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The Cowboy Comes Home

 

 

Bitter ending

Ten years ago Sara severed all ties with her high school sweetheart after a tragic accident.  Distrustful of her own emotions and judgment, she focused on building her horse training business and ignoring all romantic overtures since then.

 

Moving on

Devastated by the rejection from Sara, Ethan moved on with life, gaining experience and knowledge to run his own ranch when he inherits the one adjacent to Sara's.

 

Secrets Revealed

Will secrets revealed enable Sara and Ethan to find a way to coexist peacefully despite the anger and tragedy that flooded their past?  Or is something more in their future?


Prologue

 

 

September, ten years ago

 

Sara folded another shirt and put it in her suitcase. She sank onto the edge of the bed, listless and tired. She should be excited about heading off to college, but the depression that had clouded her summer hadn’t lifted. The doctor had told her it would fade, given time.

But time wasn’t something that she embraced. She felt adrift. She knew her father wanted only the best for her, but she hated his constant harping on how foolish she’d been to fall for a “no-good cowboy’s son who had only one thing on his mind.”

At first she’d defended Ethan. But as the weeks dragged by and Ethan hadn’t called, hadn’t come to see her, she’d had to admit her father might be right. Maybe Ethan Sanchez had been after her only for sex. Once their excitingly illicit affair was exposed, he’d never contacted her again.

So much for his saying he loved her. Would he really ever have married her? She’d believed him when they’d discussed it. 

Three months ago she’d been looking forward to college with the freedom from parental pressure. Remembering their plans now did no good. 

She and Ethan had both been accepted at the University of Wyoming. But now she was going to a different college. Ethan had won a scholarship to the university; she was going to Colorado. Her father had insisted.

So there would be no studying together. No planning a wedding. No setting up their own ranch.

Ethan was out of her life.

Despite her best efforts tears spilled. Her hand went instinctively to her stomach as the same aching loss she’d experienced all summer overcame her. She’d never even felt the baby move. But she’d known it was there, growing beneath her heart.

They’d been so scared when they’d discovered she was pregnant. Ethan had promised to marry her as soon as school was out no matter what her father said. Since she’d turned eighteen last May, she could make decisions like that for herself.

Only—by the end of graduation night, a drunk driver had ended all their dreams.

She brushed away the tears and went to get another shirt. In the morning her father would drive her to Denver and a new chapter in her life would begin. She tried to be enthusiastic for his sake, but she would just as soon stay in bed and never have to go out again.

A few minutes later a commotion downstairs interrupted her thoughts. Her aunt Caroline had been staying with them this summer. She could handle anything.

Then Sara heard his voice. Her heart stopped for an instant. He’d ignored her all summer and now had the nerve to show up? She ran out from her room to the top of the stairs to face Ethan.

He stood at the front door staring down the determined woman who refused to let him enter.

 “Get going, boy. Joe gave me strict instructions. You're not to contact Sara,” she said, blocking entry into the house.

“Yeah, I get that.” 

Ethan's frustration had been building day by day. He’d been trying to talk to Sara ever since the accident. Her father had made sure he hadn’t made contact. She hadn't been allowed visitors in the hospital. Once home, phone calls had been intercepted— Sara was never available. He’d sent two letters, but the lack of response made him doubt they’d ever been delivered. 

He’d come by more than once to see her on the ranch, but the vigilant cowboys who worked for Joe Wilson hadn’t let him get ten feet inside the boundaries. 

He’d looked for her in town, but in three months she had not shown up once.

Even friends had hesitated to act as go-betweens.

Today had been the first real chance he’d had to see her, and he could feel the seconds ticking down until someone realized how far he’d gotten. He half expected Joe Wilson to drive up and order him off the ranch at gunpoint.

“I just want to talk to her for five minutes,” he said. If he had to, he figured he could lift this woman out of his way to get into the house.

Her father was gone—Ethan had seen him leave. And the cowboys who did Joe Wilson’s bidding were otherwise occupied so they couldn’t gang up on him again. His ribs still ached from the beating two of them gave him when Joe meted out punishment because Ethan had gotten his daughter pregnant. His nose would never be the same.

None of that mattered. He had to see Sara.

“What do you want?” Her voice came from the top of the stairs.

There she stood, glaring down at him. For a moment he didn’t register how cold she sounded.

“Sara,” he said, his throat nearly closing. She looked so beautiful. Tired and thinner than when he’d last seen her all dressed up for their graduation night dance. But she was still the prettiest girl he’d ever known.

“Get out,” she said. Bitter anger laced her words.

“What?” Her father had told him she didn’t want to see him, but Ethan hadn’t believed him, because of the bad blood between her father and his. But Ethan loved Sara and she loved him. He’d spent all summer torn up with guilt and regrets. He needed to talk to her.

“You heard me, get off this ranch and don’t ever come back.”

He stared at her, unable to take it in. He thought she’d want to see him as much as he wanted to see her. Had her father been telling the truth?

“I need to talk to you,” he said. He could feel the pressure of the little ring box in his pocket. Nothing had gone the way they’d planned. Time was running out. He had to leave for school in a couple of days. “Just talk.”

“It’s all been said, Ethan.”

So she had known her father was keeping him away.  She blamed him, obviously, for what happened.

A slow anger simmered. He’d risked his safety to see her today. As he had several times over the past weeks. She was no longer interested in him. 

His dad had told him she’d been playing with fire but would never really want a long-range commitment with him. He should’ve known when he’d wanted to tell everyone they were dating this past year and she’d insisted on secrecy.

His father had been right. He was nothing to Sara Wilson. The only daughter of the largest rancher in the county had been playing games and now was moving on. He’d heard she was heading to Colorado for college, not UW as they’d planned. As he’d thought they’d planned.

“Run along,” the woman said gently. “Before Joe gets home.”

He met her eyes, seeing sympathy. 

He hated learning Sara didn’t want him—but it was all the more difficult to see the compassion in a stranger’s gaze. He didn’t need pity.

“Blast it all!  What a waste of a year,” he growled and turned, heading for his horse. 

He took the small, velvet-covered box from his pocket and opened it. The diamond sparkled in the sunshine. He’d spent every dime he had and then some on the ring. As he stared at it, the scents of a ranch provided a familiar background: horse, cattle, hay. The cloudless sky was a huge blue dome over western Wyoming. Ethan wondered if he’d always associate a beautiful day with the black heart of the girl he’d loved. 

He clenched the box in his fist for a moment, then hurled it as far as he could.


Chapter One

 

 

May, present day

“I love Wyoming,” Brie Carson said as Sara turned the pickup truck into the long sloping driveway that led to the Carson house. “I don’t know why Montana gets the big-sky tag. Look at the sky here, it’s glorious.”

The sun was setting in the west, flinging a kaleidoscope of colors overhead. A gentle breeze carried the fresh smell of grass and cattle as it wafted onward.

Sara smiled and shook her head. “You say that all the time. You’ve been here for years now. Hasn’t the novelty worn off yet?”

“Do you know of a better place?” Brie asked.

“Nope.” 

Not that she’d been to that many places. Colorado. A trip to San Francisco and one to Chicago. But she loved her home and couldn’t imagine living  anywhere else. 

“But I hear Kentucky’s pretty.”

“Oh, it is. But you know, sort of closed in, with trees everywhere and neat plots of fenced land, not rolling open hills where when you reach the summit you can see forever.”

“Or at least to the next range of mountains. Not quite forever,” Sara teased.

“I’m being poetic.” 

“Oh.” Sara wasn’t the poetic type. She was practical and down to earth. She’d once been romantic, but life had shattered that.

They rode in silence until they saw the ranch house. Then Brie turned slightly and looked at her.

“Things any better on the home front?” she asked.

“You wait until now to ask?” Sara said. “We had all of dinner.”

“Yes, but I didn’t want to put us off our food.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Nate not bothering you anymore?”

“I can handle that,” Sara said, with only a hint of doubt in her tone. 

Nate worried her. But she didn’t believe he’d actually cross the line. Ever since her father had had his stroke and been away, Nate had been making moves. Sara was not interested, but the man had a hide as thick as a steer’s and wouldn’t be discouraged. 

“Dad’s lack of progress worries me more.”

“Your father has to be so frustrated being confined to that hospital room,” Brie said. “He was involved in so much in the day to day activity, the inactivity has to be driving him up the wall.”

Sara nodded. “He wants to be instantly okay, but his doctor says it will take time. Dad’s never been much on patience and he’s more impatient now than ever. What scares me is what if he doesn’t get back to normal?”

Brie didn’t know the full extent of her father’s difficulties, Sara had tried to ignore his temper, because he’d always been her biggest supporter. And Sara wanted to be the same kind of support for him, despite the arguments they seemed to have every time they were together.

“He could have put you in total charge of the ranch,” Brie said loyally.

 Sara couldn’t argue that point. It was a bone of contention between her and her father. He tried to run everything in absentia, so each time she visited the rehab center, he made sure he countermanded at least one of her orders—just to show he was still in charge. She’d begun reporting one stupid decision each day so that most of her real orders stood. She wondered when he’d catch on.

She wished he was back on the ranch as much as he did. She missed him so much. It had been just the two of them since her mother died when she was four. She couldn’t imagine the future of  the ranch if he never returned.

Sara pulled the pick-up  to a stop in front of Brie’s long single-story house—a new wood-shingled dwelling built only five years ago. It was completely different from the old two-story house that had been in Sara’s family for three generations. She liked the modern lines and the bright blue shutters Brie and her brother, Bart, had put on the house.

“Come in for coffee. The night’s still young,” Brie invited. “You’re not going to bed for hours, no matter how early you get up in the morning.”

Sara nodded. “I’ll stay for a while. But decaf, otherwise I won’t get any sleep.”

The two women had spent a girls’ night out enjoying a meal they didn’t cook and conversation that good friends shared. Trying to get together with the demands of their respective ranches wasn’t easy.

With mugs of coffee laced with cream, they headed for the front porch. The mild May evening was too nice to spend inside. Sara sank onto one of the wicker rockers as Brie sat next to her. The brother and sister had bought the ranch five years ago, breaking away from a family concern in Kentucky when they’d found what they considered the perfect cattle ranch in Puerto, Wyoming.

Brie and Sara had become friends immediately. Several times over the past few years Sara wished she could form the same close attachment with Brie’s brother, Bart. How cool it would be to marry into their family. She’d have a ready-made sister and strong family ties.

As much as she liked Bart, however, she didn’t trust her own instincts about men.

Sara shook her head and forced her thoughts away from the past and focused on what Brie was saying.

“We’re going to one of the cattle sales in Denver next month after all the branding,” Brie said, sipping the hot coffee. “Want to go?”

“I’d love to go, but who knows when my dad will be released.”

“I thought you said he's doing better.”

“Better is relative. The doctor says he’s improving, but I don’t see great strides. He still can’t walk without the walker and nurses flanking him.  His left side is almost useless.” 

Her father resented being in the rehab facility trying to regain his mobility. Every day she visited, he insisted he could continue to improve at the ranch. His doctor vetoed that idea and Sara stood by the doctor’s orders.

“But he'll return home one day, right?” Brie asked tentatively.

“So the doctor says. If he doesn’t have another stroke. And I’ll be glad to have him back. I’m supposed to be taking care of things, but without him giving me actual power, it’s a pain. I’ve been a part of the ranch my entire life. You’d think he’d trust me to know what to do in its best interest.”

Sara suspected his lack of confidence stemmed from her poor judgment about Ethan Sanchez when she’d been in high school. Her dad faulted her decisions then and he still questioned them now.

“How’s the training going?” Brie asked.

“On hold. I don’t have time to do anything with horses or even work in my garden. I double-check everything to make sure the ranch is taken care of, and then try to keep up with the paperwork. At least the computer upgrade Dad bought last year makes that part easier.”

“Are you still going to be able to help with branding this year?”

“Of course. I’ve penciled in our men starting in a week. First your place and then Fallons’. We’re third on the rotation this year. Wilkens follows us.”

“We lucked out being number one this time. I can’t wait,” Brie said.

“The first few days are okay, but by the time we hit the Wilkens' place, I’ll be so sick of the stink of burning flesh I’ll feel like throwing up,” Sara said. 

Cattle ranching wasn’t her passion. She envied Brie’s enthusiasm for the routines. She’d lost her enthusiasm long ago. Except for the horses she trained.

“But we have all those cowboys strutting around, eating, bragging, telling tall tales,” Brie said. Even after five years of ranching, she loved the mystique of cowboys.

Sara laughed. One day her friend would likely find a cowboy she’d fall for and find out once and for all that the mystique didn’t last. Sara knew cowboys were simply men like any other men. Some strong and true, others liars and cheats. 

However, she wasn’t any good at spotting which was which.

The night grew darker and stars sprinkled the sky. It was after nine. Before long she had to head for home. Tomorrow she’d tackle the logistics of covering the work at the ranch while the majority of her cowboys helped neighbors with their branding. Once her father was back she hoped she'd never see another steer, except to use in training.

The mournful sound of a harmonica drifted on the night air. 

Sara caught her breath, her heart racing. 

“Across the Wide Missouri.” 

The last time she’d heard that she had been an enthralled teenager, listening to a boy play it for her. Ethan had loved that harmonica of his, often serenading her when they spent the evenings on distant fields of one ranch or another.

She hadn’t thought about those days in a long time. She’d been so young, so free, so happy.

She hated that she’d also been so gullible.

“Who’s that?” she asked, pushing away the memories of ten years ago.

“Our new neighbor. The guy who inherited the old Phillips ranch, which borders ours on the south. He just moved up from Texas. He came over for dinner the other night. He and Bart hit it off when they first met and he offered to help with the branding until his own stock arrives. Bart said we can use all the men we can get.”

“I knew someone once who played that song,” Sara said slowly.

“Do you want to walk over and listen?” Brie asked. “On nights like this, the cowboys sit around a campfire outside the bunkhouse, drinking beer and swapping stories. Now I guess they’re listening to music as well. It’s sort of a sad song, isn’t it?”

Rounding the ranch house a moment later, the two women strolled toward the bunkhouse some distance away. The low flames of the campfire silhouetted the men lounging around. The haunting notes of the harmonica seemed to fill the night.

When she was close enough to recognize the musician, Sara faltered. 

Ethan!

 What was he doing here?

He hadn’t seen them. As he continued playing, the other cowboys weren’t talking, just listening.

Sara felt her heart pounding. For a moment she was a love-struck teenager again, longing to see the boy of her dreams. 

Then resentment flared. This was her home—he had no business returning to Puerto. What had Brie said, he inherited the Phillips ranch? How? The Phillips were no relation to Ethan.

She wanted to turn and flee, yet her feet felt leaden. She could only stare at the man the boy she’d loved so foolishly had become. 

It was hard to see clearly in the flickering firelight, but he looked bigger, harder. His hat was pulled down, obscuring his eyes. His hands cupped the harmonica and moved as the different notes sounded. His shoulders were broad and the denim-clad legs stretched out toward the fire, crossed casually, looked muscular. He’d been taller than six feet when they’d been teenagers. Had he grown any more? He’d certainly filled out.

The song wound down and Brie clapped. “That was terrific, play another.”

Ethan smiled, then caught sight of Sara. Time seemed suspended as the smile slowly faded. Then he deliberately knocked the harmonica against his leg and shook his head. “No more tonight. I’m headed home.” 

Despite protests from a couple of the men, he rose and turned without another word, heading into the bunkhouse.

Sara watched him stride into the building, unable to believe her eyes. Ethan Sanchez was back in Puerto.

She stared at the bunkhouse door, still in shock.

“Hi, Sara,” Bart called from the group. “Come sit a spell.”

She dragged her gaze from the door and found Bart near the fire. Smiling, she tried to cover her rampaging emotions. 

“Another time maybe. I need to get going myself.” 

She was stunned to see Ethan again after all this time.

She didn’t want him here. This was her home. He had no right to disrupt her life now. 

Yet a part of her yearned to talk to him, to find out if he had any. Clear the air and tell him—what? That he’d changed her forever? That she was not married and not likely to ever trust anyone who claimed to love her? That he’d ruined her for other men? 

She needed privacy to untangle her thoughts and feelings.

“I’ll call you,” she said to Brie, then turned and walked to her truck on numb legs. She couldn’t focus on anything but Ethan’s return.

The old ache rose. 

Then the idea of her father finding out almost made her cringe. He hadn't liked Ethan before. She had no reason to suspect his opinion of him would have mellowed in the interim. He’d want to defend his little girl. 

Sara almost smiled at the thought. She was twenty-eight years old, no longer her daddy’s little girl. Still, he’d come to her defense in a heartbeat. She'd have saved herself a lot of heartache if she’d listened to her dad all those years ago when he’d told her to stay away from cowboys.

And how had Ethan inherited the Phillips ranch?

Sara arrived home and entered the dark house without even thinking about anything other than what she was going to do about Ethan Sanchez. Without her father and aunt there to act as buffers, she’d have to deal with any meetings herself. 

How often would they run into each other? If he really was moving to the Phillips ranch, there’d be the cattlemen association meetings and church and maybe the occasional meeting at the feed barn. 

Beyond that, she could stay out of his way.

A knock at the still open door startled her. She flipped on the kitchen light and turned.

Nate Holt stood in the opening. Sara shivered.

“What is it?” she asked, refusing to show her nervousness. Give him an inch and who knew what he’d do.

He leaned against the door, his Stetson tilted rakishly over his brow. On someone she liked, she might find it sexy. On Nate it made her want to slap his smarmy face and send him packing. If he didn’t watch himself, that’s exactly what she’d do. She was on a short fuse tonight.

“Saw you come in. Thought you might like some company,” he drawled, letting his gaze run down the length of her. “The night’s young yet.”

She glanced at the clock. It was after ten. She was shaken by her encounter with Ethan. There was no way she wanted a confrontation with Nate tonight. But if he forced the issue, she’d rise to it.

“It’s late. I have things to do before heading for bed.” She wished she’d shut the door before he showed up. Had he been sitting on the porch waiting for her? How’d he get inside so fast?

“Come on, have a nightcap before bed.” 

The look he gave her made her skin crawl.

“No.” 

He stared at her. “Just no?”

“Absolutely no.” 

No matter how much she wanted to step closer, push him out and slam the door in his face, Sara refused to move an inch. She always left some space between them, not enough for comfort, but it would have to do. Sheer willpower kept her eyes steady on his. If he took a step farther inside, she’d slap his face.

After a long moment, Nate gave a half smile. “Another time, then,” he said as he stepped out into the dark. 

She strained to hear his footsteps, finally hearing them as he moved across the gravel at the bottom of the porch. Calmly, belying her churning nerves, she walked to the door and closed it, clicking the lock before she felt safe.

 

 

Ethan sat on the bed opposite the one his son slept on. He’d have to get Bobby up and get on home. But for a moment, he couldn’t move. 

He’d seen Sara. 

Not as he’d pictured their first meeting. But at least she hadn’t made a scene.

He’d known he’d run into her sometime. He thought it'd be in town, in the daylight with lots of people around. He’d nod, she’d probably be polite—she always had been—and the first bridge would be crossed.

Instead, he’d seen her in the moonlight, the flickering flame of the fire causing shadows that made her all the more alluring and mysterious. His heart had lurched and he’d thought he’d end up a babbling idiot. Leaving had been the wise choice. 

He should hate her and her father. But the desire that had shot through him at the sight of her made him question his sanity. She’d made her position clear years ago.

Thoughts of that senior year of high school crowded in his mind. How would things have played out if that drunk hadn’t smashed into the car and killed their baby? 

His father had been convinced Sara was just stringing him along. 

Ethan wasn’t as sure. He thought she loved him. But it was a long time ago and the facts couldn’t be changed. She’d wanted nothing to do with him after the accident. He'd finally accepted it and moved on.

Was coming back to Puerto a mistake?

He studied Bobby, sleeping so peacefully. The boy hadn’t a thought in his head except the excitement of moving to Wyoming and how soon his pony would be shipped up from Texas.

 Ethan felt a love so powerful it almost overwhelmed him. His son. His link to the future. If things had been different, he would have another child—one who’d be almost ten now. 

Had that baby been a boy or a girl? He’d never known.

“Hey, Ethan, you okay?” Bart stood in the doorway, back lit by the light from the common room.

“Yeah, just holding off picking him up in case I wake him.” 

It was a stupid excuse. Once asleep, Bobby never stirred until he was ready.

“You could leave him here. Maria's going to watch him anyway, she’ll get him up in the morning.”

“I’ll take him home. There’ve been enough changes in his life without having him wake up without me around. We’ll be back over around seven. I appreciate your letting Maria watch him here.”

“Hey, she has her own two, what’s one more,” Bart said.

Maria Dennis was the wife of one of the cowboys who worked for Bart. She was happy to earn a bit of extra cash by watching Bobby. Until Ethan got going, money'd  be tight. He couldn’t afford live-in help. 

He'd been managing Bobby on his own since his wife died two years ago. He wanted his son nearby. It wasn’t a hardship to drive over to the Carson place twice a day to drop him off and pick him up. Besides, most nights lately Bart had insisted he stay for dinner. He appreciated the company and the friendship that was growing between the two of them.

He’d seen one or two men in town that he knew from high school, but he hadn’t wanted to spend a lot of time talking about years gone by. 

Bart didn’t know his past and offered friendship with no preconceived notions.

Someday, he’d tell him the story of Sara Wilson.

Once Ethan had Bobby safely buckled in the truck, he headed for home.

When his father had died six months ago, Ethan had been stunned to discover he’d put a down payment on the old Phillip ranch back when they’d still been living in Puerto. Apparently Juan Sanchez had made payments all through the years they’d been in Texas without telling Ethan. But at the reading of his father’s will, Ethan learned not only had he instigated purchase, he’d had the foresight to get mortgage insurance. The loan had been paid in full upon his death and Ethan Sanchez was the sole owner of a 1650-acre cattle ranch outside of Puerto, Wyoming.

Granted the place had been vacant for more than a dozen years. There was a lot to be done, but with the help of his cousins from Texas, where Ethan and his father had gone after that first year of college, he was going to stock it with cattle and build up his business as a top cutting horse trainer. He had a list of clients as long as his arm who'd give good recommendations. Maybe he should have stayed in Texas, but the thought of owning a ranch free and clear had been too tempting.  Even if it meant returning to Puerto.

 

 

Ethan turned into the rutted drive of his new property. The number of tasks to be done before he’d start making money was formidable. His uncle Tomas was staking him until he showed a profit. 

He’d prioritized things—first, get the house in order. Then the barn. He had two stallions in Texas he planned to bring up.

 Then he had to see about getting some clients. His reputation of impressive wins in cutting horse events had spread and already one of the ranchers from town had asked if he’d take on a green horse that showed a lot of cow sense. 

Ethan needed more than one local client, but it was a start.

He could hardly wait to get back in the saddle. Once he had the barn fixed up, he’d see about getting his horses and the small herd of cattle promised by his uncle who had volunteered to pasture a couple of hundred head at Ethan’s ranch, and let Ethan keep the calves born the first few years. 

He needed more than one way to make money. The cattle market was volatile, but a fallback in case the training lagged.

Ethan was determined to make this ranch the best in the state in honor of his father—no matter who he had to butt heads with. He expected problems from the Wilsons, but he'd deal with them as they arose. 

He was no longer the teenage boy sleeping with Joe Wilson’s precious daughter. He was range tough and savvy now. Wilson would find a different man from the eighteen-year-old boy he’d buffaloed.

Ethan pulled to a stop in front of his ranch house. The wide porch was the best feature of the place, he thought as he lifted his sleeping son from the truck. He could picture himself and his boy sitting on it summer evenings after dinner, talking over the day’s events. 

Right now Bobby wanted to help in every way. Ethan just hoped Bobby would be a better son when he hit his teens than he’d been.

But the past couldn’t be changed. He had the present and future to think about.

And right in the forefront was what was he going to do about Sara Wilson? Could he see her around and not lose his head again?


Chapter Two

 

 

Sara rose early after a restless night. She’d dreamed of Ethan. They’d been by the river, making love beneath the cottonwoods—just as they’d done so often the spring of their senior year. She shook off the clutches of the dream and prepared for another day of doing chores around the ranch when all she wanted to do was take one of her horses out for a ride or hide in her garden retreat and forget the problems she had to face.

If she could do anything she wanted, she’d fire Nate and hire a really accomplished manager. Instead, she had to get things caught up before they started branding which would set them back on routine chores. A necessary part of the business, but time-consuming and disruptive to normal routines. Maybe she could talk her father into giving her the okay to take on another man for the duration.

She grabbed a cup of coffee and went into the office. Studying the map of the ranch, she wondered if she should have the men drive the cattle closer to the homestead for branding.

Her gaze was drawn to the narrow point where the old Phillip ranch adjoined theirs. It couldn’t be for more than a quarter of a mile at the river. A favorite place she and Ethan had sought when they’d wanted to spend time together with no one knowing. 

That summer between their junior and senior year, they’d snuck away many afternoons to swim in the river and talk of the future. He’d played that harmonica for her, usually fast songs that made her wonder how he could form the notes. Sometimes the sad refrain of “Across the Wide Missouri.”

She stepped away from the map. She had more important things to do than reminisce about a period of her life she’d spent years trying to forget. And the person who had made a complete fool of her.

Sara checked the calendar. She’d written down the dates she was expected to send cowboys to neighbors. As far as she knew, the Phillips ranch had no cattle. But next year? Did Ethan think he could return to Puerto and smoothly become a part of the community like Bart and Brie Carson had?

Once her father heard the news, he’d go ballistic. 

Could she somehow warn his friends not to mention it until he recovered more fully?

She almost laughed at the idea. That would only prod them to be the first to tell Joe Wilson that the son of that cowboy Juan Sanchez was back in town. 

Might as well let the news unfold however it happened.

Gathering up the tally books, she headed for the barn. With any luck, she’d catch at least one of the men and pass on their new directives. She’d have to arrange work schedules to cover the necessary chores and still be able to send three or four to help at the branding.

Donny Dobson was in the barn currying his horse. Intent on his work, he nodded as Sara came in. Donny was at least sixty years old. He’d worked the ranch since before Sara was born. He was quiet and kept to himself, but she knew he’d help in any way he could when the chips were down.

“Did I miss the rest of the guys?” she asked, coming up beside Donny and watching him as he brushed the gelding.

“Thom and Randy headed for the far fence line. Jerry’s in the bunkhouse making a list of provisions. Don’t know where Nate is.”

“When you’re saddled up, can you take these tally books out to the others and all of you start a count? I want an estimate on how many calves need branding. Our turn’s coming up in a couple of weeks or less. Maybe we should start moving the herd closer to where we’ll muster and brand.”

He glanced over at her. “Did you hear about the new owner showing up at the Phillips ranch?” he asked.

She nodded. “Know anything?”

“Jerry heard about it from one of his friends when he went into town last night. Just that it’s occupied again. No cattle running yet, but a small herd due up from Texas.”

She debated telling him who it was, but decided against it. She didn’t want to have to explain to anyone. 

And if
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