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      February 1875

      Marshal Tucker Burnett was the last unattached male in a family that had experienced more weddings in the last year than he cared to remember. And he planned on retaining his single status. With a shudder he thought of his two strapping brothers who had succumbed to his mother’s matchmaking ways and was more determined than ever to hang on to his freedom

      First, it had been Travis, the oldest of the three, and then his long-lost brother Tanner had fallen under the spell of love and settled down.

      Tucker shivered, more from the thought of marriage than the cold, as he leaned against the wall of the El Paso Hotel and waited for the stage, his hat pulled down low, shading his eyes, his arms crossed over his chest. He was a wandering man, no ties, no attachments, no ring binding him to forever.

      Turning his attention to the present, he cast his gaze to the dusty empty street. His mother had sent him on what he was certain was a fool’s errand. For the last month, his mother, Eugenia had made him promise to meet the stage from Abilene, Texas, twice a week, awaiting some mysterious package.

      Tucker feared what kind of package his mother was referring to and only hoped it wasn’t like the last surprise, she had given him, a mail-order bride who had fallen in love with his older brother Tanner. Eugenia’s kind of surprises, he didn’t need.

      After his mother’s last attempt at matchmaking, he had warned her to stay out of his business, and he had meant every stinking word. She had promised him that this package was for the much-anticipated newest family member, baby Burnett.

      His brother Travis and his wife, Rose, were expecting their first child this spring, and his mother had turned her attention away from finding a mate for her remaining unmarried son, to the arrival of the first grandchild. And thank God she had. Unlike his brothers, he intended on keeping his freedom.

      A sharp, cold north wind swirled about the street, picking up dust, stinging exposed skin with a painful reminder that spring was still weeks away. The stage turned the corner of Main Street and came rattling down the road, the horses eager to reach their destination. The wooden contraption pulled to a halt in front of Tucker, the dust settling back to earth. He pushed back his hat and uncrossed his ankles, putting both feet firmly on the ground. God, he hoped whatever his mother had ordered arrived today, so he could quit this silly errand.

      Tucker watched as the driver climbed down from the box and dropped to the ground. He placed a small step in front of the door for the passengers to step on before their feet touched the ground. The driver swung open the door, and a small boy who looked to be around the age of two jumped from the stage to the step, laughing gaily. A feminine hand covered by an emerald glove held the toddler’s small fingers securely.

      Tucker's gaze went from the child’s hand up the arm to the woman who wore green gloves. His eyes found hers and became lost in those pools of blue sky he had never forgotten. For a moment he thought the ground was going to fall out from beneath him as he stared across what seemed like the thousand miles that had separated them until just this moment.

      Dr. Sarah Kincaid had returned home looking more beautiful than when he had left her almost three years ago, and it appeared she hadn’t come home alone.

      “Well, I’ll be damned!” he muttered beneath his breath. He swallowed at the sight of the woman he had chased around the schoolyard as a boy. The doctor who had kept him from dying in Tombstone. The good woman whose bed he had left in the middle of the night.

      Dear God, she had returned. After three years would she still be angry?

      He let his gaze travel over the blond hair that was carefully coiffed beneath a stylish hat that added a minimal amount of height to her already tall frame. The color matched her green traveling coat which hid the generous curves he knew so well.

      Their eyes met and held for what seemed an eternity, and Tucker’s mind replayed the memory of Sarah’s bare shoulder being kissed by a sliver of moonlight, the sheets tangled about her waist and hips, her breasts peeking from beneath a blond curl.

      That one night in her arms had been the biggest threat to his freedom he had ever experienced, and he had left before she tempted him into staying forever. He had left before he knew whether he had ruined a perfectly good friendship by having sex with the lady doctor.

      And now here she was proudly standing before him on this cold February morning, shivering, a child gripping her hand.

      “Momma,” the child said, tugging on her hand, eager to scamper down the step and escape the confines of the carriage.

      “Just a moment, son.” She stepped down from the coach, her eyes never wavering from Tucker’s. She walked toward him and he met her halfway.

      “Tucker Burnett,” she acknowledged, her voice stiff and formal as if the night they made love had never happened.

      “Hello, Sarah. How have you been?” He swallowed, his palms suddenly perspiring.

      “Just fine,” she politely responded, the warm, friendly smile he remembered absent from her full, sweet lips. “I’ve come to visit my grandfather.”

      They stared at one another, their conversation stilted and awkward. Tucker resisted the urge to put her back on that stage, shut the door and tell the driver to continue right on out of town. He knew the thought was irrational, yet somehow he didn’t care.

      That one night with the doctor had made him forget his dreams and act irrationally.

      He nodded. “If you’d like, I’d be happy to carry your bags to your grandfather’s hotel.”

      “Oh, that won’t be necessary. Lucas and I will manage,” she said, her voice polite and cool.

      “Lucas?” he questioned.

      “My son,” she replied, pulling the boy around beside her.

      “I didn’t know you had married,” he said, staring at the child, who twisted behind his mother, more interested in what was going on down the street.

      She was married and had a child; he was safe.

      “Mrs. Walter Scott James,” she said as she pulled the active boy forward. “Lucas, meet Mr. Burnett.”

      The boy was dressed in a blue double-breasted overcoat, and Tucker hoped his mother had never dolled him up in such a fashion. The resemblance between Sarah and her son was obvious with the boy’s blond curls and fair skin. He couldn’t help but wonder about the child’s father. Who was he, and when had she met him?

      Tucker bent down to Lucas and tipped his hat. “Marshal Tucker Burnett.” He gripped the boy’s hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you. How old are you?”

      The boy glanced up at Tucker, then pulled his hand away and buried his face in his mother’s skirts. She patted him on the back reassuringly.

      “He’s, tired and so am I,” she said, her voice brusque.

      “More reason for me to carry your bags to the hotel.” He stood glancing around at the trunks the driver was unloading, wondering which ones were hers.

      “Fine,” she said, her gloved fingers pushing a strand of blond hair out of her face. He noticed how her gaze kept drifting to the badge pinned to his chest.

      “Marshal Burnett? That’s a far cry from what you were doing the last time I saw you,” she said, a slight edge to her voice.

      He saw a flash of anger in her eyes and felt a twinge of anxiety. Dear God, could she still be mad after all these years?

      The two best friends had become lovers for just one long, lonely night, and somehow he was afraid he had damaged their friendship forever.

      While she lay sleeping, he had dressed and snuck out the back door, leaving her to wake up alone. Yet he had left dozens of women in the same manner he had left the good doctor. So why should she be any different?

      “Not long after you patched me up in Tombstone, I decided it was time for a career change,” he told her, the memory of the lonely days he had spent contemplating his life after he left her returning with a poignant pang.

      “You’re smarter than you look,” she said, and turned her attention to the unloading of several bags.

      He cringed at her remark, though veiled. He had known when he left that morning nearly three years ago that she would be angry. But a man could hope that time and distance would have cooled her fury. After all, she had managed to hog-tie some poor man into family and commitment.

      Once the bags were gathered around her, she glanced back at him. “I’m ready if you’d like to take me to my grandfather. I haven’t seen his new hotel.”

      “Let me check with the driver, and then we’ll walk. This is his hotel, but the main entrance is down the street a ways.” He stepped over to the driver and asked the young man, “Any packages for Eugenia Burnett?”

      “No packages,” the driver said.

      “Thanks,” Tucker murmured. He hoped to God that this wasn’t the package his mother had been referring to—that Sarah wasn’t the surprise she was waiting for. Maybe she was just pretending to be all wrapped up in this new grandchild. Maybe she was still up to her matchmaking ways.

      “Come on.” He took Sarah by the arm, and she gently but firmly pulled away. Still, she continued to walk beside him. “Is your grandfather expecting you? I hadn’t heard him say anything about you coming home.”

      “No. He doesn’t know. I didn’t want to worry him, and I didn’t know when exactly I’d be able to get away. I had to find someone to tend to my patients while I was gone.”

      “What about your husband? He let you come all this way without him?” Tucker asked, his curiosity about the man she had married getting the better of him.

      She glanced at him, a sharp, watchful expression on her face. “He didn’t care.”

      Tucker frowned. “How long you been married?” She turned her lips up, the smile not quite reaching her eyes. “Long enough, Tucker.”

      He grinned and shrugged. “Never hurts to ask.” He wanted to ask her long enough for what, but he didn’t dare. Curious about just when and how she had met the man was eating at him; but he knew it was none of his business, and the doctor wouldn’t hesitate to tell him so.

      She glanced at Tucker, her head tilted at an angle. Lucas was staring at the adults in fascination. “My husband wasn’t afraid of settling down. He didn’t leave in the middle of the night, without saying goodbye.”

      “Good for you,” he said, picking up her bags. Tucker smiled and gave her a quick glance. She might not be spitting fire, but she was definitely peeved. From what he remembered of their night together, given even the slightest indication that she was willing, he wouldn’t hesitate to charm his way back into her bed for a little frolicking between the sheets. It was a damn shame she was displeased with him and married to boot.

      But she had been a threat to his freedom. So in the middle of the night he had run as fast as he could get away.

      God had a sense of humor, thought Sarah. After all, who would have thought that the first person she would encounter when returning to Fort Worth would have been the last person she ever wanted to see again. But here Tucker Burnett was, walking beside her the short distance to her grandfather’s hotel, carrying her bags and chatting as though they were still old friends.

      Fear had almost paralyzed her the moment she had stepped off that stage and seen her childhood friend, the man who had broken her heart, the father of her child.

      Yet, part of her heart still leaped at the sight of his dark brown eyes and golden brown hair. And that was the part she would love to have surgically removed. They were doing so much now with modern medicine, why couldn’t they cut out that piece of the heart that just couldn’t get over a man?

      Especially when that man was an unemotional, irresponsible, handsome, charming gunslinger—now marshal—who had been the only man to get close emotionally and physically to her in the last five years.

      It just proved that tall, ruggedly handsome men, who had high foreheads, twinkling brown eyes and muscles that were shaped to perfection, were not necessarily good for a woman. This man had certainly not been who she thought he was, when he had slunk out like a fugitive in the middle of the night, after spending time in her bed.

      “So how’s the doctoring business?” he asked. “You still the only doctor in Tombstone? How does your husband like the fact that his wife’s the only doctor for miles?”

      “My, aren’t you the curious one,” she replied.

      He grinned. “Don’t know until you ask, and I’ve never been afraid to ask.”

      She shook her head at him. “I just hired a new man to help out,” she replied.

      She wasn’t ready to respond to his question about her husband, because the man didn’t care. He was dead. It was none of Tucker Burnett’s business, and she would do whatever was necessary to protect her son. She would do whatever was necessary to protect the child she and Tucker had conceived that fateful night almost three years ago.

      The son he knew nothing about. Sarah would lie just as long as it was necessary to protect her boy— and herself—for if the marshal knew that Lucas was his child, he would want the right to be with his son. And she couldn’t face Tucker every day.

      “My practice is going very well. The gunslingers of Tombstone keep me busy, patching up their newest bullet wounds.”

      He smiled. “You’re good at that. I know.”

      She glanced at his chest, wondering if the wound she had mended for him ever pained him, determined not to ask. Lucas wrapped his fingers in the material of her skirt and gave a sharp tug to get her attention. “Momma, cookie.”

      She glanced down into eyes that were the spitting image of his father’s. The fear that had consumed her the moment she saw Tucker was for the time somewhat subdued, but she knew the anxiety could return at any second.

      She smiled at the boy who had changed her life. She hadn’t known what to think of motherhood, but having a child had softened her. She was grateful for her son and most of the time managed to block out the memory of his father.

      Until today, when she had seen Tucker standing there waiting at the stage depot.

      She had never realized just how much Lucas looked like his father. Now it was clearly evident in his gaze and the stubborn set of his chin, and Sarah was amazed that Tucker had not seen the resemblance.

      “Just a few more steps and you’ll meet your grandpa. Then I’ll give you a cookie.”

      The boy frowned, not quite sure that he liked her response.

      “Momma, hungry.”

      “Lucas, I can’t stop and get you a cookie out of the bag. Wait.”

      “What bag are they in?” Tucker asked.

      She sent Tucker her best stay-out-of-this mother’s look. “Do you always ignore a mother’s wishes?” “Depends on who the mother is and if I’m trying to charm the child or the mother.”

      The fear that Sarah had held at bay suddenly returned. Normally, she would have stood her ground, but she was tired, she was scared, and she didn’t want Tucker looking too closely at her reactions.

      “They’re wrapped in a cloth in that gray bag you’re carrying.”

      Tucker smiled that boyish grin he had used to charm his way into her bed, and she almost groaned. She was going to be here for only a month. Just a month of spending time with her grandfather and then she could return to Tombstone, and her life would go back to her practice and her son.

      No more Tucker Burnett. She could put up with him for at least a month. Couldn’t she?

      She watched as he opened the bag and searched for the cookies. He found them and held up a single oatmeal cookie for Lucas. “Is this what you want?”

      The boy grinned at him and ran toward his outstretched hand. The sight of Tucker giving his son a cookie touched Sarah so much she had to swallow the lump that rose in her throat and look away.

      She should never have risked coming home. If the telegram had not insisted her grandfather was ill, she would not have come back to this city where she took a chance of running into Tucker Burnett, here in this place where they both had lived as children.

      But she had come home, and so far Tucker had not tackled her biggest fear. He had believed her regarding her marriage, and she wasn’t completely lying. She had been married. But there was no need to tell him she was a widow or that the man she married had died before Lucas was born. There was no need to tell him that she had married Walter Scott James because she had known he was going to die, and she needed his name to give to her son.

      Lucas took the cookie from Tucker.

      “What do you say, young man?” she said, looking at the boy as he stood between her and Tucker.

      “Tank you,” he said, grinning from ear to ear.

      Sarah’s heart leaped within her chest, and she quickly glanced at Tucker to see his reaction.

      Sarah watched as he smiled at the boy and ruffled his hair.

      “You’re welcome.” He glanced at Sarah. “Let’s get the two of you settled in at your grandfather’s place.” What if something gave away the truth that Lucas was his son? What if he counted the months and realized that Tucker had been conceived the night they were together? What if Tucker asked her if Lucas was his son?

      She was overreacting. She knew it, but the mother in her worried, while the physician inside her reminded her to remain calm.

      Sarah glanced up at the hotel in front of which they now stood. “So this is Grandfather’s new hotel. Pretty fancy.”

      “Wait till you see the inside. Your grandfather went all out on this one.”

      Tucker opened the door to the El Paso Hotel, and Sarah quickly walked through, her hand wrapped securely around Lucas’s smaller one. She felt rattled. She hadn’t known that Tucker had come back to Fort Worth, she had never dreamed of finding him waiting for her at the stage depot, and she certainly hadn’t expected him to escort her to her grandfather’s hotel.

      After all, sometime before dawn the night they had made love, he had walked out on her and never glanced back, not caring that his leaving had left her confused and grieving, until she realized she was pregnant. Then she had become angry, before finally she reached an understanding.

      Tucker Burnett would miss seeing his son grow into a man, only because he chose not to be with her. And somehow reaching that conclusion had helped her to put his betrayal behind her, until now.

      As she stepped into the entrance, her eyes took in the dark wood paneling lining the walls of the lobby, the brass fixtures, and the oak counter. A door led off to the right, and she could see a room filled with people sitting at tables eating.

      The door shut behind Tucker, and he called out to the clerk sitting at the counter, “Charlie, this is Mr. Kincaid’s granddaughter. I’m taking her to the old man’s rooms.”

      The man jumped up and nodded in greeting. “Welcome, missus. Don’t worry about anything; we’ll take your bags for you.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      This was certainly nicer than any hotel her grandfather had previously owned. But then, she had come home to a town that had changed much since she had left. Fort Worth had been merely a spot in the road when she had gone away to college, but now it had grown into a frontier town that leaned just a little on the wild side.

      She had seen the brothels, the saloons and the gambling halls as the stage had rolled into town. Fort Worth was no innocent settlement. It was a cowboy’s last chance to sow a few wild oats, before he headed up the trail to Dodge City and sold his cattle.

      The clerk behind the desk soon had two men carrying their bags to some unknown destination.

      Tucker put his hand at the small of her back, and she flinched. No one had touched her there since he had all those years ago. No man had held her—no man had been in her bed—since Tucker.

      Not even the man she married.

      She stepped away from his touch, refusing to acknowledge the tingle his caress always seemed to ignite, refusing to pick up where they had left off all those years ago.

      Sarah James was a mother, a doctor and a woman who didn’t need a man to take care of her. She did just fine on her own. The only reason she would even consider another man would be for her son. But she had yet to find one she deemed suitable, and it wasn’t a pressing issue at this time in his life.

      “Your grandfather keeps a suite of rooms. Come on, I’ll take you to them,” Tucker said, leading the way down a hall.

      “Thank you,” she replied politely.

      At the end of the hallway, Tucker stopped before number one twenty-six and rapped on the door.

      “Come on in. The door is open,” she heard her grandfather say.

      Tucker turned the doorknob, and Sarah stepped through the door, her son in tow. The sight that greeted her eyes stunned her. Her grandfather was not sickly looking at all, but rather robust, older, but just fine. He was not near death as she had been led to believe from the telegram she had received from Eugenia Burnett.

      Tucker watched as Sarah walked into her grandfather’s suite of rooms and couldn’t decide if he should stay or back out the door and let them have their reunion alone. But he was reluctant to leave; he wanted to know what had brought Sarah Kincaid home.

      The old man looked up from his desk, and for a moment, Tucker was afraid Sarah was going to have to resuscitate her own grandfather. The man’s shock was so evident at the sight of his granddaughter and great-grandson standing before him.

      “Sarah?” he asked. He stood and slowly came around the desk. “This is quite a surprise.”

      They met each other halfway across the room and enveloped one another in a hug.

      “You don’t look sick,” Sarah said.

      Tucker glanced at Sarah, a frown on his face. What had she just said about her grandfather being sick?

      “I’m fine. Who said I was ill? I’m just old,” her grandfather said, his arms still wrapped around Sarah. He released her, stepped back and gazed at his granddaughter. “You look wonderful.”

      “Momma?” Lucas said, tugging on her hand. George Kincaid leaned down to his great-grandson. “Hey, little man, give your old grandpa a hug.”

      The little boy reached out and tugged on his mustache and giggled. “Momma?” he questioned.

      “It's okay, Lucas. We talked about meeting your grandpa.”

      “How about instead of a hug, you just shake my hand. We’ll hug later,” the old man said, trying to relieve the child’s fears.

      He reached toward the boy and shook his hand. The child laughed as if it were a game.

      “I’m glad you’re here, but what made you decide to come for a visit?” he asked. “Did you think I was ill?”

      “Yes. I was afraid you were dying. I received a telegram from Eugenia Burnett that you were ill.” Surprise almost left Tucker speechless as he turned toward Sarah, shock at her words stunning him. His mother had sent her a telegram?

      Tucker scowled, suddenly suspicious that his mother was once again up to her matchmaking shenanigans, trying to get him and Sarah together. But how did she know they had a past. Did his mother know that Sarah was happily married and unavailable to wed her son?

      Grandpa nodded and glanced over at Tucker. “Several months ago I was ill, and your mother came to take care of me. But it was only a bad cold.”

      “Why would she send for Sarah?” Tucker asked.

      Grandpa shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she thought I was sicker than I looked.”

      “I’m puzzled. If Sarah wasn’t married, I would think that she’s back to her matchmaking shenanigans, but that’s not possible.”

      Sarah’s head jerked toward him. “What are you talking about? Your mother’s matchmaking shenanigans?” Tucker frowned. “My mother has been trying to get all her sons married, and I’m the last holdout. But that’s not possible, since you’re already married. . .

      Sarah glanced away from him for just a moment, and then she turned back to Tucker, the light reflecting off her eyes the way the sun glistens on water. “I’m not married, Tucker. I’m a widow.”
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      “Mother!” Tucker called as he strode into the home his family had lived in for over twenty years. The door slammed behind him as he walked down the hall, past the parlor to the bottom of the stairs. He had ridden hell-bent from town after leaving Sarah and her grandfather, determined to put an end once and for all to his mother’s interfering ways.

      He couldn’t believe that once again she had stuck her nose where it didn’t belong. Would she never learn to let her children make their own choices and decisions in life?

      “Tucker, what are you doing here?” his mother said, as she came down the stairs, surprise on her face.

      Eugenia Burnett looked the picture of the sweet little grandmother, but everyone in her family knew that image hid an armor of determination that no knight could have ever penetrated. Tucker pitied any person who stood in her way where her children were concerned. It was understood that Eugenia would do whatever she felt necessary to take care of her family.

      “I’m here to discuss your package. It arrived from Abilene today,” he said, his voice gruff with anger.

      “Well, where is it?” she asked excitedly.

      “I left Sarah Kincaid James with her grandfather,” he said angrily.

      “That’s nice. I haven’t seen Sarah since she left to go to that fancy school back east. But what about my package? What does Sarah have to do with my package?”

      “Drop the act, Mother. I know about the telegram.” “What telegram, dear?” she asked innocently.

      “The one you sent Sarah saying that her grandfather was ill and that she needed to come home,” he replied, his voice sharp.

      His mother reached the bottom of the stairs and paused, gazing up at him, her brown eyes curious.

      “Well, he was ill and he needed her,” Eugenia said, turning on her heel and walking past her son into the dining room and on into the kitchen.

      Tucker followed her, determined to settle this once and for all. “But his illness wasn’t life threatening.” “At the old man’s age, who can determine what, is life threatening and what is not?” She threw up her hands. “He was very ill.”

      Tucker reached out and caught his mother by the arm, halting her forward progress. He released her arm and walked around her still form to stand in her direct path, making her face him. “Mother, you lied to Sarah. You made her think that he was about to die. How could you be so cruel?”

      “I did no such thing. I told the truth. She chose to interpret that he was dying,” Eugenia replied, her hands on her hips.

      “What did you say?” Tucker asked, already knowing what was written in the telegram.

      “I only told her that her grandfather had been ill, that he was doing poorly and needed nursing care,” Eugenia replied.

      Tucker stared at her incredulously. “Do you have no conscience? How could you take her away from her patients?” Tucker asked, his temper simmering just below the surface. “What if she had been killed coming here from Tombstone? That’s a dangerous trip, Mother.”

      “I only sent Sarah a telegram saying that her grandfather was ill. Had been ill for quite some time and was doing poorly. I did not say he was dying, he needed her or anything else. The woman made the decision on her own to come, so stop blaming me.”

      She turned to the stove where a pot of coffee simmered. She reached for a cup sitting on the counter and poured the warm, fragrant liquid.

      “Why did you send the telegram at all, Mother? If Mr. Kincaid were seriously ill, don’t you think he would have bidden Sarah to come home?” He paused, his eyes narrowing at the way she didn’t seem fazed by his accusations. “Or did you think that Sarah would come home and that you could somehow manage to get the two of us together?”

      She whirled around to face him. “Now, why would I think there was any possibility of getting a man like you to settle down?”

      He glared at her, shaking his head. “Mother⁠—”

      “I sent the telegram because if it were me, I’d want my grandchild to come home and take care of me. I also sent it hoping that Sarah would decide to stay in Fort Worth and that she could deliver Travis and Rose’s baby. Doc Wilson is getting old, and this town could use a younger doctor. Yes, I hope she stays. As for the two of you getting together, if I were Sarah, I wouldn’t have you. You’re too damn stubborn to see that you need a wife.”

      Tucker stared at his mother, speechless. It took a moment before the words poured forth. “Well, good. I’m glad you see it that way, because I sure as hell didn’t want to have to tell you that it wasn’t going to happen. I’m not getting married, and you can take that to the bank. You should be happy you got Travis and Tanner married off. But leave me alone.”

      “Don’t worry, son. I wouldn’t inflict any woman with your wanderlust ways. . . .”

      “Good.”

      “Or your sour disposition.”

      The two stood there staring at one another, the room suddenly very quiet. Tucker ran a hand through his hair. His heart was pounding in his chest, “I’m serious, Mother. I’m not good marriage material. I know it, and I’m happy living the way I am.”

      Eugenia smiled and patted him on the arm. “Good. As long as you’re happy, I wouldn’t dream of imposing on you a good woman who has a fine family, who would make you a good wife and mother for your children. If she’s not what you want I’m sure some other man in town will see her fine qualities and she’ll be married soon.”

      Tucker wanted to roll his eyes, but he resisted. “Did you know that she was married when you sent for her?”

      “She’s not married. She’s a widow.”

      “So you knew Sarah was available?”

      Eugenia sighed. “Sarah is a doctor. Fort Worth needs a new young doctor. I was hoping that she would deliver Travis and Rose’s baby. Plus her grandfather was ill, so she would be coming this way already. If by chance you were interested, then I would have killed three birds with one stone. So don’t go thinking too badly of me. I was only trying to take care of my family.”

      “Fine, Mother, but don’t try to push Sarah on me. I’m warning you to leave her alone.”

      “I haven’t even seen the girl. She could have become homely for all I know.”

      “Believe me, she’s not homely. But there will be no match between me and Sarah or any other woman. Do you understand, Mother?”

      “Yes, I understand. You want to spend the rest of your life alone, free to come and go as you please. You want to die without the benefit of having children and watching them grow up, marry and have children of their own. You don’t want a family, Tucker. You want no responsibilities, no ties and certainly no commitments.”

      Tucker shrugged. “I don’t see it that way, but basically you’re right. No commitments, no responsibilities.”

      “I don’t approve, but I won’t interfere.”

      She was far too agreeable. It was a terrible thing not to believe your own mother, but somehow Tucker just didn’t quite trust her.

      “You don’t have to approve, Mother. This is my life."
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        * * *

      

      Sarah had just gotten Lucas to sleep when she tiptoed back into the living area of her grandfather’s suite of rooms, her skirts swishing softly.

      She took a seat on the Empire sofa and turned toward her grandfather, who was reading the paper. She sighed, glancing around the very masculine drawing room. Everything was decorated in heavy woods and dark fabrics. There was an air of quiet, conservative strength about the room that needed a feminine hand.

      “He finally went to sleep,” she told the older man, who had raised her since she was ten.

      “Good,” he murmured behind his paper. “He was certainly a tired little boy.” Her grandfather laid down the paper. “Lucas has had quite an adventurous trip.”

      “Yes, he’s not used to being confined, and spending all that time inside a coach was difficult. He probably drove the other passengers crazy, but he was really very good.”

      Sarah gazed at the man who had become both father and mother to her when her parents were killed.

      Her grandfather nodded, his eyes searching hers. “So did you really think that I was dying, Sarah?”

      She swallowed, not wanting to admit she had been afraid he would be dead before she arrived. “I wasn’t sure. But the telegram said that you had been ill and that you weren’t getting better.” She flicked at a spot on her skirt. “And because I haven’t been home since I left for college almost ten years ago, I decided it was time to pay a visit.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “You know you could have come to see me and Lucas.”

      He shrugged. “I intended to visit you and the boy, but the hotel’s kept me busy.”

      “You have people who can run it,” she said.

      “Just like you found someone to handle your practice, but you didn’t want to, did you?”

      She smiled, thinking of the turmoil she had been in before she left. “You’re right. I hated leaving my patients.”

      He glanced at her, his eyes filled with sorrow. “I almost came out when Lucas was born. Especially after I found out that your husband had died. But I broke my damn arm and just didn’t feel up to the trip.”

      Sarah looked at her clasped hands and flexed her fingers, willing herself to relax. “Those were trying times.”

      She sighed and gazed around the room, the memory of her quick wedding to a man who had died before Lucas was born somehow seeming pathetic and hopeless. Everyone in town had thought she was mourning her husband, when in fact she had been pining for the loss of her child’s father. She had been afraid of raising a child all alone, right up until the moment the midwife had laid him in her arms. Then she knew that everything was going to be fine.

      “Things have been better since Lucas was born.”

      “Did you love your husband a lot?” he questioned.

      She paused for a moment, wanting to tell her grandfather the truth regarding her son, but fear kept her from revealing the tale. For a moment she wrestled with her conscience, and then decided to tell him partially the truth. “No. But I love my son more than life.”

      Her grandfather stared at her, his face full of surprise, studying her. “Then, why did you marry?”

      “It seemed the thing to do at the time. He was a kind man, and I live in a dangerous town,” she lied.

      How could she tell her grandfather that she had married Walter Scott James because she had been pregnant with Tucker’s child? That she had wanted her son to have a name without the stigma of being called a bastard.

      He stared at her, his expression questioning, but his lips were silent. She felt as if he were attempting to read her mind.

      Finally, he glanced away. “Lucas seems a wonderful little boy”

      “He is,” she said wistfully. “And I’m doing my best to be a good mother to him.”

      “But what about you, Sarah?” Her grandfather paused. “You’re still a young woman. You need a man who will take care of you and love you.”

      She lifted her chin and stared at her grandfather. “I don’t need another man, Grandfather. I’m happier now than I’ve ever been, just taking care of my son and working my practice. Tombstone has settled a bit, and my life is complete.”

      “But don’t you think that Lucas will need the influence of a man in his life? Don’t you think that he deserves to have a father? And you deserve a husband.”

      The image of Tucker Burnett sprang to mind, and her pulse accelerated. Even after all these years, it was obvious he wasn’t interested in settling down. “His father is dead. Someday, when he’s older, I may consider remarrying just so that he has a man’s influence, but until then, I’m not interested in getting remarried.”

      “Well, at least consider moving back to Fort Worth so that I can spend time with him,” her grandfather said.

      Could she move back to Fort Worth and live in such close proximity to Tucker and his family? Could she look at him every day and not, somehow, wind up telling him that Lucas was his son?

      “I’m happy in Tombstone. I have a good practice, my neighbors watch out for me, my patients care about me, and I don’t want to pick up and move back here. I’d have to start over with my practice.”

      “Just how long will I have the pleasure of you and my great-grandson?”

      “My plans are to stay at least a month before we return to Tombstone,” Sarah said, wondering for the second time that day if she had been wise to come home to Fort Worth. Wondering if she could avoid Tucker for a month.

      “I’m not going to lie to you and say I won’t try to convince you to stay while you’re here. But I am glad you’re here. That will give me some time to spend with my grandson and calculate my battle plan on how to convince you to move home permanently.”

      “Grandfather, you know you can always come out to Tombstone and be with us,” she said, thinking it would be much safer there than here with the presence of Tucker Burnett.

      “I know.” He gazed at Sarah. “But my life is here in Fort Worth.”

      “Just like my practice is in Tombstone.”

      Her grandfather shook his head at her. “Oh, Sarah, you’ve inherited the stubbornness of your father, I’m afraid.”

      She laughed. “No. I think I received it from my grandfather. I still remember our lengthy discussions on my attending college. You thought that a woman had no business receiving that kind of education.”

      “Well, I still think it’s unnatural. Most women want to get married, raise a family, and take care of a home. You want it all!”

      She smiled. “You’re right, I do. But I’m so glad I went to college, Grandfather. Being a doctor has made me happy. It’s given a purpose to my life.”

      “If you’re happy, that’s all that matters. But I still have hopes that you will find a good man who will be a father to Lucas and a husband to you.”

      Sarah stared off into the distance. The image of a tall, sandy-haired man with broad shoulders and well muscled thighs, who wore his guns slung low on his hips, came to mind. There was a man she had once wanted to marry, but he had not wanted to settle down. He hadn’t loved her enough to stay.
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        * * *

      

      Tucker let his horse set the pace on his way back to Fort Worth. The ride was nice and slow compared to the frantic pace he had set to reach his mother’s place. His horse ambled along, taking its time, while he contemplated the return of Dr. Sarah Kincaid James.

      The sun shone brightly, but the breeze that rustled the leaves of the oak trees was brisk enough to have a bite when it grazed his skin. Though the sun’s rays were warm, the wind had a winter’s chill to it.

      For Tucker it had been a hell of a day. First with Sarah returning and then his mad dash to get to the bottom of just what part his mother had played in the arrival of the good doctor.

      His mother acted the innocent, but he was no fool. She had hoped that Sarah would come home and that the two of them would somehow fall in love and marry. She knew how Tucker felt about marriage; but to his mother’s way of thinking, that was illogical, and she was determined to show him the error of his ways.

      Well, it would be a cold day in July before Sarah would take an interest in him again. In fact, the friendship was suffering a severe case of the chills and he guessed he couldn’t blame her. After all, the way he had run out on her had pretty much ruined any chance of their being lovers again, let alone companions. He hadn’t meant to take advantage of her, but somehow he had gotten in way over his head. When he had awakened in Sarah’s bed, he had treated her in the same manner he had all the women before her. He had grabbed his stuff and fled in the middle of the night to avoid any hard feelings or discussions of vows, and rings, and wedding things.

      Sarah had the ability to make him forget about his dreams. When he was with her, all he thought about was the way she made him feel, and that had frightened him enough that he had run.

      But Sarah apparently had not let his leaving affect her. From the way things appeared, she had barely let the bed sheets cool before she had married someone else. And that man had given her a son.

      His Appaloosa gave a snort and shook its head, rattling the halter. Tucker reached down and patted the animal’s neck. A wandering man needed a good horse to take him on his travels, but then, he had been in the same place now for over two years, the longest time period he had stayed in any one place since he was a child. Maybe it was time to move on. Maybe it was time he resumed his drifting ways.

      But was he feeling this way because Sarah had come home? Surely, after all this time, he could glance at her without remembering the smooth texture of her skin. Surely, he could talk to her without remembering the pleasure of her kiss, the taste of her sweet mouth. The way she left him wanting.

      He groaned, the sound loud in the gathering dusk. They were friends. She wouldn’t be here forever. She would be going home to her practice. She would return to the grave site of the man who had married her and fathered her child.

      Just who was this man she had married?

      Tucker couldn’t help but be curious about the man who had made the trip down the aisle with Sarah, shortly after he himself, had left. Hadn’t she missed Tucker at all after he had gone? Or had she been so angry that she had resolved never to get involved with a rambling man again, and had run straight into the arms of some do-good, sweet-talking cowboy who would have promised her the moon just to get in her bed?

      His horse snorted in the early evening air, sending up white clouds of vapor into the cold. He shivered, remembering the month he had spent in Tombstone with Sarah. Even though he had been hurt, the memory of being ministered to by the good doctor, of getting to know her better and the laughter they had shared together, was a special one. They had always been friends. Even when they were kids living and attending school in Fort Worth, he had enjoyed being with Sarah.

      Only today, when she had stepped off that stage, the friction had rolled off her in waves. The tension had reminded him of waking up beside a woman, the morning-after awkwardness he tried to avoid, but this time that morning had occurred three years ago. Yet somehow it felt as if it had been just yesterday.

      But sometime after he had left Tombstone, while he was out searching for trouble in the name of fun, she had found someone new, and this time, she had promised this man forever. While he had been sampling the West and all the decadence, it offered, she had been taking care of her own chance at happiness. And though her marriage had not lasted long, she had a son. Sarah Kincaid James was now a mother.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever remarry. After all, she had a child—a boy who was going to need a father figure, someone to teach him the things that a man needed to know in order to survive. He was a cute kid, who looked a lot like his mother, though what must be traces of the father could be detected in his features.

      Dr. Sarah Kincaid James was still beautiful, still very much someone Tucker would like to spend time with. But she wanted forever, and Tucker was not a man who could give that to any woman. He couldn’t even promise he would be here tomorrow.

      That night they had shared so long ago was still a pleasant memory. And before that night they had been friends for many years. She was a beautiful woman, he was a man, and they had made a mistake that one night in Tombstone. Maybe, just maybe, he could salvage the friendship.

      Maybe she would show him the door and tell him to get lost, but whatever happened, he had to talk to her, had to attempt to salvage the friendship he'd lost.
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      Several days later, Tucker sat eating lunch with his two brothers and their wives, wondering what had happened to the men he had grown up with. His strong, manly brothers had become lovesick fools since they married.

      Tucker watched as Travis leaned toward his very expectant wife. “Would you like some dessert, Rose? I’ll order it if you want some.”

      At this late stage of her pregnancy, Rose was being treated by her husband as though she were a fine piece of china, fragile and delicate.

      She smiled up at Travis and patted him on the arm. “Thanks, but the way this baby is kicking me right now, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “So when is the baby due, Rose?” Tucker asked, thinking the woman couldn’t get much bigger.

      “In about three to four weeks, according to Doc Wilson.”

      Tanner whispered something to Beth, and she smiled up at him and said, “I thought you were going to wait”

      “I can’t.” He grinned sheepishly at everyone around the table. “Beth and I weren’t going to tell you just yet; but Mother’s not here, so I’ll let you in on a little family secret.” He paused. “Beth and I are expecting a baby in November.”

      “Wonderful!” Rose cried. “I’m so happy for the two of you, and the two babies will be close in age. They’ll be able to play with one another. This is so exciting.” Beth laughed. “It is wonderful, isn’t it?"

      "Congratulations," Travis said, grinning at his younger brother. “And you haven’t told Mother yet?”

      “No. We’re waiting until after your baby is born so she can’t drive us crazy for nearly as long,” Tanner replied, then turned to Rose. “You and Travis have amazing stamina where Mother is concerned.”

      “She’s not bad,” Rose replied. “You just have to understand that you boys come first in her life.”

      Beth glanced at Travis. “Was Eugenia always so focused on the three of you when your father was alive?”

      She didn’t ask Tanner, since he had been missing from his family for well over ten years and had not been here when their father passed away. He really couldn’t answer many of his very soft spoken, levelheaded wife’s questions.

      Tucker glanced around the table at the women his brothers had married. Rose was a vivacious woman who had drawn out his brother Travis and made him a more approachable man. While Beth, Tanner’s wife, was quiet and determined, more reserved. But he knew from past experience that she had a will of iron that had helped his middle brother put his past behind him.

      Both men had married strong women who would be good partners through life.

      Travis frowned, deep in thought, reflecting on Beth’s question. “You know Mother’s always been involved in our lives, but now that I think on it, she wasn’t quite as caught up in our business before Father’s death. I think Father probably buffered us from her interfering and most likely told her when to leave well enough alone.”

      Rose glanced at Beth, a startled expression on her face. “Beth, dear, I think you’ve just found the solution to our dilemma. Eugenia needs a man in her life. Someone to focus on besides her children.”

      There was a chorus of groans from the men. “Please, don’t you think it would appear a little hypocritical to do to our mother exactly what we complained she’s done to all of us?” Travis asked.

      “She hasn’t matched up Tucker!" Beth pointed out.

      Tucker frowned. “You know very well, she’s tried, not once, but twice.”

      Travis laughed. “Beth, you weren’t there the other day when Tucker came in with a burr up his backside. Seems Mother sent a telegram to a certain young friend of his in an effort to get her to come home.”

      “We’re friends, nothing more,” Tucker informed the group.

      Though if the truth were known, he would like to be more with Sarah, just nothing that said forever. But she wasn’t the kind of woman who could dally without the promise of 'I do,' and he was definitely the kind of man who didn’t believe in forever. That one night had been a mistake.

      Tanner frowned. “Anyone we know, Tucker?”

      “You knew her as Sarah Kincaid. Since she left Fort
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