty of money.”
Natalie looked as if she meant to say something, but then she caught her lower lip between her teeth and remained silent. Finally she whispered, “Oh, Chad. Your father isn’t even paying his child support. What makes you think he’ll come through for you on this?”
The boy jerked his arm from her grasp. “It’s your fault Dad doesn’t send any checks. He hates your guts, that’s why. If he finds out I’m in trouble, it’ll be different. You’ll see.”
Before Natalie could respond, the screen door slapped open again. The elderly man Zeke had glimpsed through the window screen shuffled across the porch and down the steps. He wore faded denim overalls and a dingy undershirt. Old, leather-soled house shoes flopped on his bony feet as he hobbled across the grass.
“What seems to be the problem out here?” he demanded, his grizzled brows snapping together over rheumy blue eyes.
Natalie rested a staying hand on her son’s shoulder as she turned to address her grandfather. “This gentleman is our new next-door neighbor, Gramps. It seems that Chad wreaked havoc over at his place, throwing tomatoes at his house, among other things. He estimates the damage at a thousand dollars or more.”
“Ha!” the old man snorted. He nailed Zeke with an imperious stare. “You find any fingerprints on them there tomaters, mister?”
The absurdity of the question gave Zeke pause. Then he glanced at the boy. “Dusting for prints wasn’t necessary. The kid is covered with tomato pulp.”
Natalie’s grandfather leaned around, narrowed his eyes, and peered at his great-grandson. When the old man straightened, he said, “Tomaters is a purdy common crop. We got a bunch ripe for pickin’ ourselves.”
“Gramps,” Natalie inserted. “Please. You’re only making matters worse.”
“Hmph. Worse how?” Gramps hooked his thumbs under his overall straps, rocked back on his worn-down heels, and glared at Zeke. “You know who yer messin’ with, boy? Westfields, that’s who.”
The name didn’t ring any bells, but Zeke refrained from saying so.
“Been Westfields in this area for nigh on to a hundred years,” the old man continued. “Don’t come on this property makin’ wild accusations without no proof. We don’t take kindly to smears on the family name.”
Zeke didn’t take kindly to smears on his house, but again he held his tongue. The old man’s face was an angry red. Zeke didn’t want him to have a stroke.
Natalie released her son to curl an arm around her grandfather’s frail shoulders. “Gramps, you’re missing your game show.”
“To hell and tarnation with game shows!” Gramps said with a snort. “Like I got nothin’ better to do?” His withered mouth puckered like a drawstring pouch. “I’m politely invitin’ you to get off this property, mister. Our Chad’s a good boy. He wouldn’t do nothin’ like you say he done. You readin’ me loud and clear?”
“Gramps, please,” Natalie said again, only her voice was firmer this time. “That’s enough. Mr. Coulter hasn’t been unpleasant, and Chad has confessed to doing the damage.”
“Say what?” Gramps blinked. Then he leaned around Natalie to peer at the child again. “That true, Chad?”
Chad nodded sullenly. Just about then, the screen door whacked the exterior of the house again, and a dark-haired siren in a red miniskirt and cropped tank top appeared on the veranda. She looked a lot like Natalie, but her long, curly hair was stiff with styling gel and she was walking straight legged, balancing her weight on her heels. Zeke glanced at her bare feet and saw that she had cotton balls between her toes.
“Hey,” she said, flashing him a sultry smile. “I’m Valerie, Nat’s younger sister.” Coming to a stop at the porch rail, she relaxed her stance, splayed a slender hand over one shapely hip, and winked. “Did I hear someone say ‘new neighbor’?”
“I’m Zeke Coulter.” Zeke would have known the girl was Natalie’s younger sister without being told. The two women might have been poured from the same mold. He guessed the younger version to be in her early twenties, not exactly jailbait, but close. “I bought the place next door.”
“Way cool,” Valerie said, smoothing her fingertips provocatively over her hipbone. “Finally, something interesting happens out here in the back of beyond.” She popped her chewing gum, a habit that drove Zeke crazy, and grinned, flashing a dimple similar to Natalie’s. “I’ve been home for only two weeks, and already I’m dying of boredom.”
The insinuation was that Zeke might provide her with some much-needed diversion. The smell of her perfume drifted across the yard. Obsession. He recognized the scent because his sister Bethany often wore it. No question about it. Valerie was a hot little package, all curves and long legs, with big, dark, expressive eyes to suck a man under before he realized he was drowning. Zeke had long since learned not to wade in deep water. He just felt older than dirt when he looked at her.
He bit back a smile, no offense intended, and returned his attention to Natalie, who was still trying to soothe her grandfather. She wasn’t his type, either. Nice to look at, though. He preferred naturally beautiful women who didn’t need heavy makeup, stiletto heels, and slinky black dresses to catch a man’s eye.
Natalie glanced at her watch again. Patting her grandfather’s shoulder, she said, “I want you to go back in the house now, Gramps.” She turned to her son. “You, too. And to your bedroom, young man. No television, no computer games, no music, no Harry Potter. I want you to stare at the ceiling and think about what you’ve done. In the morning, we’ll discuss this further and decide on a punishment.”
In Zeke’s day, the punishment would have been meted out with a wide leather belt. As a kid, he’d detested those trips to the barn with his dad, but the sting had stayed with him for hours and made him think twice before he messed up again. Watching Chad slouch away, struggling to preserve his tough-guy image, Zeke couldn’t help but think that an old-fashioned march to the barn might be just what he needed.
Zeke heard the screen door slap open again. Why am I not surprised? He was one of six kids and had family members oozing out from under the baseboards. As he focused on the newest character in the Westfield clan, a younger version of Gramps with salt-and-pepper hair, a few less wrinkles, and patched overalls with holes at the knees, Zeke decided that his relatives were downright normal by comparison.
“Dad, what’re you doing out here?” the younger gramps asked as he gimped across the patchy lawn, one hand pressed to his lower back. “Sounds to me like Natalie is telling you to shut up, and you aren’t listening.”
Natalie sent the new arrival an imploring look. “Pop, would you make Gramps go back inside? He isn’t helping this situation any.”
Pop scratched his head, which, to his credit, didn’t look as if it needed shampooing. “Dad, you need to come back in the house. Nattie can handle this.”
“She can’t, either. She needs a man to stand up for her and the boy. That no-account husband of hers is too durned busy with that blond harlot to take care of his family. That leaves you and me.”
Pop, whom Zeke guessed to be Natalie’s father, hooked an arm around the older man’s shoulders. “Come on, Dad. You ever heard that joke about the Chihuahua pissin’ on a fire hydrant? Positive thinking can only take you so far.”
“A what pissin’ on a what?” Gramps clearly didn’t appreciate the comparison. “The bastard’s big, I’ll grant you that, but I’m not afraid of him. If I hit a man and he don’t fall, I’ll walk around behind to see what’s holdin’ him up!”
Natalie closed her eyes as her father and grandfather shuffled away. With every step, Gramps muttered under his breath about Court TV and Natalie selling Chad down the river. Natalie’s father just shook his head and continued herding the old man toward the porch.
Natalie sighed, fixed Zeke with an imploring gaze, and said, “I wish I could say he has Alzheimer’s.”
Zeke could sympathize. His relatives weren’t quite so colorful, but on occasion, his boisterous brothers had given him cause for embarrassment. He glanced past Natalie to spare a long look at Valerie’s shapely legs as she helped her father and grandfather up the steps, no easy feat with cotton balls between her toes.
“Valerie just broke up with her boyfriend and lost her job.” Natalie shrugged. “A family trait, I guess. When everything goes wrong, we run home to the farm.” Her smile was tremulous. She drew in a bracing breath. “I’ll happily pay for the repairs to your house and garden,” she assured him. “Chad is having a rough time right now, accepting the divorce—and other things. He’s been acting out and being difficult. I think he’s hoping that he’ll finally do something bad enough to get his father’s attention.”
“Does his dad live out of town?”
She shook her head. “No. Right here in Crystal Falls. He’s just—busy.”
With the blond harlot? Zeke couldn’t imagine any father worth his salt letting a woman take precedence over his child.
Natalie’s slender throat convulsed as she swallowed. “Look, Mr. Coulter.” Her gaze chased off to the fields. “I’m sure you’re not interested in our family dynamics. Suffice it to say that I know Chad did the damage to your house and garden. No contest.” She looked him straight in the eye again. “It’s just—well, I’m not in the best position right now to make restitution. Things have been tight.” She swung her hand at the table behind her, which told him the yard sale had been prompted more by sheer necessity than a need for revenge. “I’d like to say I could pay you next month—or the month after that.” She straightened her shoulders. “But the truth is, I honestly don’t know when I’ll be a thousand dollars ahead. Would you let me make installments?”
Zeke understood that this must be a difficult time for her. He’d overheard enough to know that her ex-husband wasn’t fulfilling his responsibilities, and supporting two kids without help couldn’t be easy. On the other hand, though, her son had damaged Zeke’s property. Zeke didn’t want to be a hard ass and call the cops, but there was no way he could let it slide, either. When a boy inflicted costly damages, he had to be held accountable.
Zeke rubbed his jaw. He didn’t want this prank, if it could be called that, to go on Chad’s record. “How about if we strike a deal?”
Her eyes filled with suspicion. “What kind of deal?”
Zeke almost grinned. She was a tempting package, but he wasn’t into bargaining for a piece of ass, as appealing as the prospect might be.
“I was thinking that Chad could work off the debt. It’ll be cheaper if I do the repairs myself. Why can’t he come over and help me?”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
The more Zeke considered the solution, the more he thought it was a great idea. Inspired, even. The kid had a problem. A little hard work might be good for him. “The way I figure, paying minimum wage, he owes me”—he broke off to do some quick calculations—“about a hundred and forty hours. Calculating on a forty-hour week, that works out to be”—he paused again—“three and a half weeks.”
She looked distressed. “But he has camp.”
“Camp?”
“At the Lake of the Woods the last week of August. He goes every year.”
Zeke arched an eyebrow. “Isn’t camp expensive?”
“It’s church camp. The kids raise the money themselves with bake sales and car washes. So much else has been turned upside down in his life. I can’t take that away, too.” Her expression grew pensive. “Could he work for three weeks? I’ll come over and finish up for him, no problem.”
Zeke couldn’t believe she was offering. He’d seen her check her watch more than once. She worked swing shift somewhere. What did she mean to do, get up after a few hours of sleep and work all day for half a week, paying off her son’s debt? No way.
“This is the boy’s mess to clean up.” It seemed simple enough to Zeke. If you screwed up, you had to pay. “He’ll work off the debt himself, or I’ll call the law, your choice.”
“But—”
Zeke had been raised by his father’s iron hand. Right was right. If he’d been in Chad’s shoes, he’d have gotten a whipping and still been made to work off the debt. “Let me make myself clear, Mrs. Patterson. I’m bending as far as I intend to bend.”
“Chad is very—” She broke off to fix him with an imploring look. “He’s been through so much, Mr. Coulter, things you don’t understand. He’s very delicate right now.”
Delicate? The kid was a bank robbery waiting to happen. “That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”
“I understand that you’re angry. That’s one of my concerns. I don’t want my son indentured to an unreasonable taskmaster for three and a half weeks. He needs to go to camp. He needs the interaction with other kids and some time with the counselors.”
He needed a swift kick in the ass. But Zeke was through arguing. “I’ll expect to see your son at my door at eight tomorrow morning,” he said in his “boss” voice, which came fairly easy after dealing with the incompetent Randall for six months. “If he doesn’t show, I’ll turn this matter over to the police.”
Zeke didn’t trust himself to stand there, looking into those pleading brown eyes, so he pivoted and took off. He’d gone about three paces when he heard a malevolent hissing sound. Before he could whip around, something bit him on the ass. He whirled to confront a flapping, maniacal gander, bent on doing him physical injury.
“Chester! Stop it!” Natalie cried. “Oh, God, Mr. Coulter, I’m sorry! Rosie must have let him out. I’ve had him in the pen all day because of the yard sale. He hates strangers.”
Trying to maintain his dignity, Zeke swatted at the gander as it flapped its way airborne to nip at his chest. Problem. There was nothing meaner or more viciously effective than a gander protecting its territory. Not even a Rottweiler was as ominous.
Zeke did the only thing any self-respecting cowboy could do.
He ran.

Chapter Two
Wavering between laughter and tears, Natalie watched Zeke Coulter race for home. His lean body roped with muscle from years of hard work, he carried himself with a relaxed confidence that told her the cowboy attire wasn’t only for looks. Yet with every few steps, he shot a glance over his shoulder to be sure he wasn’t in danger of being attacked from behind by the Westfield family goose.
Normally Natalie would have felt terrible about Chester pinching their neighbor, but Coulter’s uncaring attitude about an eleven-year-old boy missing summer camp went a long way toward tempering her regret. Chad had committed a grave wrong, and he deserved to suffer the consequences, but making him miss camp after he’d looked forward to it all summer seemed too severe a punishment.
When the gander finally gave up the chase and waddled back to the yard, Natalie leaned down to stroke his neck. “Good boy, Chester!” She knew it was an uncharitable thing to say, but she couldn’t quite help herself. Chad had taken so many hard hits over the last few months. It wasn’t fair that he should take another one. With a snicker, she added, “Just deserts. You put him on the run in short order.”
Chester quacked and nudged her hand for a treat.
“Sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t know in advance that you were going to be my knight in feathered armor.”
Clearly proud of himself, Chester lifted his wings and quacked softly. Sometimes Natalie could have sworn the silly old gander could talk.
She tapped his beak with a fingernail. “Yes, you did a good job,” she agreed. “Maybe that’ll teach the big old meanie not to be so obnoxious and dictatorial the next time.”
Next time? Natalie shuddered at the thought. If Chad stepped out of line again, Zeke Coulter might call the police.
From the corner of her eye, she saw her daughter Rosie approaching. Chester waddled away as Natalie straightened and turned toward the child.
“Hi, sweetie. How was your snooze?” It was the third time this week that Rosie had fallen asleep while watching television in the late afternoon. Normally the little girl took naps only under duress. The sudden change in her sleep patterns concerned Natalie. Was Rosie more upset by the upheaval in her life than she was letting on? “You were zonked for three whole hours.”
“I missed Scooby-Doo,” Rosie complained.
“Uh-oh.” Natalie crouched down to look her daughter in the eye. “Maybe it’ll come on again later and Gramps will let you watch it.”
“Maybe.” Rosie rubbed her brown eyes and then squinted to see across the field. “Who’s that man, Mommy?”
Natalie glanced over her shoulder. Pop’s new neighbor was now only a denim-blue blotch in the distance. “That’s Mr. Coulter. He moved in next door.”
“Did he come to look at our yard-sale stuff?”
Natalie chose to ignore the question. The less Rosie knew about her brother’s shenanigans the better. “Where are your shoes, sweetie? If you walk barefoot on the grass, you’re liable to get stung by a bee.”
“I forgot them in the house.” Rosie wiggled her bare toes and then lifted her arms. “I need a hug before you go to work.”
Natalie drew her daughter close. “A big hug or a little one?”
“Gigantic.”
Natalie pretended to squeeze as hard as she could, which made Rosie giggle. “Miss me while I’m gone?”
“Yes. I don’t like it when you leave.”
Natalie wished she didn’t have to go. Before the divorce, her mom had stayed with the kids at night, but that was no longer possible now that the marital residence had sold and Natalie lived with her dad. Naomi Westfield refused to be in the same house with her ex-husband, Pete, on a regular basis.
Right after the house sold, Natalie had dropped the children off at her mother’s on the way to work and picked them up when her shift ended, but that hadn’t lasted long. Naomi’s rented condo was in an all-adult community, and after only a week, the neighbors had started to complain about the kids being there so much.
“I have to go to work, sweetie. We can’t buy your Barbie a dune buggy without money, and I can’t make money unless I work. Bummer, huh?”
Rosie nodded.
Natalie sat back on her heels to smooth her daughter’s sleep-tousled curls. Rosie was so darling, a dark-haired, sloe-eyed little angel. Whenever Natalie started thinking of her marriage as a horrible mistake, she had only to look at her kids to know that all the heartbreak and disillusionment had been worth it. “You have fun at night with Aunt Valerie, don’t you?”
“Uh-huh. I just miss you and Grammy.”
Natalie could understand that. Valerie loved her niece and nephew, and she was making a gallant effort to fill in for Natalie at night, but her zany personality and fun-and-games approach to babysitting were a far cry from what the kids were used to. Grammy and Mommy had rules and enforced them. Valerie felt that rules stifled a child’s personality. Instead of making Chad and Rosie eat their vegetables, she fashioned baked-potato dolls with spinach hair or created landscapes on their plates, using smashed peas for grass, broccoli spears for trees, and carrots julienne to build split-rail fencing around cauliflower sheep.
In a more perfect world, Robert would be playing a larger role in the children’s lives to make this transition easier for them. Unfortunately, he had never been very family oriented and was even less so now, far too busy cruising through town in his red Corvette with a sexy blonde tucked under one arm to spend time with his son and daughter.
“What’re you going to do with Aunt Valerie tonight?” Natalie asked.
“She’s going to paint my fingernails, and then we’re going to put on makeup and play dress up.”
“That sounds fun.”
“I just wish you could play dress up with us.”
“Oh, sweetheart, I’d like nothing better.” Natalie kissed the tip of Rosie’s nose. “But mommies don’t always get their druthers. I have to earn a living.”
“I know,” Rosie said dismally. “Maybe Poppy will win the lottery tomorrow night.”
Natalie smiled in spite of herself. Without fail, her father and grandfather wagered five dollars a week at the Cedar Forks store, hoping to win the jackpot. In between losses, they spent hours discussing how they would spend their winnings when their numbers finally came up. The most popular plan, in Rosie’s estimation, was for Poppy to buy a huge ranch with enough houses on it to accommodate the entire Westfield clan.
“If Poppy won the lottery, it’d be really wonderful,” Natalie agreed.
“He and Gramps will live in one house, and we’ll live in another one.” Warming to the subject, Rosie leaned away, her eyes as bright as copper pennies. “And Aunt Valerie will live in hers, and Grammy will live in hers!” She beamed with delight. “And you won’t have to sing to people at the supper club anymore.”
Natalie tried to imagine her parents living harmoniously as close neighbors and couldn’t get the picture to gel. Since their divorce ten years ago, Pete and Naomi Westfield couldn’t even do Christmas together without scrapping about something.
“Singing at the club isn’t so bad,” Natalie said. And she meant it. She’d yearned to be a professional vocalist all her life, and performing onstage at the club was as close to that as she was ever going to get. She found the other aspects of owning a business far more taxing, especially the rapid employee turnover. In a pinch, Natalie could bus tables or fill in as a waitress, but taking over in the kitchen was beyond her. “I love to sing.”
Rosie shrugged. “If Poppy wins the lottery, I’ll let you sing to me.”
Over the top of the child’s head, Natalie glanced worriedly at her watch. It was a thirty-minute drive into town, and she had paperwork and books to do before she went onstage.
“Oh, my goodness!” She kissed Rosie’s chubby fingers as she pried them from her neck. “I have to get my caboose in gear, sweetness. I’m running way behind schedule.”
“Maybe Frank can just play the piano, like he did the time you caught the flu.”
The Blue Parrot was teetering on the edge of bankruptcy. If Natalie failed to show, the regulars might think twice before patronizing the club again. “No, sweetie. I’m sorry. I won’t be gone all that long.”
“But I’ll be asleep when you get home!”
“I’ll sneak in and give you good-night kisses anyway.”
“Promise?”
“Cross my heart,” Natalie replied.
 
Zeke couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so furious. Standing in his backyard, he took inventory of the damages. His garden was destroyed, his windows were shattered, his ass stung from that damned gander, and, to add insult to injury, his beer had gotten hot from sitting in the truck. Camp? What was the woman thinking? Her son had a bitter lesson to learn.
Disgusted, Zeke went to the shed for some cardboard to cover the windows until he could replace the shattered glass. As he approached the broken shed door, his temper kicked up another notch. How had a half-pint kid managed to do this much damage? Zeke looked around for something that the boy might have used as a battering ram to break the one-by-four cross bucks. Nothing. As difficult as it was to believe, he decided that Chad must have kicked the door in.
Only rage could give a boy that kind of strength—a mindless, murderous rage. The thought was sobering, and Zeke’s anger subsided a little. Maybe, he decided, he should be more concerned about the child than he was about the damage. What drove a kid to strike out like this? Zeke had never even seen Chad until today, so revenge was ruled out. That left—what? Surely the boy hadn’t done this solely to get his father’s attention.
As Zeke cut pieces of cardboard to fit his windows, he tried to imagine what it would be like to grow up without a father. It was like trying to imagine going through life without arms. His mom and dad had been wonderful parents, both of them devoted. Zeke honestly couldn’t remember a single time in his life, even as an adult, when his dad hadn’t been there for him.
Not all kids were that lucky. Sometimes, despite the efforts of both parents, a marriage just fell apart. When that happened, a whole lot more than the neighbor’s garden could be at risk, namely a young boy who wasn’t sure where his loyalties lay anymore and couldn’t understand why one of his parents no longer seemed to love him.
 
At precisely eight o’clock the next morning, Zeke answered the door and found a hostile kid standing on his porch. Today Chad wore an oversize Big Dog T-shirt, sloppy tan shorts that hung well below his knees, and the same dusty Nikes with the laces dangling. He looked like a hundred other boys Zeke had seen in town. All he needed was a nose ring and a tattoo to be totally in vogue.
“My mom says I have to work here to pay you back,” Chad said with a sullen glare.
Zeke nodded and pulled the door wide. “Come on in. You had breakfast?”
Chad snorted. “Like my mother doesn’t feed me?”
So much for trying to befriend the little shit. Zeke led the way to the kitchen. “I’m having eggs Benedict. If you don’t want to eat, you can sit and watch while I do.”
Chad shuffled along behind him. “Eggs what?”
“Eggs Benedict,” Zeke repeated. “Poached eggs and ham on toasted English muffins with hollandaise sauce on top.”
“You cooking it yourself?” Chad asked incredulously
“Of course.” Zeke stepped over to turn the flame back up under the eggs. “It’s the maid’s year off.”
Chad flopped onto a chair, skinny legs sprawled. “You a queer or something?”
Zeke slanted the boy a hard look. “The politically correct term for a homosexual is gay, not queer.”
“So—are you gay, then?” the boy asked with a sneer.
“My sexual persuasions are none of your business.”
“That’s it, isn’t it? You’re gay. That’s how come you live alone in this big house and cook fancy food.”
“Maybe I like living alone and enjoy cooking. Ever think of that?”
“Yeah, right.”
Zeke refused to let the kid get his goat. “No long hair in my toothbrush, no nylons hanging on the showerhead, no standing in line to use the john, no fighting over the remote control.” He slapped a lid on the Teflon skillet. “Sure you don’t want something to eat? It’ll be a long time before lunch.”
The kid shrugged, which Zeke took as a yes. He stuck two halves of another muffin into the toaster, grabbed more eggs from the fridge, and resumed his position at the stove. Minutes later when he handed Chad a plate, he said, “When you’re finished eating, tie your shoes. We’ll be using power tools. I don’t want you to trip and get hurt.”
“Nobody but geeks tie their shoes.”
“You’ll be a geek while you’re working for me, then.”
Chad pushed at the eggs Benedict with his fork. “These are weird.”
“Don’t eat them. All the more for me.” Zeke sat at the opposite side of the table to enjoy his breakfast. “You want some orange juice?”
Chad shrugged again, so Zeke poured him a glass. The kid guzzled the juice, then tried the food. “Yuck,” he said, but continued to eat. “We never have eggs this way.”
“What kind do you have?”
“Burned scrambled or burned fried. If my mom invites you to dinner, don’t come.”
Zeke almost grinned. Then he remembered his garden and stifled the urge. “Some people enjoy cooking; others don’t.”
“My mom enjoys it.” Half of the boy’s eggs Benedict had already disappeared. “She just sings while she cooks and forgets the food.”
Curious, Zeke arched an eyebrow. When Chad wasn’t forthcoming with more information, he couldn’t resist asking, “What’s she sing?”
“Country, mostly. She pretends the spatula or spoon is a microphone and dances around the kitchen.”
“Ah. She got a good voice?”
“Poppy says she could’ve been the next Reba.” Chad pushed at his honey-brown hair, which was sorely in need of cutting. “Then she met my dad, got pregnant with me, and had to get married. My dad didn’t like her to sing, so she stopped for a long time. Now she’s too old to make it big.”
“Too old?” Zeke guessed Natalie Patterson to be in her late twenties or early thirties. That wasn’t exactly over the hill.
“My mom says lady singers have to make it big really young,” Chad explained. “Before their boobs start to sag and their butts get big. She’s got cellulite dimples on her thighs.”
That was more than Zeke wanted or needed to know. He pushed up from the table, gathered the dishes, and went to put them in the sink. As he scrubbed smears of egg yolk from the plates and utensils, visions of Natalie Patterson’s thighs flashed through his mind. Definitely not fat, and if they were dimpled, he hadn’t noticed.
“You ready to hit it?” he asked after loading the dishwasher.
“Do I, like, have a choice?”
“No.”
Five minutes later, Zeke had Chad lined out for the morning, washing tomato pulp off the siding. The boy worked at tortoise speed, spending more time wiping the sweat from his brow than he did scrubbing.
“Kick it in the butt,” Zeke called as he wielded the rake, gathering destroyed garden plants into piles. “You owe me a hundred and forty hours of hard work. If you slough off, I won’t give you credit for the time.”
Chad sent him a smoldering look. “I’m working.”
“You’re piddling.” Zeke tossed a pile of rubbish into the wheelbarrow. “If you haven’t paid off the debt by the time school starts, I’ll work you weekends and evenings after school. No sports, no girls, no fun. Choose your poison.”
Chad began scrubbing with more enthusiasm. When they’d worked for two hours, Zeke called for a break. They sat in the shade of an oak tree at the edge of the yard and drank nearly a half gallon of ice tea.
“So, seriously, why don’t you have a wife?” Chad asked.
“Don’t want one.”
“Why not?”
Zeke considered the question for a moment. The answer was that he liked being single, but he settled for saying, “Because.”
“Like that’s an answer?” Chad gestured with his glass. “Why have a garden with no one but you to eat the stuff?”
“I like being the only one to eat the stuff.” Zeke pushed to his feet. “The game of twenty questions is over. Back to work.”
Chad resumed the task of washing the house while Zeke piled debris into the wheelbarrow and made countless trips to the compost heap. When he’d almost cleared away the mess, Chad tossed the scrub brush into the bucket and turned with a mutinous expression on his face.
“How come I have to work a hundred and forty hours? Once the work’s all done, seems to me my debt should be paid.”
Zeke forked up some wilted tomato plants and broken cornstalks. “You’re forgetting the cost of the damages. New windows, exterior paint, and wood don’t come cheap, son.”
“I’m not your son.”
Zeke straightened and flexed a kink from his shoulder. “True. If you were, you’d have some manners and a better work ethic.” He inclined his head at the stained siding. “You’d also have some respect for other people’s property. I figured your hours at minimum wage, which is more than you’re probably worth, and I shaved off some time, to boot. It’s going to cost me a thousand dollars or more to put things right. If you think I’m being unfair, figure it out for yourself, but do it on your own time.”
Zeke no sooner finished speaking than he glimpsed a flash of blue at the corner of the cream-colored shop, a cavernous metal building that did triple duty as a garage, work area, and storage room. He turned to see Natalie Patterson stepping into the backyard. Today she looked completely different, more the cute and adorable girl next door than a sexy vamp, her dark hair caught in a clasp at the back of her head, her oval face devoid of makeup. She wore faded jeans and a man’s white shirt, the sleeves rolled back to her elbows. The stiletto heels of yesterday had been replaced with smudged sneakers.
“Hi,” she said.
Zeke wanted to whistle and say, “Wow.” Instead, he laced his voice with studied indifference and said, “Hello.”
She glanced around, taking in the mess. “I, um, thought I’d come over and help.” Her smile was stiff. “Two for the price of one. This way, the work will get done faster.”
And Chad would be able to go to camp. Zeke bit down hard on his back teeth. No way was he backing down on this. The kid had done the damage, and he would pay the debt.
“Can I speak to you for a moment?” Zeke asked.
She stared at him for a long, loaded second before nodding her assent. Zeke led the way to the gravel parking area in front of the shop. When they were beyond Chad’s earshot, he turned, settled his hands at his hips, and locked gazes with her.
“I told you last night, I don’t think this is a wise idea,” he said softly.
She blinked, managing to look both innocent and sexy at once. “You don’t think what is a wise idea?”
“You coming over here to help.”
“Why not?”
“Because the boy needs to be taught a lesson.”
Two bright spots of color flagged her delicate cheekbones. Her lovely brown eyes flashed with anger. In that moment, Zeke was convinced that he’d never seen a more beautiful woman.
“Excuse me? Chad is my son. As long as you receive recompense for the damages, I fail to see how his upbringing is any of your concern.”
She had a point, but Zeke chose to ignore it. “Chad is the one who vandalized my property. He should be the one to make restitution. I made my position on that clear.”
“True, but you were mad. I hoped you’d be reasonable this morning.”
“I’m being perfectly reasonable.”
“There are a number of things happening in Chad’s life right now that you don’t understand.”
“I understand that he’s too old to be mollycoddled and let off easy.”
“I’m not asking you to let him off easy. I’m asking only that you work with me and be fair.”
“By doing the repairs myself, I’m shaving off at least five hundred dollars in labor, and I cut him some slack on the hours. That’s fair. You can’t say it’s not.”
“My son is going through a very difficult time.”
“We all go through difficult times. That doesn’t give us license to destroy other people’s property.”
“Who’s going to supervise him for three and a half weeks? Don’t you have a job?”
“I own a ranch-supply store. I’ll juggle the schedule, do the ordering and books at night. I’ll be here to monitor him.”
Her cheeks grew even redder. “I still fail to see how my helping would be a bad thing. Your place will be put back to rights more quickly that way.”
“And Chad will get to go to camp?”
Her eyes sparked with indignation. “You’re overstepping your bounds, Mr. Coulter. Whether or not my son goes to camp is none of your business.”
“Wrong. It became my business when he threw the first tomato.” When she started to speak again, Zeke held up a staying hand. “I’ve stated my terms. If you don’t like them, we can always let Chad’s punishment be decided in juvenile court. Is that what you want?”
At the threat, her face drained of color. “You know it isn’t.”
“Then leave it alone. It won’t kill Chad to work off the debt by himself, and he’ll learn a valuable lesson while he’s at it. If this isn’t nipped in the bud now, what’ll he do next, rob a convenience store?”
“Don’t be absurd! He was just acting out to get attention.”
She obviously hadn’t been around many teenage boys. If Chad continued on his present course, she would have no control over him in another few years. “Mission accomplished. He definitely has mine.”
“Oh, how I wish I had a thousand dollars. I’d pay you off so fast it’d make your head swim! If you’re so keen to raise kids, have some of your own.”
“It takes a village. You ever read that book?”
Arms rigid at her sides, she gathered her hands into fists. Zeke had a bad feeling that she yearned to punch him. “You’re insufferable.”
She whirled and stalked away. After taking several steps, she turned back to scorch him with another fiery glare. “Everything else in his world has been taken away—his home, his school, his friends, even his father. Going to camp was the only familiar thing left, and now you’re taking that away from him, too.”
 
Natalie was so furious when she got home that she slammed the door as she entered the kitchen. Still in her nightshirt, Valerie was at the stove, pouring a cup of coffee from the dented aluminum pot that had served the Westfield family for generations. Dark hair in a lopsided topknot, eyelids smudged with mascara, and mouth still stained red from last night’s dress-up lipstick, she looked like a hooker who’d put in a hard night.
“What’re you in a snit about?” she asked with a huge yawn.
Huffing from the walk across the field, Natalie stepped to the cupboard to get a clean coffee mug. “That man.”
“What man?” Valerie lifted her eyebrows. “If he’s under forty and halfway cute, give me five minutes to grab a shower and I’ll take him off your hands.”
“Is sex all you ever think about?”
Valerie shrugged and smiled. “Getting laid is fun. Maybe if you tried it occasionally, you’d be less acerbic.”
Natalie heaped a spoon with sugar and stirred it into her coffee. “I bypassed acerbic and went straight to royally pissed off. He is such a jerk.”
“He, who?”
“Zeke Coulter.” Natalie went to sit at the battered wood table, which had been painted with light gray enamel in the sixties, had gotten chipped over the years, and was now a mottled mess, with previous layers of paint showing through. Pop refused to get a new dinette set because this one was still serviceable. Natalie waffled between wanting to strip it down to the original wood and wanting to take a hacksaw to one leg. “I went over to help Chad with the work, and he refused to let me stay.”
“Why?” Taking care not to spill her coffee, Valerie sat down and crossed her legs, displaying slender thighs tanned to a smooth butternut. “Seems to me he’d be happy to get the repairs done faster.”
“Oh, no. He’s convinced I’m mollycoddling Chad. Says he needs to learn a lesson. Like it’s any of his business how I raise my son? What is it with men, anyway? I’ve never met one yet who didn’t think he was lord of the universe.”
Bright-eyed and smiling, Gramps entered the kitchen just then. Up since five, he had already finished reading the Portland Oregonian and was eager to start watching television. “What’s that you say? Your universal joint went out?” House shoes flapping, he gimped over to the stove to refill his coffee cup. “That’ll cost a pretty penny. Too bad your daddy’s back is messed up. He could put it on the hoist and have it repaired in nothin’ flat. How’d you get home last night? Frank drive you?”
Valerie sighed, looking like a disgruntled raccoon with the smears of black ringing her eyes. “Her car’s fine, Gramps. We were talking about men.”
Gramps harrumphed and came to sit at the table. “Is that all you ever think about, girl? You only broke up with Keith a few days ago.”
“Kevin,” Valerie corrected, “and it’s been two weeks.”
Gramps shook his head. “If he’s a geek, why’d you move in with him?”
Natalie took a sip of coffee to hide her grin.
Raising her voice to a near yell, Valerie said, “Turn on your hearing aid! I didn’t say he was a geek. I said we’ve been broken up for two weeks!”
Gramps fiddled with the outdated hearing aid and winced when the increase in volume made the device squeal. “Damned thing.”
“You need a new one,” Natalie inserted. “Medicare would probably help pay for it.”
“That’s the problem with you young people. Every durned thing has to be brand spankin’ new. Like as if old is worthless? This hearin’ aid was good enough for yer grandma, by God, and it’s good enough for me.” When he had the hearing aid adjusted to suit him, he turned questioning blue eyes on Natalie. “So what’s this about your universal joint?”
“My car is fine. I was just grumping about men.”
Gramps reached over to pat Natalie’s arm. “Stop frettin’, honey. Ye’re well rid of that bastard.”
“She’s not stewing over Robert. It’s Zeke Coulter next door who’s got her dander up today.” Valerie cupped her mug in her hands and took a noisy sip of coffee. “She went over to help Chad do the repairs, and Coulter sent her home.”
“Why’d he do that?” Natalie’s father asked as he entered the kitchen. “Seems like he’d appreciate the help.”
Natalie recounted the conversation that she’d had with Zeke Coulter. Just as she finished talking, Rosie joined them at the table. “Little ears,” Natalie said to the adults as she gathered the sleepy child onto her lap.
Neither Gramps nor Pop took the hint, and a heated debate ensued. Gramps wanted to go over and show Zeke Coulter how the cow ate the cabbage, an old-timer’s way of saying he wanted to kick their neighbor’s ass. Pop vetoed that idea by telling the Chihuahua joke again. Gramps took exception. Before Natalie knew it, the exchange had escalated into an argument.
“Do you have to do this?” she cried. “Why can’t anyone in this family discuss something without yelling and getting in a fight? You’re upsetting Rosie.”
Both her father and grandfather fell silent. Then Pop asked, “Are we upsetting you, Rosebud?”
Rosie lifted her face from Natalie’s bosom. “Nope.”
Pop nodded. “There, you see? She understands the difference between yelling and merely raising our voices to make a point.”
 
Getting an honest day’s work out of a resentful kid was more difficult than Zeke had expected. Chad scrubbed half-heartedly at the house, leaving smears of tomato pulp in his wake. At first, Zeke pointed out places the boy had missed. But along toward noon, he decided to just let him go. There was no time like the present for Chad to learn that the hours spent doing a half-ass job wouldn’t count against his debt.
At twelve sharp, Zeke leaned the rake and pitchfork against the shed and told Chad it was time for lunch. As Chad broke off from work, Zeke suggested that they drive into town and eat at McDonald’s, which brightened the boy’s mood considerably.
“We need paint, some one-by-fours to fix the door, and I need to order the window glass,” Zeke explained as they walked to the truck. “May as well eat while we’re running errands.”
En route to Crystal Falls, Chad slumped against the passenger door. To break the silence, Zeke turned on the stereo. His favorite CD, the latest by Garth, began to play, filling the cab with the star’s honeyed voice as he belted out ballads about hopes and dreams realized—and loves of a lifetime lost.
After a few minutes, Chad said, “You got anything to play besides sappy shit?”
“Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”
Chad rolled his eyes. “Do you kiss your mother with yours? You say ‘shit.’ I heard you.”
Guilty as charged. Zeke had gotten a blackberry sticker in his hand that morning and let fly with a few choice words, never once stopping to think that the boy was listening. “I’m an adult.”
“Yeah, like, so what? It’s okay for adults to cuss, but it’s not okay for kids? I don’t get it. My grandpa cusses and so does my dad. Nobody even blinks. Let me say one bad word, and Mom acts like the sky split open to rain snakes.”
Zeke almost stuck to his guns about his being an adult, but somehow that angle of defense stuck in his craw. The kid was right. If adults set a bad example, no one could really blame a boy for following suit.
“From now on, if I cuss, you can. If I don’t, you can’t. How’s that for a deal?”
Chad looked wary. “You’re kidding. Right?”
“Nope. I’m dead serious.”
“Yeah, right. If I cuss, you’ll tell my mom.”
Zeke was determined to clean up his language around the kid, so that wasn’t a worry. “No, I won’t. Do I look like a tattletale?”
“All adults are tattletales.”
“I’m not about stuff like this. Do we have a deal or not?”
Chad shrugged, but Zeke didn’t miss the grin that flirted at the corners of his mouth. “Sure. I got ten bucks that says you’ll cuss at least once before we get home.”
“You’re on.”
After stopping for lunch and running all the errands, Zeke drove home in a mild state of shock. “I can’t believe how much they charged for that damned window glass.”
Chad grinned from ear to ear. “They gotta make a damned living.”
Zeke grimaced and reached for his wallet.
“You’re really gonna pay up?” Chad asked.
“Of course. A wager is a wager.”
Chad accepted the ten spot. A mischievous twinkle danced in his eyes as he stuffed the bill into his pocket. “I got another ten that says you’ll cuss again before the day is out.”
“You’re on.” Zeke returned his attention to the road, convinced that he would win the bet. It was a simple matter of watching his language.
By three o’clock, he owed Chad another ten dollars. As he opened his wallet, he said, “Has it occurred to you that this is an inequitable situation? You owe me a thousand dollars in repairs. Why can’t my cusswords go against your debt?”
Chad shook his head and held out his hand. “My mama didn’t raise no fool. This way, I’m paying off the debt and making a profit.”
Zeke couldn’t help but laugh. He was starting to like this kid. “If you put it against your debt, it’ll reduce the number of hours you have to work.”
Chad shrugged. “Working for you isn’t so bad. I’m not bored, anyhow.”
“Is it boring at home?”
“You ever watched Court TV most of the day?”
“Nope, can’t say that I have.”
“Big-time boring. Gramps watches trials and shit.” Chad cast Zeke a sidelong glance. “I had that one coming. You cussed, remember? That means I can. It was our deal.”
Zeke was beginning to regret having made that bargain. “What kind of trials does the old man watch?”
“All kinds. He especially gets off on murder trials. Somebody he doesn’t know killed somebody else he doesn’t know, and he hangs on every word. It totally sucks. He’s fascinated by forensics. Blood splatter patterns and stuff. It’s kind of creepy.”
“Takes all different kinds to make the world go round, I guess.” Zeke tugged a tape measure from his belt. “You ever used a circular saw?”
“You want me to saw boards?” Chad cast a worried glance at the lumber. “I don’t think so. I’d better just wash the house and stuff.”
“I’m the boss on this job,” Zeke said firmly as he handed Chad the safety goggles. “If I say you’re going to cut boards, you’ll cut boards. You can scrub the house later.”
The boy eyed the saw as he might a scorpion. “You don’t know what you’re getting into. I’m real clumsy.”
“Who says you’re clumsy?”
“My dad. He says I was born with ten thumbs and two left feet.”
Zeke didn’t think he would like Robert Patterson. “Bullshit. If you’re clumsy, I haven’t noticed it.”
Chad grinned and thrust out his hand. “That’s another ten to me, bucko.”
“No, it’s not. We didn’t bet last time.”
“Too bad. I would have had you.”
Scarcely able to believe he’d transgressed again, Zeke shook his head. “I never realized I cuss so much.” He arched an eyebrow. “Let it be a lesson to you. Get in the habit, and sooner or later you’ll slip up in front of your mother.”
Chad nodded solemnly. “Yeah, probably. It really upsets her, too, so I’d better watch it.”
“Enough said. Back to you using the circular saw. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to handle one. I’ll show you how.”
“I’m not good at learning new things,” Chad warned him.
Zeke had a sneaking hunch that his father had convinced him of that as well. “No one is good at anything the first few times. It takes practice.”
“I’ll ruin your boards.”
“No, you won’t. They’re long. You can practice on the ends.”
Chad donned the goggles and proved to be a fast study. Lending assistance when needed, Zeke stood over him, intoning all the warnings and safety precautions that his father had once given him.
“Set your blade on the long side of the line, or you’ll cut the board short.”
“Which side is the long side?” Chad asked.
Zeke explained and then touched the penciled line. “You need a board exactly this long. If you cut right here or slightly on the inside, you’ll be a fraction off in length. It’s always better to cut on the long side. Most times you’ll end up with a board just the right length. If you do cut it long, it’s a whole lot easier to shave off a little more than to buy more wood.”
Chad lined up the blade as Zeke had shown him. The saw screamed, and halfway across the board, the teeth got stuck. Zeke quickly grasped the saw handle. “No problem. You just slacked off on the power a little.”
“It tried to buck back at me,” Chad said shakily.
“That’s because the teeth grabbed. You did fine. You had control of the tool and didn’t let it get away from you.” Zeke helped jerk the blade free. “Just start over. Don’t slack off on the power this time. You can do it.”
The saw screamed again as it bit back into the wood. Chad clenched his teeth, gripping the tool with all his strength. When he had cut the width of the board, he flashed a huge grin. “I did it!”
“You sure as hell did.”
“That’s another ten dollars.”
Zeke laughed. “I’ve created a monster.”
Chad nodded. “A rich monster.”
“We didn’t bet,” Zeke reminded him, “and we aren’t going to until I break this habit.”
“That’s positive thinking—that you can break yourself of it, I mean.”
“I do have it bad, don’t I? I can keep a clean mouth around ladies and children, no problem, but around other men, I forget myself.”
“I’m not a man.”
“You’re doing a man’s work. Way I see it, that makes you a man.”
Chad straightened his shoulders. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Just don’t pick up my bad habits. Your mom’ll scalp me with a dull knife.”
“She thinks I’m still a baby.”
“That’s typical. May as well get used to it.”
“Does your mom still think you’re a baby?”
“Absolutely, and I like it that way. Whenever I visit her, she makes my favorite pie. Can’t beat that with a stick.”
Chad grimaced. “If my mom baked a pie, I’d run.”
“Ah, well. When you grow older, she’ll think of something special to do when you go see her.”
“She makes really good oatmeal treats. They’re chocolate, and you just cook them on the stove. I really like them, and they only take three minutes. Even Mom can pay attention that long.”
Zeke chuckled. “Better not let her hear you talking that way. Women are funny about their cooking.”
Chad shrugged. “Not my mom. She knows she’s an awful cook. She’s a good mom, and she’s a good singer. That’s all she really cares about. She says that’s why they invented TV dinners, fish sticks, and stew in a can, for moms like her.”
A good mom and a good singer? From a purely practical standpoint, the lady had to be good at something else in order to earn a living. “What’s her profession?” Zeke asked.
Chad looked mildly exasperated. “One guess, and she isn’t a cook.”
“She sings for a living?”
The boy nodded. “At the Blue Parrot. It’s a supper club.”
Zeke had never patronized the place, but he’d heard good things about it. “Ah. That explains why she pretends the spatula is a mike. She’s practicing.”
“Nah. Trust me, Mom doesn’t need to practice. She just loves to sing.” Chad shrugged. “That’s why she bought a supper club, so she could sing to a real audience.”
“She owns the place?”
The boy nodded.
“If she can’t cook, why in the hell did she buy a supper club?”
“You just cussed again.”
Zeke thought back over what he’d said. “I’m sorry. I just find it amazing that a woman who can’t fry eggs would buy a restaurant.”
“She hires the cooking done. Mostly, that works.”
“Mostly?”
“Sometimes the chef gets mad and quits. Then there’s trouble until she can find someone else.”
“What does she do in the interim?”
“In the what?”
“In the meantime—until she can hire a new chef?”
Chad laid a new board across the sawhorses. “She has to do the cooking until she can find somebody new. That’s why the Blue Parrot’s almost bankrupt.”
Zeke grabbed the try square. “It must be hard for her to support you kids if the club isn’t doing well.”
“My dad would send her money if she didn’t harp at him all the time. Every time she sees him, she starts running at the mouth and ticks him off.”
The way Zeke saw it, no matter how ticked off a father became, he was still morally obligated to support his kids. “Your mom must have reason to harp at him.”
“She pretends to be mad about all kinds of things, but the truth is, she’s just jealous. Dad has always had girlfriends. For a long time, she didn’t seem to care, and then, all of a sudden, she divorced him. Now she’s, like, a complete witch every time she sees him.” Chad’s brown eyes grew suspiciously bright behind the goggles, and his cheeks turned an angry red. “I don’t know what her deal is. She was fine with it for a long, long time, and then, bang, she went ballistic. Nothing’s the same anymore, and I never get to see my dad.”
The picture forming in Zeke’s mind of the Pattersons’ marriage wasn’t pretty. “Your father can see you any time he chooses to, Chad. Your mother says he lives right here in town.”
“What do you know about it?” Chad backed away a step. “He travels all the time on important business, and when he’s in town, he’s got meetings and stuff. He wants to see me. He just can’t! And my mom doesn’t help matters.”
Zeke held up a hand. “Whoa. I didn’t mean to step on your toes.”
“Then don’t bad-mouth my dad. You don’t even know him.”
“That’s true,” Zeke agreed, “and I didn’t intend to bad-mouth him. I’m just trying to point out that things aren’t always the way they appear on the surface. Maybe your mom has other reasons for being mad at your father, reasons she hasn’t shared with you.”
“My dad is a good dad, and he loves me! He does.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Zeke said carefully. “If I had a son like you, I’d be proud as punch.”
That took the wind out of Chad’s sails. He blinked away tears and bent his head to kick at a sliver of wood. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”
It was true. Zeke did want to make Chad feel better. But that didn’t mean he hadn’t sincerely meant the compliment. “You’re a good-looking young man, and you’re sharp as a tack.”
Chad looked up. Tear tracks glistened on his cheeks below the goggle cups. “I’m not smart. All’s I ever get is B’s. My dad got straight A’s in every subject without even studying, and he was good at sports, too.”
“And you’re not, I take it.”
“I suck at sports.”
“Maybe you just haven’t found the right one yet.”
“I’ve tried everything.” He kicked at the wood again. “I’m not too bad at baseball, but I’m nowhere near as good as my dad was.”
Zeke was beginning to actively dislike Robert Patterson. “When I was your age, I sucked at sports, too. It wasn’t until I started riding horses and roping competitively that I found my real niche. Don’t cubbyhole yourself. Keep trying new things. Sooner or later, you’ll find where your talents lie, and you’ll excel.”
Chad made a face. “Who wants to be good at riding and roping? You can’t get a varsity letter for that.”
“No varsity letters, that’s true,” Zeke agreed. “But if you get good on a horse, there are plenty of buckles and trophies to win. My sister, Bethany, was the state champion three years running in barrel racing and would have gone to the nationals but for a riding accident. She has more championship buckles than anyone I’ve ever known, and you can wear those all your life. A varsity letter—” Zeke broke off and shrugged. “Well, hey, a grown-up would look pretty silly wearing a letterman’s sweater to town.”
“I guess.” Chad glanced at Zeke’s belt. “That a championship buckle?”
Zeke turned up the ornate oval of silver and gold for the boy’s inspection. “Roping, my specialty. It’ll separate the men from the boys in nothing flat.”
Chad pursed his lips. “I used to ride horses.”
“Too bad you’ve lost interest. I have a couple. We could have done some riding and roping. Much as I enjoy my horses, it’s not as much fun alone.”
“I haven’t lost interest.”
After studying Chad’s tear-streaked face for a long moment, Zeke concluded that he’d never met a boy in more serious need of a friend. “Hmm,” he settled for saying. “I’ll keep that in mind. No better way to relax than to throw a few lassos and go for a ride. Gives a man time to reflect on things and clear his head.”
Chad straightened his shoulders. “I hear you.” Then he frowned. “If you’ve got horses, where are they?”
“Rented pasture. Best roping horses you’ll ever clap eyes on.” Zeke handed Chad the tape measure. “I showed you how last time. Your turn to mark the board.”
Chad bent to the task. Zeke stood over him, giving instructions as needed. “Okay,” he said, when the board was marked. “Which angle should you cut, a right or a left?”
Chad studied the board. Finally, he said, “It shouldn’t matter. I just have to cut the opposite angle at the other end to make it work for a cross buck.”
Zeke grinned and patted the kid on the shoulder. “Just like I said, sharp as a tack. I know grown men who can’t figure angles to save their souls.”
While setting the saw blade, Chad asked, “So when will you bring your horses here?”
“As soon as the fences are up,” Zeke replied.
“When will they be up?” the boy asked.
“As soon as you get them built.”
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